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THE DEITIES
The most relevant Kemetic Gods
Eset: Goddess of Healing, Life and Magic
Nephthys: Goddess of Death & Darkness
Nut: Goddess of the Skies
Ausir: God of the Underworld (Duat)
Maat: Goddess of Truth, Cosmic Balance and Justice
Seth: God of Chaos, Storms, Deserts, and Violence
Kek: God/dess of Primordial Darkness
Thoth: God of Writing, Wisdom, Magic and the Moon
Tefnut: Goddess of Water, Moisture, and Rain
Wedjet: Goddess of Reptiles
Hathor: Goddess of Pleasure, Love and Fertility
Anubis: God of Mummification
Amon: God of Air
Bastet: Goddess of Cats and Felines
Geb: God of the Earth
Neith: Goddess of War, Hunting, and Love
Ra: God of Sun and Order 
 
The most relevant Greek and Roman Gods
Greek –
Roman
Zeus – Jupiter: King of the Gods & Lightning
Poseidon – Neptune: God of the Sea
Aphrodite – Venus: Goddess of Love, Beauty & Desire
Hades – Pluto: God of the Underworld
Hephaestus – Vulcanus: God of the Forge
Demeter – Ceres: Goddess of the Harvest
Athena – Minerva: Goddess of Wisdom
Artemis – Diana: Goddess of the Hunt
Ares – Mars: God of War
Hermes  – Mercurius: Messenger of the Gods
Dionysus – Bacchus: God of Wine
Estia – Vesta: Goddess of the Household
Eris – Discordia: Goddess of Chaos, Evil & Discord
Persephone – Proserpina: Goddess of the Underworld
Eros – Cupido: God of Love
Gaia – Terra: Goddess of Earth
Hypnos – Somnus: God of Sleep
Nike – Victoria: Goddess of Victory
Selene – Luna: Goddess of the Moon
Helios – Sol: God of the Sun
Hera – Juno: Goddess of Marriage
Hecate – Trivia: Goddess of Spells and Witchcraft



GLOSSARY
A.E.: Meaning After Eset. A designation used by the Egyptians to specify years, year zero being Goddess Eset’s rebirth. This book takes place in the year 3230 a.E.
Aaru: Also referred to as the Field of Reeds, is the Kemetic term for Heavenly paradise.
Alamuy: Pain wielder. A rare ability found in some Netjerits that allows its wielder to control someone’s pain receptors.
Alkebulan: African continent.
Antisyntagmatarchis: Ancient Greek term for Lieutenant, or Third in command. Officers holding this rank should be addressed as Kyrie Diikita or Kyrie Antisyntagmatarcha.
Ba: Soul in the Kemetic language.
Bélos: Meaning Arrow in ancient Greek. The game of bélos was the predecessor of modern darts.
Castra: In the Roman Empire, the Latin word castrum, (pl: castra) was a military-related term. In Latin usage, the singular form castrum meant Fort, while the plural form castra meant Camp.
Dominus: Meaning Master, or Headmaster, in Latin.
Duat: Kemetic Underworld, or Afterlife.
Elysian Fields: Greek term for Heavenly paradise.
Harkalmayya: Elemental power of water found in some Netjerits.
Harkalnaru: Elemental
power of fire found in some Netjerits.
Harkalsharu: Power of Telekinesis.
Hellas: Greek Empire.
Hellenes: People of Hellas.
Heset: A magical artefact that originated in ancient Egypt. It consists of a small mechanism that, once enabled, can record and reproduce any music. Activated by touch or with a clap.
Hetaireia: Group of trusted people. An Inner circle, a Clique.
Hewet: Kemetic Temple of a deity. Usually run by priests or priestesses.
Imperium Romanum: Roman Empire.
Isfet: Meaning Injustice, Chaos, or Violence; as a verb, To do evil. It is an ancient Egyptian term built on dualism. Isfet was the counter to Maat, which signified order and justice.
Jebel Barkal: The Holy Mountains. Located in modern-day Sudan (South Kemet).
Ka: Spirit in the Kemetic language.
Kafele: Kemetic term meaning The one I would die for.
Kalasiris: Simple sheath dress worn by women in ancient Egypt. Usually held up by two straps, but many variations of this dress exist.
Kemet: Ancient Egypt.
Khai: Age of full maturity for Netjerits, when all of their powers have manifested. Maturity is usually completed in the second decade of life.
Khonsu: Power of Teleportation possessed by some Netjerits, as a verb, To teleport.
Lodum: School in Latin.
Mafkat: Modern-day Sinai.
Malefica: Meaning Witch in Latin. It always carries a negative connotation.
Mughyr: Full Shapeshifting power possessed by few Netjerits.
Naddaha: Siren or mermaid in the Kemetic language.
Netjer: Meaning God or Goddess in the Kemeitc language.
Netjerit: Translated as Child of the Gods. It derives from the term Netjer, meaning God or the All-powerful. Netjerit was initially used to address the children of the Kemetic Gods; however, it soon became used to describe any descendant of the Gods, Egyptian, Greek and Roman alike.
Nymphaea: Refers to the blue lotus, a psychoactive plant, smoked or otherwise consumed in ancient times.
Old Capital: Another name for the city of Thebes, the first capital of the Egyptian Empire. Amongst its many names, we can find Waset, especially used in Kemet. Since the invasion of the Southern Empire, the Romans proclaimed Memphis, also called Ineb Hedj, the New Capital, mainly because of its northern location.
O stellae!: Meaning Oh stars! It is an exclamation used to express surprise in Latin.
Palla: Along with the stola, the palla was the most common piece of clothing worn by women in ancient Rome. The basic palla was a large, rectangular piece of woollen cloth. It was worn wrapped around the body, either over a tunica, a stola, a shirt, or a toga.
Qetesh: Kemetic term meaning Lady of Heaven. The term was coined by Thoth and often used in his prophecies to describe the return of the Goddess.
Rayyal: Mind seer. The rare ability to read someone’s emotions, acquire certain visions of someone’s subconscious, and disrupt someone’s mind. Possessed by very few descendants of Seth.
Rematc en Kemet: Means People of Kemet or People of Egypt.
Saaddiku: Truth-teller. It is a rare Netjerit power that lets one know if someone is lying or telling the truth.
Safar-Ka: The travels of the Spirit in the Kemetic language, also translated as Astral projection. 
Sedjem: Meaning Resistance in ancient Egyptian.
Serva: Meaning Slave in Latin.
Sicario/s: Meaning Assassin in Latin. Often used by the Imperium to describe assassin slaves owned by the empire.
Strategos: Ancient Greek term for General of an Imperial army. Officers holding this rank should be addressed as Kyrie Strategos.
Syntagmatarchis: Translates to Colonel, or Second in command from ancient Greek. Officers holding this rank should be addressed as Kyrie Syntagmatarcha.
Taraymun: Storm Wielder. A power possessed by the descendants of Seth.
Tirnima: Kemetic term meaning Siren chant, or Hypnotic song.
Wael: Kemetic word normally used as a term of endearment for a loved one meaning Refuge, Shelter, or Safe haven.
Wakhashem: Kemetic term meaning Little fool,
Savage, Hellcat, or Vengeance.
Waytul: Realm Traveller. Another power possessed by Netjerits. It allows them to travel to other realms, such as the Duat. Possessed only by descendants of Ausir.
Zaraytara: Shadow-wielding powers found only in descendants of Kek.



PROLOGUE – AMARAH
As the centuries passed within the cavernous depths of my lair, I found myself trapped in the monotony of existence.
The treasures, the jewels, the accumulated wealth lay gleaming all around me, but their lustre had dulled. The stacked books, their pages crumbling with the weight of time and their ink faded in places, were ones I could recount from memory alone.
My bronze skin and silver hair shimmered in the dim light as I gazed upon my reflection in the dismal, ancient mirror.
For countless years, I had revelled in the solitude of my domain, looking over my slumbering dragons, waiting for the world to change—to heal. But the silence, once soothing, had grown boring. The echo of my own thoughts had become a relentless cacophony, and the precious gems that adorned my cavern could no longer satisfy the longing in my heart.
The only sounds to colour my days were the lights of the braziers reflecting on the ancient rock, interrupted, at times, by the trickle of water or the occasional snores of my dragons.
I yearned for more than the endless quiet of the cave, more than the boredom of my reality. Adventure called to me: the thrill of battle, the chaos of war, and the irreplaceable scent of blood. I craved the exhilaration of the unknown, the clash of powers, and the taste of victory over tyranny.
In the stillness of the cave, I longed for the vibrant lawlessness of the world beyond.
With every passing moment, the desire for something more, combined with the knowledge of what would soon plague the Earth, burned within me, an unquenchable fire that no amount of patience could smother.
It was time to awaken the dragons, to rouse them from their slumber and seek out the tumultuous storms of life once more. The mirror reflected my determination, my defiance against the solitude that had bound me for centuries. It was time to embrace the world beyond the cave and rediscover the thrill of life that had been denied to us for far too long.



PART I – IMPERIUM ROMANUM

“Throughout the course of history, three prominent civilisations have been birthed by the great Mediterranean Sea, each casting a unique and lasting influence on our world: the Greeks, celebrated for their profound philosophers and intellectuals who ignited the flame of knowledge; the Romans, renowned for their mastery of war and combat, shaping the very foundations of military strategy; and the Egyptians, distinguished for their ancient wisdom, exploring the realms of the occult and the metaphysical with unparalleled depth and insight.”
Excerpt from the Library of Alexandria



CHAPTER I
Vivere est militare. — Seneca the Younger
To live is to fight. — Seneca the Younger
As the rain droplets danced upon the pavement, their soft echoes reverberated through the silent Castra, creating a soothing melody. The quiet storm from the East had just passed, leaving a muddy terrain and downtrodden spirits in its wake.
My gaze remained transfixed upon the rain-soaked earth beneath me, its mucky texture marring my boots. Familiar chains encircled my wrists, reminding me that, in such moments, it was wiser to succumb to the numbing embrace of dissociation. The world around me blurred into a distant haze as I sought refuge in the recesses of my mind, leaving only the sounds of raindrops to resonate through my fractured consciousness.
Despite the pain lacing every breath and the dryness of my throat, I hummed my familiar tune, as I always did, to comfort my racing heart and assuage my rageful spirit.
Well, and because it pissed them off. Nothing irritated and provoked the arrogant chief of this fine establishment as much as singing along while getting whipped.
I wasn’t sure where the song was from. To be fully honest, I wasn’t even sure who I was before the Imperium had found me when I was five or six years old.
I wished they never had. Sometimes I wished I had died in that arid desert rather than ending up here, in Caligo.
Caligo Castra was renowned for saving orphaned children and turning them into excellent assassin spies. Or so they claimed. However, the truth was a much harsher concoction to swallow. What the Imperium truly profited from was collecting young orphans from the territories torn up by war and training them to serve the empire on one of the many Castra located all over the Roman territory.
Caligo was a rather small Castra, boasting only thirteen grown slaves and about four dozen children of various ages, many of whom would die before ever being afforded a chance at earning their freedom.
Still, I hummed my tune, my little rebellion in this nightmarish world. It floated like a lullaby, carried on the wings of the wind for all the lost souls out there.
“Take that serva out of my sight!” rang the voice of Dominus Augustus, waking me from my dreamless sleep.
“She is bleeding all over the arena! Clean it up!” he shouted to no one in particular—or everyone—causing the two guards stationed near the post to flinch.
One potential silver lining of enduring a night tied to the whipping post was that nightmares couldn’t find me amidst the overwhelming pain and exhaustion. The hours after waking from a torture session with Dominus Augustus were always a blur.
Unknown hands dragged my tired form inside the dormitory and unceremoniously dropped me on my cot. The melody of my mournful song was the only sound that accompanied me into a deep slumber.
***
I stirred at the sound of the morning bell, indicating the start of breakfast and training. Master Titus must have tended to my lacerated back because I awoke to find it carefully bandaged, while the strong scent of his sage balm permeated the air. I stood carefully, avoiding bending my back too harshly. I went to the shared latrines and rinsed off as best I could with the provided bowl of water.
If fresh hot water had been given last night, it was now freezing cold and murky.
“You look awful,” mumbled Annika with a shrug. Her beautiful blonde hair shone a wild gold in the light of dawn.
We were used to seeing one another in pain; we stopped feeling pity for ourselves and each other a long time ago.
“And yet, I feel worse,” I replied with a grimace.
Before exiting the female dormitory with the other two girls, I checked my back in the only mirror present in the corner of the dark room. The dusty surface revealed a few fresh cuts that stretched across the lower side of my back.
Wonderful... Yet another addition to my ever-growing collection of scars. I seemed to collect them faster than a seamstress gathering needles.
I checked my reflection in the glass: dark circles marred the area below my copper-amber eyes, my russet-sandy complexion looked like cinnamon in the late summer light, and my usual hourglass figure, adorned with muscles, appeared dull. Despite the many years of enslavement and training, soft curves graced my hips and backside.
Without further ado, I braided my long black hair into twin plaits that would go into a tight topknot and reapplied the bandage. I would most certainly need it.
***
The life of a slave warrior wasn’t an easy one, but mine was particularly ruthless because of him: Dominus Augustus. He was the source of most of my suffering and torment.
To be fair, I was a pain in his ass, but only because the sadistic prick worked tirelessly to make my life a living hell.
Plus, irritating him and standing up to authority was my way to carve what little freedom I could in my captive life, my little rebellion. My little fuck-you.
As I walked to the courtyard’s centre after our morning run, under the watchful gaze of his frigid, piercing eyes, I couldn’t help but wonder what the fuck I had done in this unforgiving world to deserve his perpetual animosity.
The soil beneath me still bore the crimson stains from the blood he had whipped from me the previous night, courtesy of his unrelenting torture. His glacial eyes still didn’t waver, and knowing he took perverse pleasure in my unease, I met his gaze head-on. Refusing to grant him the satisfaction of my discomfort, I raised my chin defiantly, straightening my posture, even though it tugged painfully at the fresh scabs on my back. He ground his teeth, and I smirked, knowing exactly who had won this round.
It didn’t take long for the Master of Caligo Castra to retaliate. He pointed at me and another warrior slave, Crixus.
Of course, it had to be fucking Crixus, the two meters warrior, who was ninety per cent muscle and ten per cent piece of shit. Crixus was never selected for close combat sparring because it didn’t take a genius to figure out he would crumple any of us with the right blow.
The idea wasn’t to kill us, sure it included making us as miserable and unhappy as possible, but the Roman Empire had poured its resources into us, moulding us into their so-called perfect assassin spies—a clever label to inflate our sense of worth when, in truth, we were nothing more than slaves.
However, my time here was temporary, a crucial step in a greater scheme: receive a mission, complete it, flee to Greece, and enact my revenge. If I were to meet my end at the hands of Crixus now, that plan would be forever thwarted.
Making my way to the border of the ring, I focused on silencing my mind. That was always the trick: to enter a state of such awareness, I could discern even the most minute details—the grains of sand beneath the soles of my shoes, birds taking flight, and the movement of air before an incoming blow. 
We moved into the circle that acted as a battling field. Silence descended in the arena like a thick fog.
“The rules are simple: the first to incapacitate or push the other outside the red line wins,” instructed the Dominus, adding in my direction with a devious smile, “Are you ready? You look tired. Something the matter, slave?”
I didn’t bother to reply or react. My focus was wholly on my opponent right now.
The bell rang, signifying the start of the fight, and Crixus didn’t spare a second before attacking.
“I will kill you, whore,” he ground out while swinging his right arm straight for my head. I dodged. He then tried to grip me by the hair, but I managed to move my head just in time to avoid him grabbing the bun atop it. That would have been my end.
“Whore is slightly overused, you might want to try a more original insult next time, Crixus,” I teased.
He was particularly fast for his huge build, plus I was injured, so I only had time to avoid him rather than focus on a winning strategy of my own. Crixus’s next hit found a home in my gut, punching all the air from my lungs and making me stagger backwards, dangerously close to the red line.
Once one becomes accustomed to pain and forms a bond with it, there is very little that can instil fear in them. I didn’t fear pain at all; instead, I embraced it as I would an old friend, who served as a reminder of my humanity and my steadfast ability to experience emotions, despite the inhumanity in which we lived. I clung to it with tooth and nail because I knew the day I stopped feeling pain would be the day I would stop feeling at all—or death would have found me.
In the midst of the crimson circle, the colossal slave loomed like an unflinching beast. But I couldn’t let panic consume me. As the battle raged on, Crixus swung his massive fists with incredible power, each blow a thunderous strike that sent tremors through the arena. I had to stay nimble and focused, relying on my speed and agility to evade his punishing attacks.
Ducking beneath a sweeping haymaker, I retaliated with a swift jab to his midsection, my knuckles connecting with a satisfying thud. But my momentary victory was short-lived as he came for me, catching me off guard with a brutal left hook that sent me stumbling backwards. Gritting my teeth against the searing pain, I knew I couldn’t afford to let up. Crixus closed in, relentless in his assault. His fists were like battering rams, crashing against my defences, leaving me with no room to breathe. The forearms I was using as a shield against his ferocious blows would bruise in time.
Fantastic.
I tasted the coppery tang of blood in my mouth, a harsh reminder of the price I was paying every time I was too slow.
Straightening my posture despite the gesture heightening the ache in my back, I resolved to experiment with a fresh approach.
I reminisced about the legendary Deathstalker, one of the tiniest species of scorpions, found solely in the vast deserts of Alkebulan. Despite its small size, the Deathstalker was lethal; just a tiny amount of its venom could paralyse the strongest of men. I might have been tiny myself, especially compared to the massive brute in front of me, but this life had injected enough venom in me to sting. And sting, I would.
With this minute but powerful Arachnida in mind, I dodged a hit and promptly slid onto the ground on my stomach, right between Crixus’s legs. I twisted on the sandy surface and, when faced with his rear, kicked him in the back of his knees with as much force as I could muster. He was so huge that losing his balance even for a moment destabilised him enough to end up precariously close to the red line.
I stood quickly, energised by the plan I put into motion, and reached him on his side of the circle. I feigned a right, instead moving to the left and spun. Facing his right side, I kicked again, this time with enough force to make him fall to the ground, near the line separating winners from losers.
He stood up again, but this time, he had a look of shock in his eyes. Good: shock was the mother of fear. I could work with shock. A slow smile spread across my face as Crixus looked around the courtyard to see the same look of surprise plastered on the other eleven slaves and their masters.
He stood, but before he fully recovered, I hit him with a fast combination of hooks and jabs, finally surprising him with a powerful kick to his liver. The slave attempted to attack again, but before he could, his knees hit the sandy arena, grunting and bellowing.
I could tell from the way he applied pressure to his midsection that I had succeeded in my goal and had ruptured—or at least injured—his liver. The pain derived from a liver rupture was one of the worst I had ever experienced, and I knew in my bones he was now defeated.
Despite the pain, he tried to stand but stumbled backwards instead. His massive frame teetered on the brink of collapse. For a heartbeat, the arena fell silent, as if time itself held its breath. Then, with a resounding crash, he fell to the ground, and I knew he wouldn’t stand again. This time, his hand landed outside the red line.
I exhaled a sigh of relief. I may be a tiny monster, but if I evoked enough fear, no matter how big my enemy was, that very same fear would transform me into a formidable force. Unpredictability often won over strength.
***
The rest of the morning passed without much excitement. Training continued till noon, and thankfully, following my fortunate victory over Crixus, Dominus Augustus ceased pestering me for the remainder of the morning. However, the day was far from over; after lunch, the other two girls of Caligo and I would follow Mistress Octavia’s class and later would come my favourite part of the day, the lesson with Master Titus.
Lunch break was the usual: queuing for the food, devouring the meagre ration we were appointed, hoping not to contract food poisoning, and listening to the other slaves bet on who would be the first to be chosen for the next big mission. I was never amongst the candidates; to be fair, none of us girls were ever considered.
The male ego must be disproportionately large, regardless of one’s social standing.
I chewed the sloppy mush they served us for sustenance, thinking what a better world it would be if men possessed other disproportionately large attributes instead of their inflated sense of self.
Throughout the day, Crixus was still staring at me with hatred and loathing—though I could see the way he was applying pressure to his midsection whenever he thought no one was looking.
Making my way to Mistress Octavia’s classroom with Annika and Selene, I could feel the pressure of what was to come. Mistress Octavia wasn’t cruel, at least not in the way Dominus Augustus was. Her teachings, more than anything, were the cause of our distress.
Mistress Octavia taught the art of seduction, as though the only means available to those of us with female anatomy to harm a man was spreading our legs.
Gods, I had proved today that all I needed to defeat a man was my wit and agility. Unluckily, our teachings weren’t determined by our accomplishments or abilities; they were the teachings chosen by the Imperium, and that was that.
“Good afternoon, slaves. I hope you are ready to embody the seductress I have trained you to be,” Mistress Octavia greeted.
Her flawless strawberry blonde hair was fashioned into an elegant bun at the nape of her neck, and her pink gown, concealed by a vibrant fuchsia palla, gracefully accentuated her slender form. The precious jewels adorning her, which I presumed she wore even into the bathtub, likely held a value equivalent to that of two or three of us.
“Last time, we dived into the craft of flirtation and the understanding of the male’s various desires and appetites. Today we will be covering how we, as seductresses, can exploit such needs,” she continued, oblivious to our irritation.
I loathed Mistress Octavia, especially for what was coming next.
“Today is Selene’s turn to come up front and demonstrate.”
The beautiful brunette rose on shaky legs, her reluctance evident. Yet, we slaves couldn’t afford the luxury of having desires, unlike the freemen we were currently discussing in this very class. We were meant to be warriors, seductresses, assassins, not a person.
Looking at the bright side, as sicarios, we were granted an education and the opportunity to secure our freedom when completing our missions successfully.
However, our education wasn’t bestowed upon us out of the empire’s benevolence, but mostly as a necessary skill set for our roles.
“Please, Lucius, come in.”
Lucius, one of the male consorts of the mistress, stepped into the room. I was pretty sure that in the rest of the world, the word consort meant anything but what it did here: sex slave.
But what did I know about the world? I was just a Roman-bought slave, rescued at the age of five upon escaping the vicious war the Hellenes had brought to my land.
At the start of each lesson, Lucius, Draconus, and Marcellus were randomly assigned to one of us to provide assistance, although, I must admit, it felt nothing but abuse to us girls, while the consorts derived great pleasure from the arrangement.
“Selene, please show the class what we went over during the last lesson, and let’s see if you’ve learned anything valuable from the few chapters I left you to read last week.”
A few chapters was a complete understatement. It was more like two whole tomes about sucking dick, and the most pleasurable sex positions, according to men. I was sure most mortals couldn’t reproduce half of the shit shown in that book if it hit them in the head. 
The lesson stretched beyond its intended duration, just in time for dinner hour. It had been a tedious and extensive session, and my heart went out to Selene for having to endure it.
Finishing dinner early, I managed to slip through the main doors, heading in the direction of the dormitory; I still had my favourite class with Master Titus coming up, and I desperately needed to freshen up.
The water of the basin was icy and turbid, yet considering my own grime-covered state, it would suffice. Not that I had much of a choice at my disposal. Every damn facet of this place was meticulously crafted to strip us of our humanity and remind us of our place in this world.
Despite the absence of light in the dormitory, my eyes adapted remarkably well; it was one of the many secrets I concealed which had helped me survive this place.
I headed towards the small, frayed chest where we kept our change of clothing and undressed. I returned to the latrines and washed my dirty tunic, replacing it with a mostly cleaned cream-coloured one. My back wounds had scarred, leaving only a faint throbbing ache.
I couldn’t be more grateful for my rapid healing abilities than in the aftermath of a gruelling whipping session. However, I could only guess that the reason behind Dominus Augustus’s extended and frequent sessions was that very same healing capability.
I grabbed the history book, the only object outside of basic necessities I had been given since arriving in this gods-forsaken place, and followed the corridors towards the entrance of the Lodum, where we held all classes outside of physical training.
Master Titus was already seated at his desk, bathed in the bright light of the classroom. His tanned skin was glistening with sweat, courtesy of the lingering late-summer humidity. His vivid eyes lit up when he saw me reach my desk.
Despite being Dominus Augustus’ most hated slave, I held a special place as Master Titus’ favourite.
“Good evening, Lylah.”
He was the only Master in the entire Castra addressing us by name. The other twelve slaves found their seats quickly, and Mister Titus didn’t indulge in elaborate monologues, diving straight into the current history books.
The lesson followed the fall of the Aurelian Dynasty and how, around thirty years ago, the Theodosian one rose to power. The Aurelian Dynasty was known for bringing peace and prosperity to Rome, while the Theodosians were often described as greedy and unscrupulous. 
The lessons continued uninterrupted until well beyond dusk, allowing us to finally depart the classroom and retire to our rooms for a few precious hours of rest.
Reaching the female dormitory, I got changed into a huge tunic I had stolen from one of the guards years ago and plopped into bed.
“Goodnight,” I whispered to no one in particular.
***
The oppressive heat of the desert weighed down on me, a relentless force that seemed to suck the very life out of everything it touched. The landscape was barren, a desolation stretching out in all directions as far as my young eyes could see. The desert’s beautiful golden sand had turned a pallid grey, rendering the landscape unfamiliar. The air carried a poisonous scent, infused with the presence of minuscule, smouldering embers. Dust swirled through the atmosphere, stinging my eyes and coating my skin.
I was a child again, small and vulnerable, caught in the midst of a war that raged on endlessly. Explosions echoed in the distance, and the ground beneath me trembled with each blast. Fear was a constant companion, gnawing at my insides like a hungry beast. The air had a metallic twinge to it that I didn’t like. I wanted to be back in my mother’s lotus garden, where the only smell was one of life and joy.
I stumbled across the arid terrain, tears mixing with the dirt on my cheeks. My clothes were torn and caked with filth, my tiny hands clutched a tattered doll and my mama’s sapphire bracelet, my only source of comfort in this frightening world.
The sound of approaching danger filled the air, and I knew I had to escape.
A vast river lay before me now, its shimmering waters a lifeline in this grey wasteland. With desperate determination, I sprinted towards the riverbank, my heart pounding in my chest. Just as I reached the water’s edge, the ground behind me erupted in a deafening explosion. The searing heat and the force of the blast at my back propelled me forward. In a frantic moment, I soared through the air and plunged into the cool, soothing embrace of the water.
The shock of the freezing depths jolted me awake, my body drenched in thick droplets of sweat rather than fresh river water.
Gasping for breath, I clutched my chest, feeling the rapid thud of my heart. The memories of the nightmare still clung to me like a haunting spectre, the vivid sensation of that desperate escape from war etched into my memory like it had happened yesterday.
In the dimly moonlit room, I tried to steady my breathing, reminding myself that I was far from that desert, far from the war that had scarred my childhood.
But the nightmare had left its mark, a chilling reminder of the past that refused to let go.



CHAPTER II
Ἐν οἷς μὲν διατρίβω, ἐν οἷς δὲ σώζω. — Ancient Greek Proverb
In what I endure, in what I survive. — Ancient Greek Proverb
Like most mornings, I found myself abruptly awakened before dawn, courtesy of my relentless nightmares. I was admiring the first rays of sunlight creeping over the wet, towering walls when the distant sound of approaching footsteps echoed through the corridor. My heart quickened, wondering who it might be. Today, like every other day for the past nineteen years, I would fight for my life, clinging to the faint hope of reclaiming my freedom and enacting my revenge against the Greeks.
The door to the female dormitory opened, and Master Titus popped his shiny bald head through the aperture, lending a gentle light to the room. Among all the Masters in our Castra, he was the sole exception to my disdain; in fact, I suspected he harboured a fondness for me as well. Master Titus deftly beckoned to me with a silent, urgent gesture, guiding me out of the dormitory’s slumbering embrace, ensuring I didn’t wake the oblivious sleepers.
“Lylah! I am sorry to wake you,” he started, unaware nightmares had woken me well before he did. The soft light of dawn accentuated the deep lines of age on his face.
“I wanted to give you this and bid you farewell,” he whispered, handing me a worn black leather book and a jar of sage balm. I took the items with a puzzled expression. Master Titus had been at Caligo Castra for longer than most; in fact, longer than me. I couldn’t fathom the reason for his departure.
“Where are you going?” I inquired, curious to know when he would be back.
“I was summoned to the capital under orders of the emperor. I am to leave immediately.”
The emperor? He never concerned himself with our Castra. I wasn’t even aware he knew of our existence.
My face seemingly showed my dismay, forcing Master Titus to specify.
“I don’t know when or if I will be back. You know I can’t disobey imperial orders. From what I understand, emissaries of the emperor will reach Caligo in the next weeks to select the next Champion of the Castra. Whatever it takes to secure victory, do it, child. It’s the only way I’ll get to meet you again in the capital. Just hold on tight and keep your head down,” he whispered urgently, his voice filled with a mix of determination and concern.
In the dusky light of predawn, a heavy silence hung over Caligo’s corridors, lined by timeworn columns.
The realisation that I wouldn’t have Master Titus’ calm and soothing presence to fill my evening classes or to debate old Kemetic tales unsettled my tired heart and settled over my shoulder like a heavy cloak.
I had never felt particularly secure in these walls, never felt at home—it would stand to reason since I was but a slave—but Master Titus provided a welcomed reprieve from the restless training, the disheartening torture, and Mistress Octavia’s lessons. He often risked his own life to tend to me after a particularly brutal whipping. He was the only parental figure I had ever had—or at least the only one I remembered.
“What is this book, then?” I asked, trying to move past the lump in my throat.
“It is the only gift I can leave you with. It is a forbidden relic from the Library of Alexandria, a collection of Kemetic tales, old and new. I thought you might like it and... well, you know a life without books isn’t one worth living, so I thought you should have at least one with you, wherever destiny may take you,” his voice held so much unspoken emotion.
I didn’t like the gift; I loved it, and Titus knew it. He knew my passion for tales of ancient magic and monsters. He knew I found solace in immersing myself in these enchanting narratives, allowing me to temporarily transcend the harsh reality of my daily existence while reconnecting to my roots.
“I acquired it on the same trip to Kemet nineteen years ago, when I found you, too. I intentionally omitted any record of the book in the Roman archives to ensure I could leave it to you without anyone detecting it,” he explained with a sense of secrecy and fondness in his voice.
The news left me speechless for a few minutes before I inquired, astonished, “You were the one who found me all those years ago?”
His face softened, and his throat bobbed.
“Yes, my child. I discovered you lying unconscious near the outskirts of Thebes. You were so badly injured that the only way to save you was to take you back with me to the Roman camp and treat you,” he confessed, regret painting his expression.
“I wish I had been able to tell you all this before. I wish I had more time to prepare you for what’s to come, but life rarely gifts us enough time.”
“But you told me I was found at the border between Kemet and Hellas! Why didn’t you tell me I was found near the Old Capital?” I forced the words out, struggling to maintain my composure. I understood it wasn’t his doing, yet the deception stung.
“I was specifically instructed not to divulge this information to you. There is so much you don’t know, child. So much I can’t tell you yet,” he murmured softly, his voice tinged with remorse.
“But I will. Just ensure your victory in the upcoming tournament. You will be sent to the capital for the final selection, where I can provide a full explanation.”
His earnest pledge echoed against the dark columns of the Castra.
Inexpertly and, against my better judgment, I leaned forward and hugged him. Surprised at first, he bashfully reciprocated the embrace.
Pulling back, he muttered, emotion clogging his voice, “Do you know, child, it was I who bestowed your name upon you? Back then, we had no knowledge of your origin or purpose, so I christened you Lylah Anwar. Seeing who you’ve become is my biggest pride, yet not being able to do more for you remains my greatest regret.”
His words seemed to expand the knot stuck in my throat to the point of pain.
With great effort, Master Titus pulled away, his eyes glistening with unshed tears.
“I must go, Lylah. Duty calls and Rome awaits. But remember, you are stronger than you realise, and I have every confidence in your abilities. We will meet again soon.”
Dawn cast long shadows, as if nature itself was preparing to mourn my master’s absence. I couldn’t hold back the tears that welled up in my eyes, blurring my vision as I tried to memorise every detail of his face. His bluish-grey eyes held a profound gentleness that had been my solace. His tanned and wrinkling hands had healed my back more times than I could count. His voice had soothed my weary soul since I had arrived here.
I nodded, unable to speak, as he turned and walked away, each step taking him farther from me, his long dark robes sloshing at his feet like sea foam, the only sound separating us. The emptiness left in his wake was palpable, a void that no words could fill.
I slipped back into the dorm as stealthily as possible. I hurriedly hid the book and the healing balm under a loose wooden board below my cot and pushed down with them all the cloying emotion my Master’s departure had caused.
I took a calming breath just in time for the breakfast bell to ring. Annika and Selene begrudgingly stood and headed to the latrines.
Gods knew how I longed for a peaceful night’s sleep, free from the haunting of night terrors or the torment of exhaustion. If there was one thing I envied in the muscular blonde and gorgeous brunette, it was precisely that: their capacity to sleep through the night uninterrupted.
***
The weight of Master Titus’s revelation hung heavy on my shoulders, his words echoing in my mind long after he had departed. I was grateful for the ancient manuscript he had gifted me; he also had left me with more questions than answers, though. I couldn’t help but wonder if this manuscript could help me reconnect with my lost homeland, Kemet, through its ancient myths.
In the Imperium Romanum, most books depicting Kemet or its secrets were subject to strict censorship. It occurred to me that this might be the very reason Master Titus had chosen not to register it in the archives. I pondered why in the world Rome, Egypt’s supposed ally at the time of its demise, would be so determined to conceal its history and treasures.
Confusion and riddles would have to wait for another time; breakfast awaited, and it was never a good idea to skip the little nourishment provided, especially since you didn’t know when the next one would be served.
The morning sun cast a warm, almost comforting glow over Caligo Castra as I, along with the other twelve slaves, shuffled into the dining hall. Our daily routine had been drilled into us over the years, but today, something was amiss. The kitchen staff served our breakfast, and the clinking of bowls filled the room as we eagerly anticipated our meal.
To our astonishment, they doled out a double portion of the watery porridge that usually barely filled our bellies. Murmurs of confusion and surprise rippled through the group.
This was unheard of.
Annika, Selene, and I exchanged puzzled glances. Crixus, spiteful as usual, scowled and muttered something under his breath. It was rare for our masters to deviate from the established routine, and the unexpected bounty of food left us all on edge.
After we had gulped down our meal and reached the training field, the anticipation grew heavy in the air. Dominus Augustus entered the courtyard with his customary air of authority. His frosty eyes surveyed us, relishing the confusion that had taken root.
“Caligo Slaves,” he began, his voice dripping with malice, “I trust you enjoyed your hearty breakfast this morning. Consider it a reward for your dedication and unwavering loyalty.” His words riddled the air with confusion, and I exchanged wary glances with my fellow slaves. Loyalty was not a word we associated with our masters, especially not Augustus.
“Starting today,” the master continued, “your training will take a new turn. In addition to your rigorous physical exercises and combat training, we have decided to add dancing lessons to your curriculum.”
A collective gasp of disbelief swept through the courtyard. Dancing? It was a stark departure from the combat and survival skills we had been honing for years. Dancing seemed utterly out of place in our world of blood, sweat, and relentless discipline. I couldn’t help but wonder what purpose lay behind this sudden change, just as Master Titus’s words regarding an incoming emissary started to occupy the forefront of my mind.
Dominus Augustus wore a smug smile as he observed our shock and chagrin. We were but pawns in his brutish game, with no say in the direction our life would take. As the reality of our new lessons settled in, I exchanged resigned glances with Annika and Selene.
“Master Titus’ history lessons will cease to be. Instead, during that allocated time, you will learn grace, balance, and control; abilities that may prove invaluable in the various situations you could encounter,” he continued, his gaze locking onto mine, his lips curving into a cold smile, “Well, if you are ever chosen for a mission, that is.”
***
The long day of training had left me weary and sore, and the prospect of our first dancing lesson with Mistress Octavia didn’t do much to lift my spirit. As the soft twilight bathed the courtyard in a gentle glow, I found myself standing beside Romero, one of the quieter male slaves. We exchanged nervous glances, unsure of what lay ahead.
Mistress Octavia, in her flowing crimson gown, entered the courtyard. Her presence demanded attention, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of apprehension. I despised the uncertainty of the unknown. 
“Today,” she announced, her feminine voice carrying through the courtyard, “we shall begin our journey into the world of dance. A refined skill expected of an assassin spy.”
I listened intently, my curiosity piqued. Dance had always been something reserved for the elite, a form of entertainment and not a skill I ever thought I’d learn in this life.
With a single clap of her hands, Mistress Octavia set in motion a Heset—a small music box. I had only heard of them, never seen one in person. Rumoured to be extremely rare—most were destroyed during the conquest of Kemet—these ancient magical artefacts allowed the reproduction of any music registered on them.
Its delicate melody filled the courtyard, a captivating tune that transported me to a distant memory from my youth. I closed my eyes for a moment, and in that fleeting instant, I was transported to a grand ballroom adorned with shimmering gowns of bright gold and sapphire blue. The music, unlike anything I had heard in the Castra, enveloped me in its lulling embrace.
The Heset continued to play, oblivious to the vivid images and memories it evoked. A soft hum started deep inside my chest, and a solitary tear escaped from the corner of my eye. I swiftly brushed it away and opened my eyes, causing the humming and visions to cease, catapulting me back to the harsh reality.
What just happened?
“Romero,” Mistress Octavia said, gesturing toward the shy slave to my left, “you shall be partnered with Lylah.”
Romero and I stepped forward to face Mistress Octavia, our uncertainty mirrored in each other’s eyes. I could feel the curious gazes of our fellow slaves trained on us. Mistress Octavia began to demonstrate a series of graceful movements, her body flowing in harmony with the music.
“Watch closely,” she instructed.
“Every step, every gesture, should exude elegance and control.”
Romero and I did our best to follow her lead, stumbling and rigid at first, but gradually finding our rhythm. The courtyard transformed into a dance floor, our movements a mix of awkwardness and determination.
Mistress Octavia observed our progress with a critical eye, offering guidance and correction when needed. Despite my weariness, I couldn’t deny the sense of accomplishment that came from mastering each step. With each passing moment, my aching muscles protested the unfamiliar exertion.
As the lesson continued, I pushed through the fatigue, determined to get this over with. The dancing, once an unfamiliar and daunting challenge, began to feel like a form of escape, a temporary respite from the rough reality of our existence.
***
When dinner time approached, we gathered around the wooden tables, our heads bowed in the usual servile posture. The kitchen staff ladled out our dinners, and to our bewilderment, again, each of us received a double portion. I exchanged worried glances with Annika, Selene, and the others.
“What’s going on?” Selena whispered to Annika and me as we headed back to the wooden benches.
“I have no idea, but this can’t be good,” the beautiful blonde replied in a hushed tone.
The air was thick with unease as we ate, the taste of confusion lingering on our tongues. No one dared to voice their concerns aloud, but the unspoken question hung heavily in the air: what could possibly warrant such an unusual change in our rations?
Titus’ words returned to the forefront of my mind, but I wouldn’t say anything, lest my confession put my dear Master in trouble.
We returned to our dormitory and washed away the grime of the day. I waited for Annika and Selene to fall asleep, their breathing finally evening out. With caution, I reached under my cot and retrieved the black leather book.
All day, I had been waiting for this very moment.
Where the others would have strained to see in the lightless darkness of our dorm, I could see everything, every shadow and hidden crevice, as clearly as if it were bathed in daylight.
During my initial perusal, the book appeared to contain a collection of myths that I couldn’t wait to read. It was evident the same person had written it, with hurried, yet elegant handwriting. It resembled more a diary than what one would expect from a book of tales.
However, as I skimmed through the last few pages, a particular drawing caught my attention. It was a colour illustration, a rare burst of bright shades within the predominantly monochromatic tome. The drawing portrayed a striking woman with soft dark curls adorning her heart-shaped face and rich brown skin a few shades darker than mine. Her eyes shimmered with the purest shade of gold, and she wore a serpent diadem on her head. Serpents had always symbolised royalty and power in Kemet.
At the bottom of the page, almost too small to discern, there was a hieroglyphic inscription.
Unfortunately, hieroglyphics were strictly prohibited by the Imperium, denying me the opportunity to learn my people’s language. It was clear that I wouldn’t be able to decipher the cryptic line on the page, at least not without some help.
Once again, the absence of Master Titus made itself known, and I sighed, missing my dear master. I wondered if he could read and understand what was written on this page.
He probably did. The thought pulled at the corners of my lips.
***
I found myself in a room adorned with an array of colourful floor pillows and covers, surrounded by numerous lanterns casting warm, flickering lights. Golden, flowy foulards hung from the ceiling, creating a dreamlike atmosphere. The sweet fragrance of jasmine incense wafted through the air, wrapping the room in its delicate embrace. In the middle of the cosy room stood a tall obelisk with complex and refined hieroglyphic inscriptions.
Suddenly, the face of a breathtakingly beautiful woman shone above me. Her golden eyes sparkled with joy, and her skin seemed to capture and radiate all the light in the room, emanating an enchanting glow. She smiled down at me, and I smiled back. With a gentle hand, she brushed a strand of hair away from my face; her touch a soothing caress, as she began chanting a familiar melody, one that had accompanied my woeful soul for many years, one I had found refuge in amidst my harshest torture sessions and darkest days.
As abruptly as the dream had begun, it transformed. The woman’s once-blissful countenance contorted into a grimace of terror and anguish. Her brown skin, previously radiant, now appeared dull and marred with bloodstains. In a desperate and urgent voice, she shouted, “RUN!”
I jolted awake, my heart pounding, the remnants of the dream still vivid in my mind. I wiped the weariness from my eyes as I gulped a deep breath of air.
Noises in the hallways snapped me out of my nightmarish daze. What time is it?
The sky displayed two high crescent moons, one reddish-pink and one silvery-white; dawn was still a long way off.
Who could be making these noises in the middle of the night?
Loud footsteps sounded closer to the female dormitory.
I swiftly reached under the bed and grabbed a small knife I had pilfered from the kitchens a few years ago during a stroke of luck. I had kept it in our room ever since; being a slave already came with its disadvantages, but being a woman carried an even greater set of risks, especially in a place like this.
I could see the shadows cast by a lit torch just outside the door of the frigid room, and it was clear that whoever was approaching was coming in this direction and quickly. I settled back into a comfortable position, feigning sleep so that anyone who entered wouldn’t realise I was awake and armed, providing me with a slight advantage.
The door handle turned, and a massive figure entered the room, holding the illuminated torch I had seen moving outside.
Fucking Crixus!
He probably came seeking retribution for his recent defeat at my hands. I didn’t want to rouse the other girls and potentially put them in danger, so I remained as silent as I could, waiting for Crixus’s next move.
The honourless bastard merely hurled the blazing torch in the direction of my cot before hastily exiting the room. Seizing the torch’s flame out of instinct, the fire’s heart engulfing my fingertips, I gasped, expecting searing pain.
Yet, there was none.
The flames danced merrily around my fingers, leaving my skin untouched and unblemished. Shock coursed through me like a bolt of lightning.
What the fuck?
I knew I had always been different: my fast-healing abilities, my perfect night vision, and now this. These gifts, if one could even call them that, had always been my greatest enigma.
Questions swirled in my mind, demanding answers that wouldn’t come, no matter how many times I sought them.



CHAPTER III
Amat victoria curam. — Latin Proverb
Victory loves preparation. — Latin Proverb
Ireached the dining hall before dawn since I couldn’t attain sleep after being almost burned alive. I decided to tempt the fates and try to swipe some fruits from the kitchen undetected.
Consuming my loot by the eastern patio, its ancient limestone columns casting shadows on its sandy terrain, I was admiring the orange and pink hues of the rolling clouds over the woods surrounding the Castra. I had always loved admiring the beautiful dance of the sun and the moons in the sky. Dawn and dusk were my most cherished parts of the day; it was as if the moons and the sun, like the most tender of lovers, embraced our world in a beautiful cocoon for a few fleeting moments.
“You left early this morning,” came the voice of Selene, who sat down on the bench in front of me.
“I couldn’t sleep,” I countered, my eyes never leaving the tinted clouds.
“It appears you can never sleep,” mumbled Annika, joining us.
“Yeah, don’t remind me,” I added with a scowl. Annika and Selene chuckled while the other slaves started filing into the hall and finding their seats.
Shifting my gaze away from the mesmerising view outside and directing my attention to the meal being served, I noticed Crixus staring at me with a mix of astonishment and disbelief, as if he had just seen a ghost. His expression was a clear giveaway—he had likely assumed I was either dead or grievously injured.
Well, too bad. I gave him my wickedest grin, followed by a quick wink.
When he walked behind me to take his seat, he whispered, loud enough only for me to hear, “Malefica.”
I’d gladly be a malefica if it ensured my survival.
By now, we weren’t surprised to find a double portion of oats in our breakfast bowl. What we did find surprising was Dominus Augustus joining the dining hall. All the masters ate in their respective luxurious chambers. In my nineteen years here, I had never once seen one of the masters gracing our humble halls with their presence.
“Slaves,” he boomed, reaching the centre of the room, his voice resonating within the circular space.
“I have information of the utmost importance to share with you today.”
I exchanged weary glances with the girls, our brows furrowed in unison.
“An Imperial emissary has been sent from the capital and is expected to arrive at Caligo Castra by sundown tomorrow.” 
Hushed voices and soft murmurs filled the dining hall as the slaves stirred with turmoil upon hearing the news.
Never in the history of Caligo Castra had an Imperial anything graced the walls of this forgotten place.
First, Master Titus being recalled to the capital, and now this. Something was definitely brewing; I just couldn’t figure out what.
“You are probably wondering, what is an Imperial emissary doing in my Castra?” Damn right, I am.
“He was sent upon the emperor’s orders to select the champion of Caligo for the next imperial mission. Emissaries have been sent all over the Imperium to select this next hero,” he continued.
“As you may understand, this is no common mission. This task alone will buy the freedom of any slave that is selected if accomplished. One champion will be picked from each Castra and sent to the capital to compete against the others. Caligo is no different.”
Dominus August proceeded with his speech, unaware of the anticipation and excitement lurking in my veins. Unaware of how long I had been waiting for an opportunity like this one. How world-consuming this development was.
My heart was beating so loudly, I was sure with a bit of effort anyone could hear it.
“Today, you will complete your usual morning training and rest in the afternoon, followed by your dancing classes with Mistress Octavia. I want you all on your best behaviour. Mess this up for me, and the bite of death will be the least of your worries.”
He met everyone’s gaze, spending a few extra seconds in my direction.
“The emissary is expecting thirteen healthy and strong sicarios. And that’s what I will give him. Are we clear?”
The hall responded with a unanimous nod.
“Tomorrow evening, you are to attend the Welcome Ball inaugurating the start of the tournament, which will decide the lucky one amongst you.”
Everything began to fall into place—the extra rations, the dance lessons—they were all in preparation for the pompous emissary’s visit to our Castra. Just as Master Titus had warned, he was coming.
“Now out! Your training awaits.”
***
“Of course, I will be the next Champion, not only of this Castra, but I will conquer any contestant that dares stand in my way,” howled Crixus at his first opportunity, “That mission is mine.”
“It surely is Crixus. After all, you are the strongest of us all, and by far,” muttered Quintus, struggling to keep up with Crixus’ longer strides. Arse-licker.
I despised individuals who only seemed to say what others wanted to hear, instead of what they truly believed. 
The huge slave turned in my direction.
“And you,” he sputtered, pointing at me, “will be the first one I kill.”
“So dramatic, Crixus,” I said with the most eccentric eye roll I could muster.
“But if you wanted me dead so badly, you should have done better last night when you visited me in my room,” I smiled sweetly.
His furry eyebrows shot upward in bewilderment. Caught unprepared and with no retort at the ready, he stormed towards the arena.
As I said, so dramatic.
During our morning training, I pushed myself to the limit, pouring all my energy into the exercises. With Master Titus’ words in mind, I was determined to do anything to win the tournament.
While my fellow slaves departed for the rare afternoon of rest we had been gifted, I remained in the arena, meticulously practising various combinations with a sword, axe, and spear.
Over and over and over.
***
The sun was cresting the horizon by the time I was done, signalling time for supper.
I quickly rinsed off before heading to the dining hall, exhaustion hugging my body. In the circular space, most of the slaves had already finished with their double meal and retired for the evening.
“Where were you?” asked Annika as I sat next to her and Selene.
“Training. I co...” I started.
“Let me guess, you couldn’t rest?” she interrupted, smiling gently.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
The evening dance class was rather uneventful, but by the end of it, I felt more drained than I typically did after a regular day of training. Maybe I gave too much, I considered while returning to our dorm for the night. However, I wasn’t going to let an opportunity like the one dangled in front of our eyes this morning go to waste. If exhaustion was the price I had to pay, I’d pay it tenfold.
The dorms were a ten-minute walk from the arena, the Lodum, and the main hall where we ate. The female dormitory, in particular, had deteriorated significantly over the years. Half the time, it felt colder or hotter inside than it did outside, leaving us at the mercy of the weather.
Once ready for bed, I yet again waited for Annika and Selene’s breaths to even out before reaching under my bed and uncovering the dark tome.
After hours of reading about monsters, legends, and magical myths, having read probably a third of the stories in the ancient book, I decided it was time to sleep and try allowing myself some rest.
Before I could shut the book, a name on the page snagged my attention: Lylah Anwar.
What the fuck?
Master Titus did say he had named me; perhaps this was where he got the inspiration. Curious, sleep long forgotten, I ventured into the story of Lylah.
In the ancient land of Kemet, before the Gods ruled and the Nile swelled, there lived a child named Lylah Anwar, whose name bore a profound significance. It was a time when the children born of the land were still named during a ceremony held by the elders.
Fate chose the young girl’s name. Lylah, meaning “The Queen of the Night,” and Anwar, signifying “The Bringer of Light and Radiance.” Despite its dichotomy, it held the promise of greatness. However, Lylah’s journey began in darkness, both literally and figuratively.
Born on the longest night of the year, the Night of Nephthys, Lylah’s arrival marked a momentous occasion. In her family’s eyes, this night—like all dark and misunderstood things—held an ominous aura. They believed that all things associated with darkness were tainted by evil. Tragically, they deemed their own child, Lylah, evil incarnate.
Unable to bear the burden of a “cursed” child, Lylah’s family made a heart-wrenching decision. They abandoned her in the heart of a dense forest, leaving her fate in the hands of the wilderness. Alone and vulnerable, the young girl faced a daunting and uncertain future.
However, destiny had other plans for Lylah. Alone in the forest, she experienced a vision, one that would forever change her destiny.
The Kemetic Goddess Nephthys, known as the divine embodiment of darkness and mystery, appeared to Lylah. Alongside her divine consort, Seth, the God of chaos, storms, and deserts, Nephthys made a solemn decision.
United by compassion and a sense of justice, Nephthys and Seth resolved to avenge the injustice done to Lylah. They would bring forth a reckoning upon the village that had cast her aside. Together, they would dismantle the very forces that sought to destroy the young girl, and in doing so, they would crown her as the rightful Queen of the Night.
It was Nephthys herself who bestowed upon the young girl her destiny. In the quiet of that sacred moment, Nephthys revealed a profound truth to Lylah.
She declared that darkness and light, good and evil, were not absolutes but two sides of the same cosmic coin. Duality was necessary for the equilibrium of the universe.
Lylah, born under the watchful eye of Nephthys, embodied this duality, a symbol of the intricate balance that sustained all existence.
Thus, Lylah Anwar, Queen of the Night and Bringer of Light, embarked on a journey that would see her rise from abandonment to queenship, all under the benevolent guidance of the enigmatic goddess Nephthys and her divine consort, Seth. Lylah Anwar would be known for becoming the First Queen & Patron of Orphans. She would be proclaimed a compassionate ruler, whose kindness would be a beacon of light for generations to come and a symbol of hope for all orphans.
The legend of Lylah will forever remind the world that, sometimes, it is from the bleakest darkness that the most luminous stars are born.
***
The next morning, I awoke feeling remarkably well-rested. Throughout the night, my vivid dreams had been filled with the presence of gods and the shadows of monsters, yet they hadn’t been troubling enough to stir me from my deep slumber.
The revelation that was my name boosted my worn spirit. I couldn’t quite explain why it warmed my heart so deeply to realise that my name had its origins in a Kemetic legend. Nevertheless, it seemed strangely fitting for the life I had led and the destiny of sicario that lay ahead of me—a life embodied by the title of The
Queen of the Night.
The morning unfolded much like the previous day, but I was pleasantly surprised when Annika decided to join me for my afternoon exercises.
As the sun started its slow descent in the sky, we were just going through our stances for the umpteenth time when the courtyard suddenly erupted with the blaring sound of trumpets.
Mistress Octavia emerged from the Masters’ Villa shortly after and approached us.
She reprimanded us in a stern tone, “You shouldn’t be here. Didn’t Dominus Augustus grant you the afternoon for rest?”
She was adorned in the most exquisite gown I had ever seen her wear, and that was quite the statement, considering Mistress Octavia’s reputation for elegance and expensive tastes.
“The emissary has arrived. Return to your dormitories and prepare yourselves at once. Dresses have been delivered to your rooms for tonight’s celebration,” she concluded, not deigning us of a second glance, instead strutting toward the incoming carriages, a greedy gleam in her eye.
Annika and I got to the dormitory with hushed steps. When we entered our shared room, Selene was already dressed in the finest gown I had ever seen on a slave. It was a light pink ensemble with sheer flowy sleeves, a puckered skirt, and an exquisitely decorated corset. Selene had explained to us that corsets had become a fashion statement in the capital; due to the elaborate and expensive handwork required to craft them, they were worn to show off one’s wealth. Certainly, they weren’t worn for the comfort they provided.
“Yours are on the bed. I hope you don’t mind if I’ve already chosen the pink one for myself,” Selene greeted us, donning a gaudy smile. Of all of us, Selene was likely the most feminine in both appearance and taste; I could only imagine how happy she was to wear such fine attire.
“I love this blue one. It will go well with my eyes,” murmured Annika, picking up her royal blue gown. It was indeed magnificent and would surely bring out her cerulean eyes.
Annika and I got to work scrubbing the filth of today’s endeavours from our tired bodies before combing our hair and getting clothed.
My silky gown, contrary to the other two dresses, had a draped skirt, with a high slit that reached mid-thigh. It was also bloodred.
“O stellae, Lylah! That thing fits you like a glove!” gasped Selene, assessing me.
It did. The tight corset accentuated my narrow waist and prominent hips, while the skirt showed just enough of my tanned and powerfully built legs. The heart-shaped neckline highlighted my slender shoulders and round breasts.
Selene wasted no time getting to work on me and Annika, applying light makeup and shaping our hair. She seemed to be the only one of us who knew what to do with the material we had been given.
She covered my full lips with a beautiful red lipstick and applied a fine layer of blush, while Annika’s eyes were kohled with a dark blue pencil that accentuated their bright colour.
An enthusiastic Selene led the way to the main hall, where the feast had already started. Soft music reached me and Annika, who was oddly walking at a slow pace and fidgeting with a string from her gown.
“Hey, are you ok?” I inquired, worried for her.
There wasn’t much I had learned in the ten years we had been here together that fazed Annika. Among the people I knew well here, Annika was the one I had the deepest connection with.
We shared a history that went back many years. When she had first arrived, it was evident that she held a special fondness for me, and I, too, found solace and distraction in her presence amidst our daily torment. However, love was a fragile concept in a place like this. It was a magical gift not afforded to slaves. Annika was my first time—my first love—but the harsh environment of this place had a way of tarnishing even the most beautiful and pure aspects of life.
A special corner of my young heart, that same part which hadn’t yet learnt how to let go of dreams and miracles, was still reserved for the beautiful blonde.
“Yes, I just hope the emissary isn’t the man that brought me here,” she sighed loudly.
“Why would he be?” I asked her, slowing my steps to match hers. The clatter produced by our fancy shoes reverberated in the dimly lit hallway, lined by bright columns and with grey stone flooring.
“Because he was an emissary when he brought me here. He...” she hesitated, but resolved to continue.
The sconces on the wall highlighted the hard set of Annika’s jaw and the line of determination that appeared on her forehead.
“He did things to me when he captured me. I was happy to arrive here and be rid of him,” she confessed gently.
“I am sorry, Annika,” I told her earnestly.
She smiled at me and held my gaze, “I am not telling you this to gain your pity. I am telling you because if it is him, and if you do win this damn tournament, I need you to be careful when you travel back to the capital alone with him.”
“That is plenty of ifs, Annika,” I whispered tenderly.
We entered the grand hall, blending seamlessly with the gathered revellers just as the announcement of the imperial delegate’s arrival echoed through the opulent space.
The hall was elegantly decorated, with golden drapes and finely woven carpets, and soft music playing in the background. We rarely entered this room, as it was typically used by the masters to hold their meetings and lavish events. The space teemed with unfamiliar faces, draped in wealth and privilege, a stark contrast to our humble presence on the left side of the hall, where the slaves had congregated.
When the arrival of the emissary was announced, the guests on the dance floor gave up their dancing and made space for his entrance.
“We are delighted to announce the arrival of Cornelius Proculus, imperial emissary to the Roman Empire, here at Caligo Castra,” the proclamation resounded, marking the commencement of the evening’s festivities.
The tables groaned under the weight of the exorbitant spread, and the slaves tucked into their meals as if it were their final feast. It wasn’t wise to indulge so voraciously on the eve of a significant athletic performance. Still, I could empathise with their hunger; we rarely had the chance to savour such delectable dishes.
As I shifted my gaze toward the entrance of the hall, a light-haired man walked in.
“It’s him,” Annika confirmed, her voice trembling as beads of sweat dotted her forehead, betraying her nervousness.



CHAPTER IV – CLEITUS
Τὸ ἐπικείμενον σκόπει.
— Aristotele
Look at what lies ahead. — Aristotele
The afternoon had just begun its slow descent when the doors of the Imperial Assembly closed, sealing the chambers behind the last subjects who had managed to gain entry.
The northern side of the room, opposite where my father and I stood, opened onto a manicured lawn, surrounded by colourful flowers and olive trees. It was the southern side behind us, though, that held a special place in my heart. I often wandered in the castle at night just to glimpse at its breathtaking view: the beautiful and glittery Mediterranean Sea was all that could be seen by the naked eye. Jutting on a high cliff, the Imperial Palace offered a majestic landscape that provided solace whenever I most wanted it.
Greek Emperor Atlas Callisthenes, my father, rose from his bright marble throne to welcome the loyal subjects, far-flung petitioners, and distinguished guests. His voice, a soothing and warm caress, possessed the remarkable ability to calm even the most agitated spirits.
As I scanned the assembled crowd, my gaze locked on Thalia; her lips curved into a knowing smile. She weaved gracefully through the gathered nobility, drawing closer to the elevated stage where my father, his closest advisors, and I held court. Despite her enchanting smile, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of scepticism. I had thought she was different, an exception to the scheming courtiers seeking power and status. Yet, experience had taught me, they were all the same.
The allure of my position in the royal court drew many women to my side, not that I lacked physical appeal. Towering in stature, with light, inviting eyes and a mane of soft curls, I was considered handsome by the court’s standards. However, I was under no illusion, had I been a humble farmer, Thalia and her ilk wouldn’t have spared me a second glance.
The assembly continued undaunted for hours; the requests were a blur of demands and complaints from the petitioners. The sun’s warm embrace gradually yielded to the cool touch of evening. As twilight painted the sky with hues of orange and purple, the first moon emerged as a shiny, silver disk, casting its ethereal glow over the gathered subjects. Emperor Atlas Callisthenes remained steadfast on the elevated platform, his voice carrying through the dusk.
The scent of floral incense wafted through the air, mingling with the murmurs of the courtiers and the occasional rustle of gossamer or silken robes. Torches lining the grand hall flickered to life, casting dancing shadows upon the marble columns that framed the assembly. The atmosphere was charged with anticipation, for it was almost suppertime, and the day’s deliberations had been long and weighty.
Finally, my father called up the last petitioner to discuss their grievances and concerns.
The moons, now high in the night sky, bore witness to the closing moments of today. 
“My liege, I am here today having travelled a long way from home to come and present you with a grave issue,” began the middle-aged man, flaunting pale hair and tanned skin.
“Since the explosion in the mountains, dragons have been spotted all over the island of Kypros and they are raiding our farms for food. Five of my sheep have gone missing just in the last few weeks. We are humble people and can’t afford to lose our livestock if we are to survive the winter.”
Ever since he had heard of the explosion on the White Mountains a few months ago, my father had dispatched multiple scouts to gather information about the island’s situation. Unfortunately, none of them had returned thus far.
“I have already dispatched scouts to address the issues arising in Kypros, but it appears their efforts were insufficient,” responded my father, appearing more fatigued than I had seen him in a while.
“The empire will compensate you and the other farmers for the lost cattle, and I will send my son and his troop to resolve this situation once and for all.”
My surprise must have been evident, as half of the hall turned their attention between me and my father with concern. I shot an angry glare at the emperor, who was fully aware of how infuriated I’d be by his decision to send me halfway across the empire based on the tales of a drunken farmer.
“This meeting is adjourned,” concluded the imperial chamberlain, while my father’s guards pushed through the doors that led to the main corridor of the palace.
I hurriedly followed, determined to change my father’s mind about my impending journey to Kypros.
It wasn’t long before we arrived in my father’s office, a warmly decorated and well-lit circular room that served as the emperor’s private study and library.
“Father, you can’t send me to Kypros now, especially with everything that’s been happening. I need to be here to help you quell the unrest,” I began, taking a seat across from him.
His eyes remained fixed on the stack of papers on his desk, as all his advisors and guards filed out of the room to give us privacy.
“The decision has been made, son,” he asserted.
“Now, start packing. If you want to help me placate the unrest, we need to understand what’s been happening in Kypros and why my scouts haven’t returned. I sense dark forces at play, and right now, you’re one of the few people I trust enough in this palace to resolve this. Besides, this journey will be good for you.”
He added with a softer tone, “You haven’t been out of Athens for a while now. A stagnant monarch m...”
I finished for him; the sentence etched into my memory since I was young.
“Yes, I know, makes for a stagnant kingdom,” I said with exasperation. Realising I wouldn’t change my father’s mind, I took the opportunity to bid him farewell.
“Goodbye, son. May Artemis and Athena guide your journey.”
***
Hours later, I was finishing my dinner alone in my rooms, planning the trip my men and I would pursue in the next weeks to reach the White Mountains when a soft knock interrupted my preparations.
I reached the door in two long strides and unlatched the lock.
“Good evening, prince,” murmured Thalia with an expectant smirk.
“I was wondering if you would enjoy some company for the night,” her innuendo clear.
“I am leaving tomorrow, Thalia.” Her smile didn’t waver.
How can a person be so clueless?
I took a frustrated sigh and continued, “Do you remember me asking you if you would be fine with this being just sex and nothing more?”
She nodded eagerly.
“Because it feels like you want more than I can offer, so I think it is in both our interests to continue remaining friends and avoid doing anything that might disrupt that friendship. Ok?”
Her smile finally slipped, giving way to the outrage etched clearly into her features.
Why do they always get so angry, as if I lied to them when I made my intentions clear from the beginning?
“So, all this time, you lied to me about caring for me and about sex with me being great?”
“No, Thalia, that’s not...” I withheld an eye roll.
“Was it all a ruse to get in my pants then?!” an angry edge made itself known in the tone of her voice.
“Absolutely not!” I countered, exasperation dripping from every word, “I told you; you are my friend, and I care for you as such, but I am not interested in anything more.”
“But I love you, Cleitus,” she said, teary eyes reflecting what little light the sconces in the hallway allowed.
I hated drama, hated it with a passion.
I mean, who fucks once and falls in love?
And I was talking from a place of experience: I had fucked both men and women, old and young, dark and fair, thick and thin. But no matter who it was, it had always been a pleasurable distraction, and nothing more. I had never been in love before and wasn’t planning to anytime soon. I had seen firsthand what love could do to a man’s psyche.
“I am sorry, Thalia, but I can’t give you what you want. Take advantage of my absence these next few months to find a kind man that can love you the way you deserve, because it’s not going to be me.”
And with that, I kissed her cheek and closed the door on her consternated expression.



CHAPTER V
Pride and dignity would belong to women if only men would leave them alone. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
Cornelius entered the hall with deliberate, measured steps. He possessed an unremarkable stature and build, his meticulously arranged, light, and oily hair was adorned with an intricate laurel wreath, signifying his elevated social standing. His face bore an overall ordinary appearance, except for his prominently aquiline nose, which seemed to dominate his features. As his slim lips curved into a sinister smile upon locking eyes with Annika, the true cruelty of his nature became unmistakably evident.
“Thank you, Augustus, for this adorable get-together. Though I must say, I would rather be balls deep into a pretty woman after such a lengthy journey,” he started shamelessly. His eyes scanned the room, earning him a fictitious chuckle from Mistress Octavia.
“Speaking of which, where are the consorts? All I seem to find here are warrior slaves. You know as well as I do that they lack the finesse required for such pleasures.”
His loud laughter reverberated through the hall.
Augustus was taken aback by the lack of use of his title of Dominus, which asserted his role as the host and master of the Castra. His face flushed with embarrassment as he struggled to offer excuses to his precious emissary.
“Oh, Emissary Cornelius, my apologies for my lapse in etiquette,” he stammered.
“Rest assured, we will provide you with our most exquisite consorts directly to your quarters.”
For as much as I didn’t like the emissary, I loved seeing Dominus Augustus cornered like an animal for slaughter.
As Cornelius approached us, I positioned myself protectively in front of Annika. I wasn’t concerned about this man’s power; I was prepared to assert who truly held the upper hand with a swift kick to the balls if necessary.
However, I had no intention of causing unnecessary trouble for me or Annika. I stood tall, my unwavering gaze meeting his. I despised men who claimed what wasn’t freely offered, and a deep look into his dark eyes told me he was precisely the type who wouldn’t accept no for an answer.
The imperial delegate moved across the room, assessing the gathered crowd as they danced and ate.
“What a nice puppet you are, darling,” he remarked, looking at me, an evil smile gracing his lips.
My answer was loud enough for only him and Annika to hear.
“Pity I am not the kind of puppet you’d want to play with. You know strays, their rabid bites, and all that,” I retorted, causing Annika to gasp softly behind me. My grin mirrored his own, and I realised too late I might have just made a big mistake.
His smile widened; he didn’t perceive me as a treat at all; no, he saw me as a challenge. He liked being told no.
Fuck.
“We shall see about that, won’t we?” he prattled, moving on with his stroll around the room of guests. His slimy personality left a foul taste in my mouth long after he’d departed, acid burning my stomach despite the agreeable food. The guests resumed dancing and eating, the revelries returning to full swing.
“What were you thinking?!” Annika whispered-shouted, already weaving through the crowd in the direction of the exit.
“I didn’t like how he was looking at you. He is a piece of shit,” I concluded, anger flooding my system.
“I know better than anyone that he is, Lylah, but that doesn’t mean you should give him a reason to act like one.” Annika’s voice reverberated through the empty corridors of Caligo. 
I felt a pang of guilt at leaving Selene all alone in the bustling hall, which felt more like a lion’s den at the moment. However, I knew how much she must be relishing this rare opportunity to feast and dance, and I didn’t want to spoil her enjoyment.
Annika and I reached the empty dorms and helped each other get undressed. As pretty as the corsets were, they were also a colossal waste of time.
“Thank you,” she murmured before getting comfortable on her small cot.
“For what?” I asked, curious.
“For having my back in there. No one...” she finished clearing her throat, “No one ever does.”
“Don’t even mention it. We are all in the same boat here. Especially us three,” I said, gesturing around our room.
Sleep didn’t find me for a long while. When it did, it was almost dawn, with soft rays decorating the dorm in pastel hues, as the noise of the gentle summer rain slowly transitioned into a clear sky.
***
The morning of the tournament finally arrived. I wasn’t as well-rested as I’d hoped, but I had faced worse.
Annika, Selene, and I got ready in sombre silence, not wanting to distract one another. We were all focused on our survival, each of us following our own preparation ritual.
We consumed our breakfast in quietude and arrived at the arena before anyone else, our determination permeating the atmosphere.
The massive stone walls of the courtyard, normally in eerie stillness, were brimming with energy from countless spectators who began filling the benches and mezzanines surrounding the arena.
The remaining ten slaves assembled with us in our customary straight formation.
Shortly after, all the Masters of the house filed in and took their seats in the front row pews to our left. All except for Dominus Agustus, who followed later, entering the arena with a pompous air and ostentatious attire.
“Ladies and gentlemen, esteemed guests, and warriors, we gather here today for a momentous occasion. The time has come for the inaugural tournament to commence; a test of strength, skill, and valour that will determine our next champion. But before we delve into the challenge that awaits, I have the distinct honour of welcoming an illustrious guest, a representative of our mighty empire’s highest authority,” boomed the voice of Dominus Augustus, followed by enthusiastic cheers and applause from the crowd.
“As we embark on this journey of competition, let us extend our warmest greetings to the imperial emissary, Cornelius Proculus. His presence here today signifies the importance of this event. We are honoured by his distinguished company, and we look forward to showcasing the talent and resilience of our warrior slaves.”
The emissary took a seat on a lonely chair to the right while two guards flanked him on either side. For all his importance and loftiness, the imperial delegate looked bored, his focus taken by the wine chalice in his hands rather than what was happening in the muddy arena.
“Without further ado, let the tournament begin! May the spirit of competition drive us to greatness, and may our endeavours today be a testament to the strength of the Imperium. Welcome, Cornelius Proculus, and welcome to all those who have gathered to witness this grand spectacle!” Dominus Augustus closed his speech before sitting near the other Masters.
Cornelius rose from his chair, his presence commanding attention.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you the inaugural challenge of this grand tournament,” he started, unaware his words spurred our hearts into a fast gallop like barbed reins.
“Behold, the blindfolded sword fight!”
The spectators hushed; their anticipation palpable.
“All participants shall enter the arena simultaneously, armed and blindfolded. Only those who can endure the chaotic clash of blades for an hour shall emerge victorious and proceed to the final stage. Prepare yourselves for a test of courage and skill befit of a champion!” he incited, bringing the crowd’s roar to a new loud.
I exchanged anxious glances with my fellow slaves, their eyes filled with tangible fear. A group of kitchen servants trailed behind us, each holding dark bandages to cover our eyes.
I began taking deep breaths, returning to that familiar space where I felt connected to the world around me with no need for sight. All I required at this moment were my ears.
Gentle hands applied the dark bandages around my eyes, placed a sword into my right hand, and guided me to a spot in the arena. The earth beneath my feet felt muddier, squelching with every step I took, confirming that we were in the fighting circle.
“Your time starts now!” shouted Cornelius, and the spectators joined in with loud cheers.
Within seconds, loud clashes and agonised screams echoed around me.
Move, Lylah, you need to move. Now!
My heart raced as I navigated this chaotic dance of shadows. Deprived of my sight, I relied on instinct and sharpened senses. Every step I took was a cautious manoeuvre, every swing a calculated risk.
The air was thick with tension as warriors clashed, their blades singing through the darkness in a deadly ballet. The sounds of struggle, the grunts of effort, and the shouts of triumph or despair formed a disorienting symphony that enveloped me. I proceeded with caution, seeking to both defend and strike; my every move a gamble in this blindfolded game of survival.
After a few tense seconds, that felt like hours shrouded in darkness, I sensed someone approaching on my right, prompting me to thrust my sword in the direction of the advancing footsteps. My blade struck flesh at eye level, and hot liquid sprayed across my face and hands.
One down.
I didn’t have the luxury to dwell on whether it was Annika or Selene that I had just killed; it was every woman for herself in the lion’s den.
My ears were adjusting, honing my focus on the sounds in the immediate vicinities. The slushy terrain made it easy to identify incoming footsteps. I sent a quick thanks to Nut, Goddess of the Skies, for the rainy night.
More slaves were nearing.
Two from my left and one from behind.
My body reacted instinctively, my many years of training taking over. I had been educated in one thing above all else: KILL.
I slashed the first contestant to my left, blowing a swift kick to their kneecap, causing the slave to stumble into the one behind them. I turned my attention to the slow attacker behind me, dodging an incoming blast from them thanks to the air shift his movements caused, and countering with a slice on his shin. The aggressor’s pained cries rang loud, distracting me.
Unaware of another slave closing in from my left, I only reacted upon hearing the swift whoosh of air near my left arm, but it was too late. My left upper forearm suffered a stinging gash, deep enough to hurt despite the surge of adrenaline coursing through me.
I recovered quickly, executing a low sweep that sent the attacking slave sprawling to the ground. In one fluid motion, I thrust my sword toward what I presumed to be his midsection. I decided not to stick around for his final screams, which would only distract me further and attract more attackers.
Afterwards, I established it would be wiser to remain stationary, minimising the chances of becoming an easy target. The challenge hadn’t specified that we needed to kill anyone; our sole objective was survival for one hour. The best way to do that would be to stand my ground, concentrate on discerning approaching sounds, and adopt defensive stances.
I was just getting the hang of it when a loud, feminine scream resounded not far to my right.
Fuck, Selene.
I didn’t have time to think it through. I just moved toward the sound and whispered, “Selene,” as gently as I could, ensuring I wasn’t surrounded before doing so.
My senses told me there was someone just ahead breathing heavily, possibly her. Maybe she was injured, and I could station myself around her to protect her. Most of the hour must have passed by now, but there was no way to be sure; time was a cryptic and ephemeral concept most times.
“Who is there?” a soft, pained voice asked.
“I am already down and disarmed. Please have mercy. Go and kill someone else.”
Selene’s anguished words led me straight to her.
“Selene, it’s me, Lylah. I got you. I am not here to hurt you. I just heard you scream. Just come behind me, I’ll protect you,” I said, extending my hand towards hers.
My own injured arm stung, warm blood trickling down it and wetting my hand. I readjusted my grip on my sword, making sure that, despite the warm liquid, I had a firm hold on it.
“Oh, thank the Gods,” she sobbed in relief when her hand connected with mine. I helped her stand up, and she positioned herself behind me with her hand on my left shoulder. After all the noise we prompted, we had to move.
“Go slower, I am injured,” murmured Selene.
She couldn’t keep talking, she would give our position away. I hushed her with a finger on her lips, my meaning clear.
I quickly advanced to the other side of the arena, hearing fewer noises coming from that side of the courtyard.
Silently treading through the muck beneath our feet, we reached the quieter part of the field. Selene, whose hand was nervously grabbing the thick shirt of my fighting leathers, was panting. She didn’t sound so good; I just hoped I could keep her alive for the remainder of the time in this hellhole.
A loud bell rang moments later, causing both of us to exhale the breath of relief we had been holding hostage for the past hour.
“Remove your blindfold and drop your weapons,” came the instructions of Dominus Augustus.
My eyes took some time to adjust to the bright morning sun, but when they did, I could make out that we were on the right side of the arena, near where the emissary sat. He was coming in our direction just as Selene said, “Thank you, Lylah. I wouldn’t have survived without you.”
“Don’t even mention it,” I countered, trying to keep my voice steady, not letting the panic of an approaching predator show.
“You were pretty impressive out there,” announced Cornelius, looking me over. Was that a compliment?
“For a woman, that is,” he drawled on.
And there it is. A sugar-coated insult was always an insult. I didn’t deign his misogynistic comment with an answer.
“But you, instead,” he continued toward Selene, “you are a disgrace to this empire. You were but a spineless coward, hiding behind your fellow slave.”
Too fast for my eyes to see and my body to react, Cornelius snatched my sword from the wet earth and thrust it right into Selene’s chest. I gasped, my heart pounding in my ears as I watched in horror, her face twisting one last time in a mixture of pain and shock, while the red blotch on her chest expanded.
My world seemed to freeze as I witnessed the gruesome scene before me.
“No...” the word tore off my throat, more plea than whisper.
“Too bad, she could have made a beautiful consort,” declared the emissary, feigning regret, while hastily cleaning Selene’s blood from his hands on his cape.
“No!” came the scream of Annika, who had survived and, out of nowhere, was kneeling in front of Selene’s bloodied body, the red splotch on her chest expanding by the minute.
“What did you do?” she asked furiously.
“I merely rid the empire of a weak-willed slave. You should both be grateful. One less contestant to compete against,” he concluded with a cruel smile.
“And I will rid your face of that ugly smirk,” I stated fiercely, looking into his dark eyes, “That is a promise.”
“Augustus, it seems you have a worrisome case on your hands. Your slave has just threatened me. I am the voice of your emperor, slave. You might want to remember that.”
Cornelius looked furious.
“Is she always this insolent?” he demanded in the direction of the Dominus, who was coming our way.
He could shove his imperial arrogance up his ass for all I cared.
“To the point of self-destruction,” replied Dominus Augustus before turning to me.
“Always you. Fucking Lylah. I told you what would happen should you embarrass me,” he yelled, his face flushing red.
“Oh, don’t kill her. Yet. She can rather be punished. She passed the challenge. The war code states we can’t kill a champion, contrary to your friend here, who wasn’t. She wouldn’t have survived the challenge without you, and for that, she is dead,” announced Cornelius, smiling sweetly at me.
“But Augustus, make sure this one does get punished for helping her friend and lacking basic manners,” he concluded in an icy tone, pointing at me before turning and leaving for the villas.
“If you don’t want to feel the burn of my whip, I suggest you go back to the dormitories, Annika.” Dominus Augustus’s tone promised trouble.
Annika gave me a sorrowful look, tears mirroring mine, and left. I would have done the same.
“And you,” the master pointed at me in ire, “you are coming with me to the whipping post.”
I gave one last anguished look to Selene’s corpse, whose expression would forever be contorted in shock and pain.
***
Hours later, I struggled to suppress my cries of agony. It was my steadfast determination never to grant Dominus Augustus the satisfaction of witnessing my pain. I was acutely aware of his sadistic pleasure in inflicting suffering, particularly upon me.
So no, I would not scream, I would not shout, even in the face of the harshest punishment I had endured in years.
It had started the same as usual, two guards dragging and securing my hands and feet to the post, stripping the back of my shirt, and cutting the bandages supporting my breasts—I regretfully came to realise I had only one good tunic left, and the thought made me chuckle despite the situation.
It had probably been that one slip, that one smile spreading across my face at the thought, that convinced Dominus Augustus that today would be the day I should get the most torturous beating he ever inflicted upon me. And of course, the fact I had embarrassed him in front of his precious emissary. To further defy him, I was humming my song through clenched teeth.
As the hours went on, one whip after another, wet lash upon wet lash, I focused all my attention on the chains scraping my wrist, on the splashing sound of water from the fountain, on the smell of iron in the air, on the trickle of blood reaching down to my boots.
Anything was better than the pain of my lacerated back that ran from my nape to my hips. Anything was better than the scourge, inflicting multiple deep slashes on already injured skin. Anything was better than hearing your own skin crack under the pressure of exploitation and torture.
Crack! Crack! Crack!
It was the anger, not the pain, that was always the hardest to contain in these situations.
I wished I could release the beast of fury crawling inside me and let her free. I wished she could devour anyone who had played a part in my constant abuse, anyone who had been part of the persecution my body had endured for decades. Though today it seemed easier not to scream, the pain of seeing the life die out of Selene’s eyes was far more intense than the physical one I was enduring.
Dominus Augustus’ ugly sneer came into my line of sight.
“You know the war code states that I or anyone else cannot kill you because, you know, unfortunately, you passed the challenge. But it doesn’t mention anywhere that a slave cannot kill themselves should they fear what’s coming or should they crave respite from their life of torture in such a manner,” he said, moving closer to the post I was tied to.
“I wouldn’t blame you. Truthfully, if I were you, I’d probably take death over what will become of you once this farce of a tournament is over.”
His cold, heartless eyes, combined with that arrogant smirk, were just as cutting as the unrelenting whip at my back.
“Oh, naïve child, you think it will be you? You think you have a chance at becoming the next champion of this Castra?” he laughed viciously.
“Well, you won’t. And when the emissary is out of here and your dear friends are dead, what will you do?”
Selene’s anguished face came into view, blurring with reality.
“So, what do you say? I give you a sharp knife, and we end this right now?” urged the Dominus.
“End w—what now?” I replied, confused, as another harrowing cry I wouldn’t release bubbled in my throat.
“Everything: your pain, your slavery, the pathetic excuse you have for a life,” he answered placatingly.
Is he giving me a way out? Unlikely. He probably just wanted me dead. The pain created a haze that muddled my thoughts.
“Unlike you, though, I have balls, Augustus,” I sneered.
“I will rid myself of this life and your hideous face once and for all by winning this damned tournament,” I clarified with a smug, bloodied smile that I knew would enrage him.
To further defy him, I spat right in his face, my blood and saliva teasingly dripping from his cheek, a beautiful reward. If this was how I was going to die, I’d do it with style, and my chin held high.
“You bitch!” yelled Augustus.
“Again, stronger and faster. Don’t stop until sunup,” said the Dominus to the guard inflicting the torment.
“Let’s see how she’ll win the final challenge with a defiled back.”
***
During the night, I was awoken by someone approaching the whipping post. It must have been hours since they had stopped the tormenting beating that went on for most of the day. I guessed even the guards had decided not to heed the Dominus’ advice and had stopped their ministration well before dawn.
Silent steps brought the figure closer, and amidst the dim moonlight that bathed the arena, I discerned her familiar silhouette.
Annika.
She brought me back to our dorm without uttering a word, shouldering most of my weight. With gentle precision, she lowered me onto my stomach on my cot, careful not to touch the raw cuts crisscrossing my back.
Without delay, she retrieved a clean cloth that had been left behind from the other night’s revelry and began cleaning my wounds. I hissed with what little energy was left in my tarnished body.
“Gods, you really pissed him off this time,” she murmured.
I couldn’t help but whiz at the stinging sensation as the water met the open gashes, though my protests remained feeble. In an attempt to communicate, I weakly pointed beneath my bed, indicating a loose wooden board with my trembling finger.
“Balm,” I whispered, hoping she would understand my intent.
My clever friend promptly retrieved the tub hidden beneath the discarded piece of wood. With kind, careful hands, she applied the soothing gel Master Titus had gifted me, covering each of my wounds thoroughly before returning to her cot.
“Thank you,” I managed, before surrendering to the sweet embrace of oblivion.



CHAPTER VI
Mors certa, hora incerta. — Latin Proverb
Death is certain, the hour uncertain. — Latin Proverb
Iawoke from my dreamless sleep to the touch of gentle hands caressing my face. Annika stood before me, her expression resolute and ready for battle. Her hands clutched thick bandages, which didn’t appear clean or sanitary, but they were better than nothing.
I gingerly pushed myself up from the cot, every inch of my body aching in protest. Yet, I couldn’t afford to yield now. This was my one chance at escaping this wretched place, and nothing would deter me.
Pain was an old friend, an armour I had carried since I could remember; she wouldn’t thwart my resolve.
The things you empower, over you wield power.
The thought came to mind unbidden. It was a sentence etched into my memory, originating from the depths of my dreams. I sometimes heard it spoken in a gentle and comforting feminine tone. It was always the same voice, occasionally calm, other times agitated, but always a welcome anchor amidst my tumultuous nightmares.
“How are you feeling?” Annika’s voice pulled me from my reverie as her deft fingers got to work wrapping my back.
“As good as I could be after hours of whipping,” I croaked with a sad smile.
“I honestly didn’t know if I was going to find you alive,” she admitted, nearly finished with the bandages around my torso.
“The magnanimous emissary forbade it, so here I am, in the worst condition I have been in years, ready for the challenge that will dictate my future.” Sarcasm coated my words.
“I am sorry.”
“Oh no, we aren’t going to start feeling sorry for each other now, Annika,” I said with resolution as I stared into her beautiful cobalt eyes.
“You’re right. It’s just... the events of the last days fucked me up. First Selene, then you... I thought I lost you both.”
Her eyes evaded mine as she cleared her throat.
“Anyway, is there anything I can do for you before we head to breakfast?”
“Just help me put on my tunic. I don’t want to stretch my wounds if I can avoid it,” I responded, squeezing her hand in mine.
This was no place for affection, but sometimes, a small gesture of solidarity amidst the chaotic mess that was our lives went a long way.
***
I stood among the remaining slaves, my body still aching from the brutal whipping I had endured the previous day.
Only five of us remained after yesterday’s vicious challenge.
The arena, bathed in the soft morning sun, was filled with electricity from the excited crowd. My eyes were fixed on the masters as they entered the courtyard, their extravagant attires a stark contrast to our battered forms.
Then came Cornelius, striding ahead with an air of authority. His presence sent shivers down my spine, as if an invisible finger slid across my back, creating a potent mix of fear and anticipation.
The emissary’s surprise was evident as his gaze fell upon me among the candidates. He likely didn’t expect me to be here after the merciless whipping I’d sustained yesterday.
Well, here I was, and I would prove him wrong. I flashed him my most dashing smile.
Today, the final challenge would determine which of us remaining slaves would seize the opportunity to represent Caligo Castra in the capital, facing off against the champions of the Imperium. But today, we were all fighting for something much greater than that: a step toward freedom.
The absence of Selene filled me with sadness, a stark reminder of what was at stake should I fail today. My melancholic mind soon wandered to Master Titus, the man who had been my rock for so long and whose absence was thoroughly felt on a day like this one.
Cornelius turned to address the assembled guests, his voice imposing.
“Ladies and gentlemen, esteemed guests and masters, we stand at the pinnacle of this tournament. The moment has arrived to select the champion who will venture to the capital, competing against the empire’s finest warriors.”
The emissary’s voice resonated through the arena.
“Today, we gather not only for the final test of this tournament but also to witness a challenge steeped in the ancient history of our land.
“Centuries ago, when the Gods still walked the earth and magic flowed freely, the Elemental Challenge was born. It was a celebration of the extraordinary powers that once graced our world.”
He paused for a moment, letting the weight of history settle over the crowd.
“And tonight, we have the honour of a special guest, a living relic of that bygone era. Please help me welcome Medusa, one of the few remaining descendants of the Gods to still walk the Earth. She possesses the rare ability to control and bend the elements to her will. She will be the real opponent of today’s challenge.”
If eyes could talk, ours would be gasping. Our normally stoic expressions, honed by years of slavery and mastery of indifference, turned into outright shock.
A descendant of the Gods?
Cornelius continued, impervious to our distress, “The Elemental Challenge will test the abilities of our contestants, pushing them to their limit. Each of them will face a unique elemental obstacle, representing the forces of fire, water, earth, light, darkness, and air. Only the one who conquers this impossible course will emerge as the champion and earn the privilege of representing Caligo Castra in Rome.”
The crowd murmured in anticipation and awe at Medusa’s arrival.
I had read about her. She was Goddess Wedjet’s second daughter. She had left this side of the world very young, sent by her mother to learn the ways of men with her human father in the far East. Rumoured to have been enslaved by the dreaded army of the Yuan Empire, the story of how she came to freedom wasn’t known.
As I read of her life, I had imagined her exterminating the Yuan emperor and his ilk only to retire to a small cottage by a river swamp. But such were the ways of imagination; reality was often much worse.
A small figure appeared at the end of the arena, a long purple cape covering her attributes and form; the only visible features were her graceful, slender hands, poised in front of her.
Here she was, a descendant of the Gods in the flesh. How could it be that she was still enslaved after so many years? Why wouldn’t she free herself if she possessed such powers?
Questions swam in my mind as the atmosphere in the arena grew electric with eager excitement. I guessed it wasn’t every day one could witness such a spectacle.
Medusa’s presence meant this tournament had become more than just a test of physical prowess—it was a chance to encounter the mystical powers that once shaped our world.
The arrival of the inconspicuous figure was the kindling for the fire that was the crowd; their screams and cheers drowning out any other sound around us.
As I scanned the battlefield ahead and the surrounding slaves, my eyes locked on my fellow contestants, Annika, Romero, Crixus, and Dante. We were the final five, standing on the precipice of a life-altering opportunity.
Eight of us had already died during the last challenge, and, at this very moment, I was certain only one of us would survive what was ahead. The weight of the moment bore down on me, but I couldn’t afford to be consumed by doubt or fear. I couldn’t let seeds of panic burrow and sprout inside me.
This was our chance to escape the brutal life of slavery and rise above the oppression that had held us captive for so long.
A chance to finally claim our life for our own.
I took a deep breath—although it painfully pulled at the open slashes on my back—steeling myself for the elemental challenge that lay ahead. No matter the obstacles, I had to push through the pain and uncertainty. The dream of freedom and a better life hung in the balance, and I was determined to seize it with everything I had.
“First up is Romero. Please come pick the card that will determine the element you will be challenging today,” the voice of the emissary interrupted my silent preparation.
Romero, with his broad shoulder and lithe body, hesitantly stepped forward and picked a small card from a pouch held in Cornelius’ hands.
He passed it to him with shaky fingers, before the imperial delegate announced, “Ah, water it is.”
Water didn’t sound as bad as other elements, but not knowing what to expect wasn’t reassuring in the least.
Medusa, who stood on the opposite side of the arena, silent and still, took a single step forward. Surrounded by the impressible audience, the rest of us slaves stood nervously on the opposite side of the Divine Daughter.
Romero positioned himself at the start of the course, facing Medusa, though a good hundred meters apart. When the bell rang, he sprang as fast as possible into the arena. The goal was to get to the opposite side of the sandy terrain, the finish line standing just a few meters to the right of Medusa.
Romero ran with the speed and determination of a wild cat hunting its prey. His steps didn’t falter until...
Out of thin air, balls of water were formed and hurled at the slave. His reddish hair was a blur as he weaved through the small balls of water that Medusa had thrown at him.
Only her hands seemed to move, and yet here she was, masterfully bending the elements to her will in a way I had imagined only the Gods could.
Romero almost reached the middle of the arena when a river worth of water filled the sandy space, a ball engulfing his struggling form. As I watched Romero strain from my place at the edge of the course, the gravity of this challenge became palpable.
The water had risen rapidly, creating a confined sphere around the contestant. It was as if an invisible hand held the liquid in place, preventing it from spilling out of the death bubble.
Romero, determined and fierce, had sprinted into the aquatic peril with all his might, but the watery prison showed no mercy.
Time stretched thin, each second dragging on endlessly as Romero fought to breach the surface, but the water’s relentless grip only tightened. As the minutes passed, the spectators’ whispers and gasps filled the air, mirroring the tension that enveloped the arena. The eyes of the other slaves spoke of the apprehension that gripped all our hearts.
Finally, what felt like an eternity later, Romero’s struggle ceased. The water had claimed its price and the atmosphere in the arena grew heavier with a mixture of grief and dread.
The ball of water exploded into a million tiny drops that evaporated into the sky like moisture under the desert sun, leaving behind only the asphyxiated body of Romero, his eyes still open towards the sky and the dream he would never reach, lips purple, and skin pale.
We were now acutely aware that this challenge was not just a mere competition; it was a battle against ancient forces we couldn’t even begin to understand.
The tournament continued as if a life hadn’t just been drained like the water on the course.
Someone removed Romero’s body from the sandy courtyard, but it felt like time was moving in slow motion for us, as if our mortal minds couldn’t effectively compute the powers at play.
Suddenly, calloused hands enveloped my own, their touch grounding me and delivering me back to the present. Those hands, though rough from years of hardship, held a silent reassurance, a reminder that we still had a battle to fight.
“Holding hands twice in one day? We have become big softies.” I smiled nervously at Annika, unshed tears blurring my vision. She looked panicked, and I couldn’t blame her. If we weren’t all going to die today, it would be a godly miracle.
The next to go was Dante, whose fate had assigned him the earth element.
Within moments of beginning the challenge, he met a grim fate, asphyxiated by merciless, snaking roots that constricted around him. The haunting realisation of his demise came all too swiftly, leaving us with heavy hearts and a sinking feeling that we were all fucking doomed.
Annika, the third to step up, faced the element of air. Before embarking on her journey and against everything we were taught, I held her tightly, our embrace infused with unspoken words of encouragement and love.
“May the Gods protect you,” I whispered in her ear.
With determination, she ventured forth, surmounting three whirlwinds thrown at her with grace.
But then, an unexpected gust of wind struck, threatening to sweep her off her path. She fought against the tempest, progressing past the middle of the course, only a few dozen meters separating her from the finish line. She looked like the strong, resilient woman I came to know and care for, and I couldn’t be prouder.
However, the strong wind soon transformed into a monstrous tornado, relentlessly engulfing her. My heart clenched with worry during the seemingly endless moments she remained hidden within the violent cyclone.
Dread, thicker than anything I had ever felt, caged my galloping heart, and I felt as if the same roots that had taken Dante’s life were squeezing my fractured organ.
The tornado of air spun faster, leaving the rest of the spectators and contestants untouched by its might.
We didn’t see Annika for what felt like hours; panic rose inside me. When a body burst out of the vortex, and its winds slowly dissipated, worry slammed into me with the same force Medusa’s power had slammed into Annika.
My sweet, strong Annika.
The body that was regurgitated by the monstrous tornado was battered and bruised, arms and legs sticking out at unnatural angles, as blood trickled down her nose and ears.
Uncaring that she was still on the course, I ran in her direction, kneeling in front of her, and cradling her head in my arms.
Annika was gone. My first love, my dearest friend, and the only good thing left in this godsforsaken place was gone. My already broken heart cracked further, and I feared this time I wouldn’t be able to hold the broken pieces together.
My eyes burned, and tears soon streamed down my face, wetting my cheeks. I sent a swift prayer to Nephthys, Goddess of Death, “May you welcome Annika with open arms and show her the way to the Field of Reeds.”
I turned toward Medusa and screamed with all the rage this life had injected into me.
Someone grabbed me by the hair and pulled me back, behind the red line where we were meant to wait like the good slaves we were.
The pain on my scalp and back wasn’t registering, no matter how hard they pulled. All I wanted was to go back to Annika, my fierce, kind friend. Her body was carried away from view while Crixus moved to collect his card.
I was left on the arid ground, awaiting my turn to face certain death, with acid burning the back of my throat and mournfulness constricting my airways.
My only thought, as I stared at the trail her battered body left on the sand while she was dragged away, was that she wouldn’t even get the honours of a burial rite, at least not one worthy of her.
When I regained touch with reality, Crixus was sprinting toward the last quarter of the course with unwavering determination. Suddenly, a blinding beam of light, more intense than anything I had ever witnessed, pierced through his chest. He crumpled to the ground moments later. Smoke wafted off the vivid mark etched upon his torso where the intense ray had struck.
Emissary Cornelius was looking unimpressed by us all. I wondered how he would have fared should the circumstances have been reversed.
“You are what little hope is left for Caligo to make a name for itself in the capital,” Cornelius declared with a mocking grin as I stepped foot into the arena.
I was preparing to draw my card from the pouch when his voice resonated throughout the courtyard, catching my attention.
“Oh, I almost forgot to mention,” he continued, “each element must be tested. No need to choose. You will challenge fire and darkness.”
Despite my anger at Cornelius’ last-minute twist, I didn’t hesitate. I dashed onto the course, navigating one sandy meter after another, my focus solely on the task ahead. At this point, with my cracked heart and battered soul heavy in my chest, I didn’t care if I made it or died. Any of the two options was better than continuing my pathetic existence here in Caligo.
There was no time for doubts, no time for strategy, no time to feel the pain pulsating through my flayed back, and no time to anticipate the wall of fire that suddenly engulfed the courtyard.
My mind repeated a mantra on a continuous loop: “The things you empower, over you wield power.”
I expected the physical pain of being burned alive to hit eventually, but nothing happened—no foul smell of charred skin or the ache a fire consuming a body would provoke. Nothing.
Perhaps this is what death feels like.
I allowed myself a moment of hesitancy, looking over my limbs to take stock of the injuries. Nothing was there; my light brown skin was left unblemished. I glanced around and saw the towering flames encircling my body. I came to a halt and marvelled at the mesmerising dance of the flames, which didn’t burn me; they merely caressed my skin, as if greeting an old friend.
Determined to finish the course, I continued running toward the next half of the arena. What little had scabbed at my back was now being pulled open.
Soon after, darkness descended upon me, limiting my view. My eyes quickly adjusted to the lack of light, their mysterious ability coming in handy.
I raced through the remaining dozen meters, resolve pushing me forward despite the fire and darkness that surrounded me.
I had to win, not just for myself, but for Annika and Selene. I forged ahead, the balls of fire Medusa was dashing at me, doing nothing to slow me.
As I crossed the finish line, a wave of bittersweet victory washed over me. I had won, but it had come at a heavy cost. I stood victorious at the end of the course, a mixture of feelings welling up inside me.
It was an emotional triumph, one that I had achieved with the memory of my friends, Annika and Selene, weighing heavily on my heart. They had been my source of strength and solace in this cruel place, their presence making the unendurable days more bearable.
As I caught my breath, I couldn’t help but remember the moments we had shared—the whispered conversations in our dimly lit dorm, the stolen glances of encouragement during our arduous training sessions, and the laughter that had echoed through the tiny walls of our room, as we managed to find joy even in the darkest of times.
Their friendship had been my sanctuary in this unforgiving world, and they deserved to enjoy this victory as much as I did. They deserved so much better than their brief lives had offered them.
I knew they were gone, their sacrifices forever etched into my memory. But in my soul, they would live on, a reminder of the enduring bonds that had been forged in the crucible of Caligo Castra.
This victory was for them as much as it was for me. They were the proof of the strength of human bonds shaped through life’s bleaker hardships.
As I stood there, victorious yet exhausted, I noticed that every gaze in the arena was fixed upon me.
The imperial delegate’s, Dominus Augustus’, and the spectators’ faces were a mixture of shock and disbelief.
It was then that I realised the truth—I wasn’t meant to survive this. No one was.



CHAPTER VII
Perfer et obdura; dolor hic tibi proderit olim. — Ovid
Be patient and tough; someday this pain will be useful to you. — Ovid
With the weight of my meagre possessions in tow, I cast a final glance around the cold stone dorm that had been my home for the past two decades. The room had never been much more than a box with a few beds and a small table, but it held memories, both good and bad.
I carefully packed the few things I owned: the leather-bound book that had once belonged to Master Titus, the soothing balm I had hidden under my bed for moments of respite, and a letter Annika had left me years ago when we were still foolishly hopeful and in love.
My view closed on Caligo Castra; I wouldn’t miss this abysmal place, the tormentors, or the cruel games that had been my life.
But, least of all, I wouldn’t miss him.
Dominus Augustus stood among the throng of people who came to see the imperial emissary at the door of the Castra. The stark morning light, reflecting on his oily dark hair and icy eyes, made his sneer even more evident.
I was sure this was his worst nightmare—his insubordinate slave leaving for the capital while he would remain in this shithole.
I thought of the younger slaves still under his rule and how, in my absence, he would surely take out his violent streak on another helpless child. I sent a quick prayer to Maat, Goddess of Justice and Cosmic Balance; may she keep the innocent children of this place safe, and may she punish Augustus with the full might of her reckoning.
As I stepped onto the carriage that would take me to Rome with the imperial emissary, I noticed another carriage nearby. In front of its dark wooden exterior, Medusa lingered, shackled with thick chains that enveloped her wrists and legs. She scanned the crowd.
We shared a long look before a guard pushed her inside the carriage that held no windows except for a small porthole in the back. I was surprised by the sight, as I had assumed the empire would treat a descendant of the Gods with much more care and reverence.
But I guessed a slave was always a slave, no matter one’s divine connections.
As the carriages began to move, I couldn’t help but feel a mix of relief and apprehension. Leaving Caligo Castra behind was a long-awaited step in my plan, but the journey ahead was nothing more than another challenge, another prison, just one with a different master. At least until I succeeded in this mission, the Imperium seemed so eager to accomplish.
But first, I would have to battle the other champions.
***
The journey to Rome, which was meant to last a few days, unfolded in a surprisingly tranquil manner. The emissary remained secluded in his private nook within the main carriage, engrossed in his affairs, while I spent my time immersed in the contents of my black leather book. With nothing better to occupy my thoughts, I found solace in the familiarity of its pages.
As we passed by various cities and ventured deeper into the lush forests, the colours of nature painted a breathtaking landscape. Every sight was colourful and new, reminding me just how dull the grey walls that had confined me for the past decades had been. The world beyond those walls was astonishing, and I soaked in as many details as I could.
Unfortunately, by the second day, I realised the empire wasn’t all sweetness and light like they had us believe. Albeit not having travelled much across Roman territory, thanks to my studies, I had an inkling of how it was structured.
Luxurious and advanced cities were surrounded by unsupervised wilderness and wide carriage roads for whoever wished to travel between them. Most cities were closed off by high fences or roadblocks, with imperial soldiers guarding them. A city tax was to be paid by those who wished to reside inside the safety of its walls; the bigger and fancier the town, the higher the tax. For all those slaves and poor souls who couldn’t afford it, the dangers of the lawless wilderness awaited.
I had always dreamed of exploring the notorious metropolis of the empire: Rome, Naples, Syracuse, Carthage, and many more. However, after witnessing the distressing ramshackle houses and shanties amassed outside each and every walled-up town we passed by, I had a change of heart.
So much poverty and so much wealth, so close and yet universes apart from each other.
Tempted by the bustling cities, their inviting smells and steamy warmth, the lower class, hoarded in deplorable conditions, clung to the possibility of one day being able to afford what they had been denied but dangled in front of their eyes their whole life. The very individuals whose sweat, tears, and labour built the foundation of these settlements were deprived of the opportunity to enjoy them. It was a malicious game; showing the poor exactly what awaited them, if only they could fucking reach it.
All those miserable souls surely hoped the imperial soldiers guarding the city from its outer border would protect them from the worst predators. But I knew the greed of the Imperium better than anyone, having experienced it for the better part of my life. It was a system built to benefit the rich and to the detriment of the impoverished.
Recognised for its avant-garde and progressive political scene, the Imperium was the first-ever monarchy with an elected congress made by the people and for the people. Or so they claimed.
But slaves were no people. Deserving of no representation whatsoever, our interests were forfeit, our lives a commodity, or even an inconvenience.
They claimed to be a liberal empire, built for the people, but what they had left out of the disclaimer was that it was only for the people who looked, thought, and spoke like them—only for those who shared the same twisted morals and shady interests.
It was an empire made by and for the crooks, the heartless, and the demagogues; a kleptocracy of sorts.
These thoughts accompanied me on the journey to the capital as I took in the passing world outside.
***
During the first days of travelling, Cornelius mostly kept his distance. However, on the third night, he emerged from his private space and, as I sat up from the bench I had been napping on, he began to undress.
My heart raced as I quickly retrieved the small kitchen knife I had concealed around my waist. Following Annika’s warnings, I was prepared for the worst.
“You touch me, and you die,” I said sternly.
“I’m not sure who you think you are,” he retorted cruelly, “but let me remind you that you are a slave owned by the empire. The very empire I represent at this moment, which means I own you.”
He untucked his tunic from his waistband as he continued, unfazed, “Put that away and tend to my needs. As you can see, I wasn’t assigned any consorts for the trip.”
If he thought I would actually listen, he didn’t know me at all.
I stood slowly, my intense gaze deliberately never leaving his.
I had always hated males with a need to stroke their cock bigger than their brains, and Cornelius was just that.
“You may be the one with the big mouth and the cute laurel wreath, but unfortunately for you, I am the one that has been trained to kill. So, you touch me without my consent, and you die, a slow death at that. Simple.”
A savage smirk followed my punctuated words.
Something lurking in the shadows of his eyes told me he was about to do something foolish, like calling for help, so I took a single step and grabbed him by the collar of his tunic, pressing the knife against his crotch.
“Repeat after me, I. WILL. DIE. IF. I. EVER. FORCE. MYSELF. UPON. ANOTHER,” I gritted through clenched teeth, letting him grasp exactly where he could shove his imperial orders.
“Repeat!” I yelled, probably looking as crazed as I felt.
Cornelius’ eyes were wide with fear, and to my very own satisfaction, he obliged, repeating each word. By the time he was done, tears were streaming down his face.
Fucking coward.
I released my grip on him just as a guard opened the carriage door to check on the emissary.
“Is everything alright?” he asked.
I shot Cornelius a menacing glare that could have turned the bravest of men into ash, just before he cleared his throat and replied nervously, “Every—Everything’s just peachy.”
From that day onwards, the emissary remained confined to his nook.
He has a decent sense of self-preservation; I can give him that.
***
As we neared the capital, a distressing sight took over the scenery. I noticed many slaves, both Orishan and Kemetic, toiling under harsh conditions. I hadn’t been aware that the empire employed Egyptian slaves around the capital, and certainly not in such large numbers and under such deplorable circumstances. The diaspora of my people reached its zenith when we traversed through the most destitute neighbourhoods, a hidden part of the empire I had never laid eyes on.
In the dilapidated slums, ramshackle dwellings clung desperately to one another, their timeworn facades bearing the scars of neglect. Narrow, winding alleyways meandered through the squalid districts, where the pungent aroma of decay hung so heavily in the air, that I could capture its nuances from the quiet of the carriage. Decrepit structures, supported by feeble wooden beams, leaned precariously, casting ominous shadows over the litter-strewn pathways. There were no signs of communal facilities; instead, a prevailing sense of seediness and destitution permeated the atmosphere, painting a grim portrait of poverty in the outskirts of the ancient metropolis.
There was a hollow and hopeless look to these poor slaves as they shuffled along the long road to the capital in nothing but their sallow skin and malnourished forms.
Too many. They were too many.
My heart ached as I saw a young girl with tired brown eyes and amputated legs, begging for even the smallest morsel of food. The helplessness that she exhumed was a splinter in my hardened heart.
If Master Titus hadn’t found me, I could have very well been that little girl, used and abused by a powerful kingdom for a war we had no say in. Looking at the girl, the life I could have led, ripped at every shred of my being.
The world, I realised, could be unimaginably unjust.
In stark contrast to the opulence and luxury enjoyed by the Romans within the heart of the capital, slaves found themselves confined to the outskirts, relegated to impoverished conditions and barred from entering the city’s splendour and excess. This divide exemplified the disparities that defined our respective experiences.
I, an Egyptian slave, was a clear exception to the rules put into place by the emperor. I was, in fact, one of the few non-Romans allowed into Rome itself. But I didn’t think, even for a second, that such privilege came for any other reason than my master’s entertainment.
As we approached the nearest village to procure water and food for our last meal before reaching the capital, loud, distraught voices rang around the parked carriages.
The emissary appeared out of his nook and opened the wooden doors.
“What is the meaning of this nonsense?” he barked, sounding offended. His fancy boots disappeared from the carriage, and the sound of squelching mud was enough for me to understand something was happening outside.
Stealthily, I made my way to the front of our transportation, careful not to draw any attention. I opened the small porthole, which afforded a limited view of the carts in front of ours. Through the bars of her window at the back of her carriage, I could see Medusa’s piercing purple eyes fixed upon me, radiating curiosity and interest.
She possessed a petite stature, delicate features, and a round face, packed in beautiful olive skin. Just as during the elemental challenge, a purple cape concealed her form.
With trembling hands, she gestured for me to move closer. Right now, she appeared nothing like the violent force of nature that had taken my friend’s life during the tournament. Instead, she seemed scared and meek, a far cry from what I would have expected from a descendant of the Gods.
But what do I truly know about Gods?
I showed her the thick chains that bound my ankles through the small aperture, making it clear that I, too, was a slave of the Imperium, just like her. She closed her eyes and moved her lips, and soon after, a melodic voice filled the small space I was occupying.
“Hi, I’m sorry about your friends,” the melancholic voice said.
“I didn’t mean to kill anyone. Those were the orders.”
I realised that her powers extended far beyond elemental magic.
“How are you doing this?” I asked, surprise lacing my words.
“I can move air, and sound travels through air, so I simply moved the air carrying my words toward you,” she explained calmly.
Her previous words snagged my attention.
“Those were the orders. What do you mean by that? Whose orders?” I demanded, confusion gnawing at me.
Why would they stage a fake tournament, pouring so much energy and resources into it, only to have us all killed?
“The tournament was a sham; you were all meant to die valiantly by my magic. None of the Caligo slaves were intended to reach Rome,” she replied, with a hint of regret in her voice.
“But I am going to Rome,” I reasoned, still not understanding.
“That you are. And you have just fucked up imperial plans put into motion long ago by winning the tournament. The emissary couldn’t get rid of you now, even if he wanted to. I’ve never met anyone who could withstand divine magic,” Medusa confessed with a small smile before her features turned hard and solemn, “and neither have they.”
“I don’t know how I did that, to be honest,” I admitted, my voice timid.
“He is returning. I have to go. If you want to survive, my best advice is to get the mission and head to Hellas. That’s where you’ll be sent. And once you’re there, don’t ever come back,” she urged before retreating, her mesmerising purple eyes disappearing into the darkness.
My plan had always been to go to Greece and enact my revenge, though something in the urgency of Medusa’s tone convinced me that was not what she had meant with her words. She made it sound like a dashing escape to freedom, rather than the burden of vindication this trip really meant for me.
“Ah, before I forget, Master Titus misses you. You probably won’t meet him at the capital,” her voice was a whispered caress on the wind now.
“Wait!” I exclaimed at the mention of my old master’s name.
Footsteps resounded on the stairs of the carriage, signalling my time chatting was over, and I had to get back to my seat.
***
Medusa’s words left me with more questions than answers, but one thing was clear: my time in Rome was going to be far more complicated and perilous than I could have ever imagined. Those were my thoughts as the city gates closed behind us with a loud screech.
The lavish buildings of the capital were a far cry from the rotten shanties that littered the streets of the empire. Dark stone and marble seemed to prevail in the city, giving it a gloomy and sombre air.
As we approached the heart of Rome, the palace came into view amidst the towering structures. This opulent edifice featured imposing columns and a striking dark colour scheme. Dark marble adorned its entrance, perched atop the grandest granite staircase I had ever seen. The light of the midday sun reflected upon the dark surfaces of the palace, making the marble twinkle like stars in a midnight sky.
On the top of the grey staircase, five imposing statues representing some of the most important Roman deities stood proudly. Right in the middle was Jupiter, holding a huge sceptre, and with an embellished crown atop his head. To his left was Neptune, one of his brothers and his fiercest supporter during the Gods’ War. To Jupiter’s left was an ominous statue representing Mars.
The two final statues, located on each side of the podium, were, though striking, much smaller. One was of Discordia and one of Vesta. The choice to display Discordia and Vesta in the main entrance left me perplexed. Neither of the two goddesses held positions traditionally considered amongst the most important or powerful of the Roman Pantheon. The decision raised questions, and my confusion deepened as I pondered the significance behind elevating these particular Goddesses to such prominence.
The carriages deposited us at the foot of the stairs, with mine and Cornelius’s carriage being the first to arrive.
Our names were announced at the palace entrance, and that’s when I noticed Medusa wasn’t with us; her carriage must have veered off at a certain point before arriving at the palace.
The building appeared as dark and gloomy on the inside as it did on the outside. Coldness and darkness prevailed in the vast black basalt hall, where another two statutes of monstrous creatures—probably intended to scare the weakest of souls away—guarded the entrance of the palace. The creatures flaunted a furless massive body, the head similar to that of a rat, equipped with double rows of filed teeth, and, peculiarly enough, vulture wings and talons completed the horrid ensemble.
If I had thought Caligo was dark and lonely, shadows and solitude truly reigned sovereign in these halls.
Kind servants escorted me to my room, our steps reverberating in the silent desolation of the palace.
The room I had been assigned proved to be the most ornate chamber I had ever stepped foot in. It was furnished with a four-poster bed in the centre, a small chest, a heart on the far wall, and a door leading to what I assumed was the bathing chamber. The room bore intricate red accents all over the gaudy golden space. It was, mercifully, quiet.
Dinner arrived shortly thereafter, and I attacked it with the fervour of a starved slave, paying little heed to the nervous and judgmental glances of the servants.
The youngest maid approached me carefully, as if I was a wild beast—maybe to them, I was—and asked sweetly, “Should I draw you a bath, milady?”
“I am no milady. My name is Lylah. Please call me as such.”
The young servant looked taken aback by my comment, but I interrupted her chagrin, adding, “And a bath sounds divine right now.”
I smiled genuinely, intent on not scaring them more than I’d already done. Also, I needed to befriend whoever I could within the confines of this palace. Such alliances might provide me with the crucial information I sought regarding Master Titus’ whereabouts. Perhaps someone here knew where he was residing.
No matter how relaxing the bath was, or how cosy the bedding turned out to be, Medusa’s warning remained a constant presence throughout my evening.



CHAPTER VIII
Memento vivere. — Latin Proverb
Remember that you must live. — Latin Proverb
The following morning, I was awoken by the same young maid who had bathed me the previous night. She drew the curtains of the windows, lending a bright light to the room. The vast and sunlit space confused me before I remembered where I was.
“Excuse me, is something happening? I thought I had the morning off...” I murmured in a sleepy voice, straining to remember her name.
“What is your name again?”
“I never told you my name. And the emperor wants to meet you at the inauguration of the champions’ arrival. Since you were the last to arrive, the celebrations are starting today. I need to get you dressed immediately.”
Her voice trailed behind her as she approached the bathing chambers, presumably to draw me a bath.
I couldn’t get enough of baths; they were such a luxury for a girl who had lived like me for so long. Yesterday, I enjoyed soaking in the warm bubbles so much that I didn’t get out until my skin was scrubbed raw and crinkly from the water exposure.
I gingerly stood and stretched my arms, feeling better rested than usual, probably due to the fine mattress.
Ilenia, that was the girl’s name I’d discovered, helped me bathe and get into a pompous golden dress, which, like the room, had small red embroideries on the corset and the long-layered skirt.
Ilenia was pleasant, so I seized the opportunity to pose some discreet questions, careful not to reveal my true purpose. While she was applying a shimmering dust on my eyelids, I put my plan into motion.
“So, how long have you been at the palace, Ilenia?”
“Not long. I arrived from the Province of Sicilia a few years back. The palace was looking for Roman servants, so I applied.”
Her deft fingers laced the tight corset as we spoke.
“I used to earn more in Sicilia selling gowns if you asked me, but since the war, Egyptian slaves have been employed everywhere because they are so much cheaper. So, I can’t complain,” she disclosed.
“Yes, I saw the slaves around the capital. Why would the Romans have Egyptian slaves, though? That’s what I don’t get. And why everywhere but in the palace?” I countered.
She sighed, almost ruefully, “The emperor is paranoid. Apparently, he can’t sleep if there are foreigners in the palace.” She chuckled.
“Yeah, well, then he will be tired today,” I scoffed.
Ilenia giggled once more in her youthful manner, her able fingers moving on to my hair.
“You know, I had a Master in my Castra who came to the capital recently. I was wondering if you saw him or if you knew where I could find him,” I asked Ilenia, trying to keep my tone light.
“Well, the only master I have heard of in the last few weeks is this old man who showed up, perhaps... six days ago and got thrown into the dungeons upon his arrival. They didn’t even let the poor man step into the courtyard before the guards took him down,” she said with a grimace.
Upon seeing my worried expression in the mirror, she quickly added, “But I am sure it wasn’t him.”
Her whiskey-brown eyes evaded mine as her focus returned to my hair.
The man Ilenia had spoken of couldn’t be my old Master; Titus had always been a fierce supporter of the Roman Empire. I couldn’t understand what he could have done that warranted an arrest.
And he was the kindest man I knew. The thought sent a sharp pang of worry coursing through my heart.
I needed to find him, if only to soothe my concern.
Ilenia finished adorning my body with heavy jewels, so refined I wasn’t sure they were meant for me, while I was still stuck on that nagging speculation: What if it is Master Titus?
I had to find the dungeons and see for myself.
***
Ilenia dropped me off in front of the huge double doors that would take me into the banquet hall, where the emperor was meant to arrive shortly after. When she left, I decided to try my luck and go in search of the dungeons. With approximately an hour to spare before the emperor’s scheduled appearance, I aimed to ascertain if my dear Master was indeed held in the cells of the palace.
I quickly turned and went in search of the lower floors. The voluminous skirt proved a hindrance, transforming my typically nimble and silent stride into a cumbersome, echoing gait. Though candelabras lit the deserted halls, thick shadows gathered at the corners of the dark corridors amidst its tall stone columns.
As I observed the servants taking a left turn at the base of the main staircase, which would have taken me back up to the sleeping quarters, my curiosity drove me closer to investigate where the path might lead.
And there it was—a concealed door nestled discreetly behind the staircase. It was located to the left of the kitchen doors where the servants were heading, probably in preparation for the imperial celebrations.
Fuck yeah!
I unlocked the door with trained hands, revealing an ancient stone staircase, its dark steps plunging into the unknown.
The moment I followed the descent on silent feet, the air immediately became oppressive, dust and cold stone my only companions.
I was more grateful than ever for my impeccable night vision; with no sconces in sight, I would have risked breaking my neck on the uneven stone steps without such ability.
I continued till the stairs gave way to a long hallway, the smell of faecal matter, blood, and sweat permeating the stuffy air. I covered my nose with my hand and pushed forward.
The hallway brought me in front of a series of narrow cells where the smell of decay and neglect only intensified.
“Master Titus,” I whispered, hoping he might hear me if he was present. With trepidation, I began inspecting each cell, my heart pounding as I searched for any sign of his presence. Just as I was about to turn around and take heart of the fact he wasn’t here, a hoarse voice reached my ears.
“Lylah?”
The voice led me right to him.
Master Titus.
He was in deplorable condition: his left eye was swollen shut, and blood trickled down his mouth. Even from a distance, it was evident that his right ankle was twisted, with his foot hanging at an unnatural angle.
“Master Titus, what happened to you?” I gasped while reaching in my hair for one of the many pins Ilenia used to clasp it up. With agile fingers, I unlocked the cell and ran to my injured master.
“Oh, child, what are you doing here? It is far too dangerous for you to be in the capital now,” he croaked with a frail voice, as if he needed all his energy just to exist.
“What happened to you?” I asked again, my heart lodging painfully in my throat.
I didn’t know what to do or how to save him. Even if I got him out of here, where would I bring him? I didn’t know the capital; I had no contacts or acquaintances here.
Fuck!
“There is so much I should have told you, but there is no time now. Just win the final challenge and run. Go to Greece and find the Angel of Death; he will know what to do. Never come back, you hear me, Lylah? Never come back to Rome. If they knew about you, you would already be dead,” he murmured in a feeble voice. Whatever infection afflicted his weak body must have got to his brain. 
“Master Titus, why are you here? What can I do? We have to get you out of here.”
I would refuse to let someone else dear to me die. After Annika and Selene, he was the only person left in this world who cared for me. “I will take you out of here, okay?”
“No, child, there is no time. Promise me you will run and find the Angel of Death. You will recognise him because he has your ankh bracelet. Oh! Do you still have the book I gave you? Keep it safe and away from the hands of the Imperium, you hear?”
I didn’t have time for his delusions right now. I needed to get him out of here before the inauguration officially started. If I wasn’t there by the emperor’s arrival, someone could trace this back to me.
“Promise me!” he screamed with teary eyes.
If only to calm him, I assured him, “Yes, Master Titus, I will keep the book safe and run, but I will take you with me, so get up,” I pulled him up on his good foot with all my strength.
The sound of the lock of the door upstairs unlatching reached us, and soft noises descended the steps, causing adrenaline to power through my limbs, and my heart to rattle in its cage.
“Leave me here, child. Hide! They cannot find you, or my sacrifice would have been for nothing. Remember, go to Greece and find the Angel of Death. And tell him that the Imperium knows about the prophecy.”
His grip around my shoulder turned bruising, and I wasn’t sure why, but the panic in his eyes felt palpable. Real.
Tears streaked both of our faces now.
“I love you, Lylah, like I would my own daughter. You are what little hope this wretched world has left. Remember all I have taught you. Remember to name your demons. That’s how you weaken them. Find their names,” he said, caressing my face with a gentleness I hadn’t been afforded in my many years of slavery. Woeful tears mixed with the blood on his face as the steps sounded closer.
“No. No,” I sobbed, resignation settling like a heavy weight on my shoulders. I caressed his crusted cheek, “Thank you for being like a father to me. For caring for me, despite being nothing more than a slave, I...”
“Shhh, child. Remember what I have taught you: morality is either universal, or it isn’t morality at all; it’s privilege.”
He patted my head, gifting me with one of his wistful smiles.
“Now run!” he whispered-shouted, resolution hardening his features.
The guards arrived in the hallway leading to the cells all too soon. I gave my Master a quick kiss on his forehead and hid in a dark corner of the pen in front of his.
The surrounding darkness enveloped me as if I had always been a part of it: its long-lost daughter.
For a second, I wondered if I should have completely disregarded Titus’ order and dispatched the three guards.
I reached the same conclusion: I had no weapons, I wore the worst type of gown for combat, and, even if I miraculously succeeded, where the fuck would I go? We would both be done for.
“Up you go, Titus,” came the voice of one of the three guards.
“You will provide fine entertainment for the revelries tonight,” said the bulkier guard with a smirk. I stayed silent, clueless as to what would come next. The guards dragged my beloved Master down the corridor, and he gave me a sorrowful look before disappearing.
I waited to hear the door at the top of the stairs close before making my way back to the banquet hall.
This time my steps were marked not only by the heavy skirt but by a leaden heart, too. And that was a much heftier weight to carry.
While I hurriedly approached the celebrations, my heart raced with anxiety. The grand hall was even more opulent under the glistening chandeliers, with dark marble flooring, high stone columns, and elegant yet ominous frescoes on the high dome ceiling.
Two enormous statues of Jupiter and Minerva darkened most of the west windows and were built with impeccable scrutiny, their details incredibly accurate. But I couldn’t enjoy their luxury, not with Titus injured and at the mercy of those guards.
Frantic, I scanned the room, hoping to catch sight of my dear Master, but he was nowhere to be found.
Panic welled up within me, and I wondered if the guards had taken him somewhere else, where they were injuring him further.
Just as I was about to near one of the servants to inquire about his whereabouts, the emperor’s arrival stole everyone’s attention. Accompanied by his imposing entourage of guards, their armour gleaming in the warm light, he entered the hall, his presence commanding respect and awe.
Before he made his way to us, he stopped to converse with a beautiful woman with striking blonde hair. Their hushed conversation seemed to carry weight, and I strained my ears to catch any fragments of their discussion.
My worries for Master Titus were momentarily eclipsed by the gravity of their exchange, their voices muffled and their expressions serious.
The emperor was a stout man, with fine salt and pepper hair and a serious round face. He wore the golden laurel wreath, the ancient Roman crown gifting him an air of authority that even his jewels and golden attire couldn’t match. I would have already left the hall in search of Master Titus once more, but every eye in the crowd was trained on us, and I was sure not even darkness could have swept in and saved me from their scrutiny.
The emperor’s announcement cut through the room, bringing silence to the chattering guests. He addressed the best warrior slaves of the kingdom, among whom I stood. His voice was authoritative as his bright eyes bore into us.
“Tomorrow morning,” he declared, “the ultimate challenge will take place in the Colosseum and will unveil our next imperial champion.”
His voice resounded in the grand hall.
“However, my esteemed guests, we shall spoil you with a delightful surprise tonight,” the emperor concluded with a callous smile.
***
The revelries continued deep into the evening, but my eyes were constantly scanning the room for Master Titus.
I had no luck with the three servants I had asked for information; they all seemed oblivious to my worries.
Just when I was about to leave the party and return to the dungeons, the imperial chamberlain reached the stage and announced that tonight’s surprise would be revealed.
The eager guests watched the small podium with bated breath as two guards dragged a badly beaten old man onto the stage.
Not just any old man: my Master Titus.
My heart sunk, a soft gasp all I could manage as I watched in horror.
The emperor took slow, deliberate steps toward my Master, my only anchor in this forlorn world.
“This man right here,” thundered the voice of the Roman Emperor, “is the lowest of the scum the Imperium has to offer. A Roman conspiring with the Greek forces to take down our illustrious empire is a sacrilege—a sacrilege I won’t stand for!”
“A master no less,” he continued, his voice unwavering despite the pounding of my heart.
“My surprise for you today, my beloved subjects, is to bear witness to this man’s punishment. I, Emperor Tiberius Theodosian, hereby condemn you, Titus Cecilius of Caligo, to death for your treasonous betrayal against our eminent empire.”
It felt as if a vice was squeezing my heart, refusing to release its grip. A hand flew to my chest as if it could ease the tightness there, as dark spots collected at the edges of my vision.
My kind, compassionate Master barely stood there, beaten and weak, balancing on the edge of the podium, like a ripened apple ready to fall to its rot.
“Do you have any last words?” the emperor asked, a cruel expression crossing his features.
“Dear child, I loved you like you were my very own.” Titus scanned the crowd until his glassy eyes found mine.
“Don’t let this burden your heart. Remember that you must
live.”
Those were his final words, spoken holding my gaze, with that soft smile he often wore. With that last statement, one of the three guards that had come to collect him from the dungeons stepped forward, and before I could reflect upon what was happening, he lounged.
Master Titus’s head slid from his body, which remained upright for a moment longer, as if taunting me for all I had lost. The cry of agony that escaped my lips was thankfully disguised by the cheers, gasps, and the other revellers’ reactions.
It felt like the sword that had cut off my master’s head had pierced my heart with it, too, leaving but a gaping hole in my chest. The air became heavy in my lungs, constricting my airways. It seemed as if my body had forgotten how to breathe, my gaze fixed on the space where my dear Master had stood just moments ago.
The veil of death fell over the assembled crowd, oppressive as the desert heat but as chilling as the northern winds; it crept up my nostrils and into my throat, choking me from the inside out.
Titus... he was gone.
I would never hear his soothing voice or receive his encouraging words again. Never again would he pull me back from the brink of madness caused by my nightmares. His poor jokes, which always managed to coax a laugh from me no matter how terrible they were, would forever be silenced.
Overwhelmed by grief and unable to trust myself, I fled from the hall. I couldn’t afford to do anything rash in front of witnesses and guards; there would be no turning back if I did.
I arrived in my room and slammed the door behind me. My heart pounded like a drum in my chest, and my breaths came in short, ragged gasps. The weight of Master Titus’s death, his possible betrayal of everything I thought we held sacred, pressed down on me, and I felt utterly alone in the world.
My vision blurred as tears welled up, and I sank to the floor, clutching my chest, unable to control the hyperventilation that overtook me. It was as if the walls of my world had collapsed, leaving me in a dark abyss of anger and despair. Dark spots swam in my vision, and I screamed at the top of my lungs.
Despite finding myself in the broadest chamber I had ever resided in, I had never felt as oppressed as I did now, with those ornate walls closing in on me.
I was accustomed to physical pain, having endured it for so long, I could deal with it better than most, but this heart-wrenching ache ran deeper than anything I had ever felt. It was an anguish coated with so much rage that it defied any form of coping.
I was so lost and angry at the whole world; I felt utterly overwhelmed by the loss and the lack of answers to my increasingly long list of questions.
Master Titus’ last words played on a relentless loop in my mind. Words he had used many times to soothe my tired soul: Memento vivere.
Now they made no sense. I had lost all those I cared for, and life seemed devoid of purpose.
What is there left for me to live for? 
A small familiar voice in the back of my mind rebelled at the idea, reminding me that there was still unfinished business, a burning desire for revenge yet to be satisfied.
***
After what felt like aeons sprawled on the carpet, cheeks wet, I decided if I had any chance at honouring Titus’ death, it would be by winning tomorrow, and I certainly couldn’t do that in this state.
I rinsed off my puffy face, took a lengthy bath, and dressed for battle.
I would get answers, just not tonight.
Tonight, I would reclaim justice, perhaps not for myself, but I could do that for Master Titus, Selene, and Annika.



CHAPTER IX – CLEITUS
Πείραται δέ τις πολλάκις κακῶν πολλά, πολλά δέ καὶ ἀγαθῶν. — Sophocles
One experiences many hardships and many blessings. — Sophocles
My six men and I reached Kypros in record time. No trouble had found us during our journey inland, but we quickly realised our luck had run out when we stepped foot on the mystical island.
The sunlight that blessed today with its summer heat reflected upon the green landscape and blue seas. Despite the serene and quiet energy that met us upon our arrival, a sickening feeling chilled my blood as soon as we made it into the island’s dense forest. The eerie rustle of the emerald leaves was like an omen that warned me of the calm before the storm.
To cover more land faster, we split into two groups right after disembarking: Ptolemy, Homer, and I to the West; Leonidas, Demetrius, and Euripides to the East.
Several hours of wandering through the thick foliage later, we found the reminder of charred bodies in a clearing just below the White Mountains, also called Lefka Ori by the inhabitants of this land.
Six adult corpses were splayed on the grass, the smell of burned flesh fresh in the air. They stared at us; the smoke wafting off them seemingly taunting us.
The most unexplainable thing about the whole scene was the green earth surrounding the bodies, as if they had been burned somewhere else and brought here. But who could do this?
“This makes no fucking sense,” Ptolemy whispered, echoing my puzzlement.
My mind wandered to Leonidas and his group. For a second, I wondered if we should have got the fuck out of this place and returned with an army.
These were the men I had been raised with; they were like brothers. I hoped they were faring better than we were under the scorching sun.
“I don’t think it’s a who, but rather a what,” Homer interrupted my thoughts, his usual smugness gone.
“We have to bury them. Let’s get to work.” I swiftly ended the conversation, giving my soldiers something to do. Something to focus on amidst the dread of what we had just witnessed.
Perhaps my father was right after all; dark things lurked in the corners of our very own empire.
***
Hours later, we reached the base of Lefka Ori just as heavy rain began to pour. It was as though the heavens themselves wept for the fallen, mirroring the grief that weighed upon our hearts.
We refused to be deterred by the rain. Our determination was unwavering, for we had to locate the beast responsible for those deaths and the island’s relentless terror. Whatever the creature was, it would be brought to justice.
And then, perhaps, we could all return home. I would resume my opulent life of luxury and satisfaction, relishing the freedom to wake up at my leisure, indulging in earthly pleasures, and savouring the finest wines. I grew tired of the barbarian lifestyle we had been leading for the past weeks.
As we ventured deeper into the dense thicket of the wild forest, the summer storm long gone, an enormous shadow loomed ominously across the sky.
Our gazes instinctively shifted upward, only to discover that it was no mere shadow.
It was a colossal dark burgundy dragon, so dusky it almost looked black. The chromatic scales of the beast were mesmerising under the shimmering afternoon sun.
My cynical mind wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t witnessed it with my own two eyes.
The formidable creature dwarfed at least four fully grown horses in size as it soared gracefully above us. Its massive wings cast an enormous shadow upon the earth below, larger than the dark cloud we had just left behind.
The figure, despite its size, moved with such agility and nimbleness that it was hard to follow its trajectory.
We rapidly pursued its orbit and noticed it veering toward what appeared to be a massive rock formation on the mountain. A creature of such size couldn’t simply vanish into solid rock unless it concealed a cave, likely serving as its lair.
A breathtaking view opened before us once we made it to the small clearing outside of the dragon’s lair. The lush greenery stretched out as far as the eye could see, painting the landscape in vibrant shades of emerald and jade. Beyond the verdant expanse, the open sea extended endlessly, its azure depths merging seamlessly with the cerulean sky. The sparkling waters glistened under the golden rays of the sun, creating a captivating play of lights that seemed to stretch to the very horizon.
“I should go in. Alone,” said Homer, distracting me from my daydreaming.
“No chance in the Underworld!” I replied, my voice stern and commanding.
“Look Cleitus, you are Hellas’ Heir. I am not letting you go into an uncharted cave where you could be cooked alive.”
I was about to retort that I was the commander for that very reason when Homer stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.
“I will go in and scout the area, so we are aware of possible dangers and prepared when we go in, together,” he concluded, emphasising the last word.
“You and your aggravating need for danger. One day, it will kill you,” I said jokingly. 
“You know I live for danger. Fuck dying!” he chuckled.
I gave my brother a tight hug before the darkness of the cave swallowed him whole.
***
Ptolemy and I waited for hours, the sun almost done with its slow descent in the sky, the first stars winking in the distance.
“We should go in. It’s been too long,” I voiced for the thousandth time, anxiety coating every word.
“I have a bad feeling about this, Cleitus. We should find the others and go home. If Homer of all of us has died in there, what chances do we have?”
I knew what he meant; amongst us, Homer was the adrenaline junkie who lived for war and danger. He had trained since he was a youngster to one day take over his father’s role as general of the Imperial Guard. He was the best fighter amongst us.
“We can’t leave! For all we know, he is imprisoned or was hit by a rock. The fact that he hasn’t come back could stem from a million different reasons that have nothing to do with his death.”
I added angrily, “We can’t abandon him there.”
“Hit by a rock, eh?” teased Ptolemy, suppressing a laugh.
It was in times like these I was deeply grateful for Ptolemy’s ability to lighten even the worst of moods. He always knew how to make light of the situation, no matter how dire.
Decision taken, we ventured into the uncanny cave, and like a heavy blanket, its oppressive darkness enveloped us instantly. To combat the obscurity, we relied on a small makeshift sconce, casting a feeble glow that revealed only the essential steps ahead. The small light created a sinister play of shadows around the stony walls.
Ominous stalactites littered the path ahead, like sharp razor teeth, some extended from floor to ceiling, others from ceiling to floor, like open maws ready to devour us.
The cavernous space stretched before us, a high-ceiling corridor disappearing into obscurity. We ventured forth in silence, each step echoing through the vast expanse. The cool, damp air clung to our skin as we continued along the interminable passage.
After what felt like ages of walking in rigorous silence, we observed faint glimmers of light and shadows gracefully dancing above us. Without uttering a word, we promptly extinguished the sconce to avoid drawing any unwanted attention and began searching for the source of the illumination.
Further down, the path widened into an expansive cave, boasting a ceiling that stretched to at least ten meters in height. The grand open space held various hearts and small fires throughout it, which was absurd because these caves were supposedly inhabited by a dragon, and the hearths in front of us were clearly manmade.
Despite the close confines of the cavern, the air was imbued with the feminine fragrances of cinnamon and freesia.
Ptolemy moved ahead, and I attempted to draw his attention, signalling him to stop. It was becoming increasingly evident that these caves were not solely inhabited by a beast, and we needed to proceed with caution. He advanced, undeterred, contributing to my increasingly rising panic.
I have a bad feeling about this.
I emitted a soft noise, my hope resting on the possibility that it would grab Ptolemy’s attention and stop him from acting like the stubborn fool he was.
Finally, he turned, time seeming to slow as his gaze clashed with mine.
His expression registered a mix of surprise and disbelief as he looked down at his torso before collapsing onto the ground. A spear had struck him square in the chest, where a blotch of red blood expanded rapidly.
Ptolemy lay on the rocky cave floor, a wry smile playing on his lips despite the dire situation. His breathing was shallow and laboured, but he still managed to find humour in our predicament. I, on the other hand, couldn’t help but feel anger and despair; I had just lost Homer on this forsaken island and was about to lose Ptolemy, too.
With gripping fear slicing through my veins, I scanned the brightly lit space before moving closer to my fallen brother, still unable to see who had fired that spear.
“What, you came to save the damsel in distress?” Ptolemy joked weakly while I moved to grab his head.
“Ptolemy,” I muttered through gritted teeth, “this is no time for jokes.”
He chuckled feebly, his eyes meeting mine with a mischievous glint.
“Cleitus, my brother, if we can’t find humour in the darkest moments, then what’s the point?”
I clenched my fists, frustration boiling within me.
“The point is, we’re stuck here, and there’s no way out. We’ve lost everyone, and now you’re...”
He interrupted me with a wink, “Now... Now I’m about to join my parents, eh?”
I couldn’t help but crack a reluctant and mournful smile despite my rage.
Ptolemy had lost both of his parents in a terrible attack on the Western border of Hellas. His father was a sergeant stationed there. During a visit to Athens, an insurgent faction of the Imperium had besieged the village and killed everyone in it. Since then, he had been living in the Palace with me. We grew up together, closer than blood brothers.
Ptolemy’s laughter was cut short by a fit of cough, and his face contorted in pain. I knew his time was running out.
“Listen, Cleitus,” he said between laboured breaths, “promise me something.”
I nodded, my anger giving way to sadness.
“Anything, brother, just don’t leave me.”
“Promise me you won’t let this place break you,” he murmured, his voice growing weaker.
“Keep your spirit alive and remember the good times we share. Find your way out of here. You have an empire to rule one day.”
Tears welled up in my eyes as I held his hand.
“I promise, Ptolemy. Just don’t leave me. I will find a way for us to get out of here.” Right after I killed whoever sent that spear through my brother’s chest.
He managed one last smile, his eyes closing as his breathing faded like smoke on the wind.
My funny, brave friend had found his peace, and I was left alone with his memory. A lone tear tracked down my cheek as the determination to avenge his death and find a way off this forsaken island imbued me with strength.
I stood, consumed by vengeance, and bellowed, “Whoever you are, I will hunt you down and bring about your demise. Your sadistic games end here. I wield the might of the Greek Empire, and I shall condemn you to death for your actions!”
A sultry laugh reached my ears, “Oh, but the fun has just begun, Heirling.”
And there, in the corner of the cavernous space, stood the most beautiful creature I had ever laid eyes upon.



CHAPTER X
Natura nihil frustra facit. — Seneca the Younger
Nature does nothing in vain. — Seneca the Younger
The following morning, I felt surprisingly well-rested despite everything that had transpired. It might have had something to do with my night activities, but I wasn’t going to dwell on it for too long. I had an important day ahead of me: the final challenge of the tournament.
I took my time getting ready, mutinously brushing my hair and pinning it into a tight bun, diligently putting on my leathers, and deliberately filing a pilfered dagger that would be hidden in my boot.
Weapons had always had a calming effect on me. Which I guessed said everything about the life I had led so far.
***
As the sun reached its peak in the sky, we made our way to the courtyard outside of the palace where our transportation awaited. Each champion was assigned a carriage to take us from the palace, where we temporarily resided, to the Colosseum, where the challenge would take place. I wasn’t focusing on them, though; my gaze was fixed upon the round stone walls looming ahead, where I would finally get the chance to seize my freedom.
But freedom wasn’t my sole goal here; I couldn’t wait to go to Greece and cause some trouble. The sweet taste of last night’s revenge still lingered on my tongue, and I couldn’t wait for more.
We passed through the arched entrance of the Colosseum in a single file, a procession of exactly fifty-two of us. The warrior slaves around me were murmuring and gossiping, but their words were lost on me. My mind remained silent, poised, and ready for battle, like a snake preparing to strike its prey.
“Have you heard about the emissary and the guards?” enquired a shrill voice from behind me, “I don’t think it’s a coincidence,” the person finished.
“Yeah, I mean, how is it possible that an emissary and three guards die on the same night in the same building? It was a targeted attack,” concluded a warrior walking ahead of me.
“I heard the emissary died peacefully in his sleep,” countered another young warrior slave.
The slaves’ whispers accompanied us for the remainder of the walk, each with their assumptions of what had happened.
Well, I happened.
I happened to slaughter the three guards responsible for Titus’ death in their sleep. It was as effortless as drawing breath and far more gratifying than I had anticipated.
Then came Cornelius. He was a tad harder to deal with, but Mistress Octavia’s lessons turned out to be resourceful when it came to men who were led by the head between their legs rather than the one intended for the task.
In the middle of the night, I had entered his room, appearing deeply distressed and in need of solace from the oh-so-powerful emissary. However, once inside, my plan took form: I discreetly added a considerable amount of henbane to his drink, and, within a matter of minutes, he was rendered unconscious. I left before anyone could find me there. Men like him were a disgrace to this entire empire, to the whole male gender, to be frank. Annika and Selene would have been proud. The thought, though brief, tightened my chest unbearably.
***
I stood among the other slaves before a formidable, barred gate in the dark hall beneath the Colosseum, our collective breaths quivering in the thick air. The sound of our boots and sandals scraping against the cool, hard stone echoed eerily. We waited in silence before the metal doors until the sound of blaring trumpets and the groan of the gate being opened reached our ears. We were all on the verge of battling each other for a chance at freedom, and the weight of this moment bore down on us, heavier than any weapon or cloak.
Most of the other slaves were males, and all of them boasted bigger physiques and exhumed raw strength. I had always been small in comparison to the other slaves at Caligo—perhaps except for Selene, who was similarly built—but I did not let that deter me, nor intimidate me.
None of them looked malnourished, but we all knew there were worse ways to starve a soul. I knew that very intimately.
A shiver ran down my spine as the colossal doors ahead creaked open, not without their rusty hinges screeching and irritating our eardrums.
A beam of sunlight pierced through the opening, momentarily blinding me. Walking forward in a file, my eyes adjusted.
I could make out the towering figure of Emperor Tiberius Theodosian standing on a heavily decorated mezzanine, surrounded by his guards and the elite of the Roman Empire.
“Welcome, esteemed guests, to this historic occasion! Fifty-two of the empire’s finest warriors will face off in a challenge that promises not only excellent entertainment but will also determine our next imperial champion!”
The crowd responded with enthusiastic cheers and applause. There were so many people, and the Colosseum looked much bigger from this perspective than it had from outside.
The emperor’s voice, amplified by the sheer size of the building, reverberated through the vast space.
“Warrior slaves!” he bellowed, his tone both commanding and taunting. “Today, you shall face a challenge unlike any other. All of you pitted against each other in a brutal battle for glory and survival!”
Emperor Tiberius continued, his words chilling us to our very core, “But that is not all. At a certain point, we shall release wild beasts into the arena. Lions, wolves, and bears, oh my!”
He chuckled as if he had just come up with the funniest joke of the century.
“The last warrior standing, the one who can defeat these ferocious creatures, shall earn the title of imperial champion.”
A hushed silence fell over the slaves as the weight of the emperor’s words sank in. The tension in the air was a palpable presence. Weapons had been scattered across the arena floor, tempting us with the promise of power.
I clenched my fists, my determination unwavering. The goal was clear: to kill as many opponents as possible, to outlast the others, and to prove one’s bravery in the face of danger.
As I gazed out at the sandy terrain, I couldn’t help but feel the nervousness and unease of my fellow slaves, but amidst it all, I remained stoic, my focus steadfast.
As the massive doors of the Colosseum swung closed with a thunderous crash, the deafening noise seemed to reverberate in the very depths of our souls; the doors had sealed with them all our fates.
The once-nervous murmurs among us had grown silent, replaced by tangible strained energy that seemed to thicken with every passing moment.
A loud trumpet sounded, and we knew the challenge had officially begun.
***
The thunderous sound of battle filled the Colosseum, drowning out any noise from the spectators. I took a deep breath, my heart pounding in my chest, and gripped a weapon that lay within my reach. The time for hesitation was over. The arena was now a battleground, and we were its unwilling combatants, forced to fight for our lives.
As I grasped the sword, I could feel its weight in my trembling hands. It was far heavier than the blades I was accustomed to, and with my smaller frame, wielding it would be a challenge. Yet, in this merciless arena, being unarmed would surely be a death sentence. I adjusted my grip on the sword, trying to ignore the discomfort it caused my arms. There was no room for weakness here, no time for self-doubt.
Around me, the other warrior slaves were making similar choices, selecting their weapons of fate from the scattered arsenal. Some attained swords like me, while others opted for spears, shields, or even crude maces. Each of us understood that our chances of survival hinged on the weapons we held.
The nervous energy that had gripped us earlier had transformed into grim determination.
I fought fiercely against anyone who crossed my path, ducking, parring, sweeping, and thrusting.
I had decided that my best chance of survival lay in staying close to the travertine wall, where there were no gates for the wild beasts to enter. This vantage point would allow me to spot any incoming threats and buy me precious seconds to formulate a plan.
As I clashed swords and exchanged blows with my fellow slaves-turned-opponents, I kept my back to the rough stone wall. The roars of the crowd echoed in my ears, their bloodlust driving us onward. The arena floor was quickly stained with crimson and defeated bodies.
Soon, I found myself immersed in a blood-soaked frenzy, the world around me fading into insignificance. All that remained was the relentless urge to kill. My arms and face were drenched in warm red fluid, and my thoughts were consumed by a single, overpowering command: KILL.
It boomed in my mind like a relentless drumbeat, drowning out the screams and chaos that surrounded me. My senses were numb to the horror unfolding in the arena, and I fought on, driven by a primal instinct for survival.
In the midst of my bloody haze, I hadn’t anticipated a fallen warrior striking my midsection with a spine flail, delivering a deep gash above my left hip.
Fuck!
Getting injured before the beasts arrived was a dangerous move; blood drew them out. I quickly dispatched the fallen warrior responsible for my injury and took possession of his weapon. It would come in handy to keep the beasts at a distance.
I took a moment to remove a soiled tunic off a lifeless body before using it to bind my wound; I would bleed out if I didn’t stop the vital ruby liquid from gushing out of me.
As I quickly bandaged myself, I assessed the situation: there were around fifteen to twenty of us left, and I was certain the beasts would be introduced soon, raising the stakes of this deadly game.
From the corner of my vision, I saw a sturdy warrior running in my direction with a plastered sneer, his weapon raised. I moved at the last minute, delivering a swift gash on his enormous back with my newly acquired flail. He grunted and turned, hate in his eyes.
“You will die, whore!”
I rolled my eyes so hard it was a miracle they hadn’t rolled out of my skull.
What was it with males and that word?
It still wasn’t clear to me why it was used as an insult, when most of the men walking this earth had either fucked one, raised one, or were born of one. He struck me as one who could have potentially checked all three boxes.
He delivered another brutal swing of his sword, this time directed at my head. I blocked it with my weapon, the blunt power of the hit ricocheting through every nerve ending and straining each articulation. He snarled as I hit his calf with the flail, drawing blood.
“You killed my cousin. I will make sure you don’t leave this arena alive!”
I furrowed my dark brows, trying to work out who the fuck could be his cousin. But then I assessed his bulky stature, his bushy eyebrows and bald head, and a laugh bubbled out of me.
“You are Crixus’ cousin, eh?”
He bared his teeth, and I flashed him a meek smile, “I can tell by the micro penis, and disproportionate self-esteem. Nice to meet you,” I deadpanned, while pointing in the direction of his crotch with my sword.
He took the bait and looked down at his groin. I needn’t brute force with men of his stature and temperament; a simple distraction was enough to get an opening, which, in this case, I used to flail his thick neck so hard he choked on his own blood.
Just as I turned, ready to address the next opponent, the gates to my left swung open, and three massive wolves prowled forward, their teeth bared and aggression colouring their gazes. It struck me as strange, but I thought I saw a hint of sorrow in the eyes of these beasts; perhaps, they didn’t want to be here any more than we did.
The first wolf, his mane a dark auburn, managed to take down two of us before three other contestants worked together to despatch him. The second wolf appeared smaller, possibly not fully grown, and his white mane soon became stained with blood as the remaining contestants focused their attacks on him. I despised those who targeted weaker opponents in order to appear stronger.
The third beast, with its striking onyx coat, resembled a colossal jackal more than a wolf, and it prowled toward me.
His gaze remained fixed upon mine, yet there was no hatred or aggression in his eyes—only a curious, almost inquisitive expression. I walked toward him, unafraid—looking back, I was probably suffering from the blood loss—until I stood in front of him.
His head reached the height of my chest, and his misty eyes shone fiercely in the afternoon sun. In those few instances, as we stood looking at each other, I felt as if the world around me disappeared, leaving only the majestic beast in front of me.
The anguished howls of the young wolf being brutally killed distracted our staring contest, pulling me back to reality. Just as I took stock of the situation, I saw a couple of slaves running in my direction, ready to attack.
Right, we are still fighting each other, not only the beasts.
Prepared to defend myself as best I could with my severe injury, I caught sight of a swift, dark blur leaping toward my approaching attackers, mercilessly tearing them apart. The jackal seemed to take it upon himself to eliminate my adversaries.
Focusing once again on the battle around me, I fought a couple more warriors, while the second gate sprung open, revealing two gigantic bears: one brown and the bigger one white—A fucking polar bear? How in the Underworld did they bring it to Rome?
I had only read about the creatures during a lesson on the Northern Lands in one of Master Titus’ classes.
It seemed that only a handful of warriors were still standing, but the entrance of the bears drained us of any sense of triumph. And I was suffering from considerable blood loss.
Before the bears could attack us, the third and final portcullis was lifted, revealing five lionesses. They moved forward in unison as if they were a single organised front and not individual beasts. Their coordinated advance encircled me, and I found myself too slow and too injured to react.
My heart was racing wildly, and my hope waning.
The jackal, being close to me, was surrounded as well, and I hoped with all my might that he would work with me to despatch the wild cats. Once they encircled us, they shifted toward the bears and the remaining contestants. Before I could think about my next move, the beautiful golden creatures attacked in unison: two against the brown bear and three eliminating the remaining adversaries. The jackal seemed to understand their strategy and joined them, ruthlessly attacking the white bear’s neck who, caught unprepared, collapsed on the ground.
I looked around, realising I was the only human left in this den of monsters, most likely because they had regarded me as one of their own.
I wasn’t sure if the emperor would stop the fight now that they had their champion or if entertainment for his esteemed guests held more importance than my life. Catching the audience’s berth smiles and loud cheering, I felt foolish for even considering the possibility of our brutal empire saving me, given their limitless supply of slaves. They would continue to find and exploit lives to satisfy their need for entertainment.
By the time my gaze returned to the beasts in front of me, I saw them prowling closer, the jackal and the lionesses seemingly working together now. Then, something utterly unexpected occurred.
Instead of launching an attack on me, they all...
Bowed.
All six remaining creatures lowered their heads to the ground with their ears laid back in submission.
The crowd of the Colosseum seemed to take a collective gasp while the beasts continued to bow. My heart was beating frantically, adrenaline still surging through my blood, my vision blurry, while the tunic I had fixed around my hip as a bandage was impregnated with crimson liquid. I couldn’t tell if this was some kind of trick by the creatures, luring me into a false sense of security before launching an attack, or if my vision was distorted from too much blood loss.
After what felt like an eternity of tension, the emperor rose to his feet.
“Ladies and gentlemen, it appears we have a new imperial champion!” he declared, attempting to regain control of the crowd.
***
That same evening, I was back in my assigned room at the palace, soaking in the bathtub after I got stitched up, and thinking back to the event of the day. I couldn’t believe I had actually made it. I would finally go to Greece and seek my revenge.
I allowed myself a small smile.
Destiny was a cruel thing; it seemed I had to lose the little I had ever cherished to get my chance at freedom and revenge.
I was called into the emperor’s private office shortly after dinner was served in my room. Ilenia dropped me in front of the gaudy golden doors that led into his majesty’s study. I was accompanied inside by multiple guards, who scattered through the office space like sentinels on high alert.
“Take a seat,” started the emperor, not even looking at me.
“I have been advised to kill you,” he continued, finally lifting his chilly gaze from his papers.
“You know, animals bowing to you and all,” he gestured toward me, looking bored.
“Whatever power you emanated in that arena scared off beats that are not easily frightened.”
Fear gripped me like icy fingers, sending shivers down my spine.
Did he call me here just to kill me?
I looked around the room, preparing for the worst. I wasn’t armed but there was a gold letter opener in front of me and I would make it my weapon if I needed to. I counted eight guards; I had fought worse. We were on the first floor, so I had a good chance of climbing down the window without breaking a leg.
“But...,” the emperor resumed, interrupting my plans, “I believe that is exactly the sort of power this empire needs.”
The breath I didn’t realise I was holding whooshed out of me all at once.
“So, you are going to fulfil an almost impossible mission. One that has been failed by everyone who attempted it before you. If, and only if, you manage to return victorious, you shall be a free man.”
He cleared his throat, realising his mistake.
“Erm, a free woman.”
His eyes went back to the papers on his desk.
“There are two parts to the mission. First and foremost, you shall go to Hellas and enrol in their army. Once that’s done, you must kill the Greek Strategos,” he asserted.
Oh, I had heard about the infamous Strategos of Hellas’ army. His reputation preceded him across most of the Northern empires. He was known for possessing dangerous powers gifted to him by the Gods. Why they would provide such a weapon to such a violent male was beyond me.
“And the second part?” I demanded when he wouldn’t finish.
“The second part, or any changes to the original plan for that matter, will be shared with you in due time by our spy, who is already in Athens.”
“And how will I recognise this spy?” I asked, hoping I wouldn’t have to work with said person. I was more efficient alone.
“I believe you have had the pleasure of meeting his father, Cornelius Proculus.”
I suppressed a groan.
Fucking awesome.



PART II – HELLAS

A lesson in history
The Gods War, a catastrophic conflict that erupted approximately three centuries ago, stands as an enduring testament to the hubris and discontent that festered among the divine pantheons of the Roman, Greek, and Egyptian empires. What ignited this godly warfare was a simmering resentment harboured by the majority of Roman deities and the King of the Greek Olympus—Zeus himself. They seethed with jealousy, their godly egos bruised, as they observed the growing adoration and reverence that mortal emperors received from their subjects.
In stark contrast, the majority of the Greek and Egyptian deities chose a more benevolent path, content to allow humanity to chart its own course and make choices free from divine interference. This stark dichotomy of beliefs and actions plunged the Three Empires into a bitter war, as the opposing forces of the Romans, together with Zeus, clashed with those of the Greeks and Egyptians.
In their desperate bid to gain the upper hand against one another, the warring Gods resorted to creating an array of monstrous creatures, each one a terrifying amalgamation of their divine powers and malevolent intent. These abominations roamed the Earth, carrying out their creators’ wishes by sowing chaos and destruction across the mortal realm.
As the battle raged on, the Roman Pantheon, bolstered by Jupiter and Zeus, found itself at a severe disadvantage. Many of their Gods lay slain, their power waning with each passing day.
Desperate to halt the bloodshed and ensure their continued existence, the Egyptians proposed an accord. In a solemn pact, the Gods of all three pantheons agreed to withdraw from the realm of mortals, retreating to the tranquil Elysium Fields—or Field of Reeds, as known in Egyptian lore. There, they vowed never to interfere in human affairs again, with a single exception: they would be permitted to communicate solely with their blood descendants.
By the end of the war, the only known offspring of the Gods were the Egyptian lesser deities, born of unions between Gods and mortals.
The Gods War, with its immense toll of millions of lives lost across the empires, left a deep scar on the collective memory of humanity, serving as a sombre reminder of the consequences of divine strife and the importance of free will.



CHAPTER XI – AMARAH
Fortes fortuna adiuvat. — Terence
Fortune favours the bold. — Terence
Itypically wasn’t one to keep prisoners or pets; my usual approach was to slaughter first and ask questions later. However, very few things had the power to send shivers down my spine and ignite the fire in my veins like the Princeling standing before me. It was a sensation I hadn’t experienced in centuries, one that another being had never provoked. I could only recall feeling this way during the epic clashes of titans and godly powers that once graced this realm.
In the dimly lit cave, his eyes shone like precious moonstones, their vibrant silver a tribute to the moons high in the night sky. His tousled, sun-kissed hair seemed to have absorbed the very essence of sunlight, radiating warmth and life in the absence of its rays. His tanned skin had a golden hue that hinted at countless days under the sun.
My eyes traced his strong jawline, full lips, and broad shoulders. Every detail of him was a sight for sore eyes, a masterpiece carved by nature herself.
His gaze bore into me with anger and contempt, yet those feelings did nothing to diminish his striking beauty. His clenched teeth only added to his lure, revealing an adorable dimple on his left cheek that countered the intensity of his expression.
“To what do I owe the pleasure of this imperial visit?” I asked, placing the bloodied spear I was holding against the stone wall.
“Where is Homer?” he enquired, agitated, as if he had just realised something was amiss.
I pointed the dagger clasped in my other hand to my right, where his other soldier lay lifeless.
“You killed my friends,” he spat, his ire a rageful beast once more.
Oddly, his fury only managed to spread more warmth through my limbs.
“I would argue it was your friends who entered my residence uninvited,” I countered with a smirk.
“We came in pursuit of the dragon that has been terrorising Kypros,” he explained, glancing at the ancient spear still inside his dead comrade.
“I am well within my imperial rights to track it where it may lead, and we witnessed it entering this cave. We had no prior knowledge that someone was residing here.”
“Well, then I was within my rights to kill unwanted visitors, Heirling. While ‘terrorising’ might be too strong a word, I must admit my children have been getting ahead of themselves lately.”
I clarified, “A two-hundred-year slumber will do that to anyone.”
“What children?” he asked tensely.
“The dragons,” I elucidated while removing the blood from beneath my long-filed nails with the short dagger.
“What? What do you mean, the dragons are your children? First off, why are you using the plural, and secondly, are you sure you are getting enough oxygen down here? You don’t sound too well,” he added, looking genuinely worried. 
Cute.
I chuckled, a sound that had not graced my ears in ages, but it was strangely invigorating.
This Princeling was proving to be quite the unexpected delight. Perhaps he could entertain me for a while longer before returning to his lavish life. After all, a touch of savagery never hurt anyone.
“I am better than I have been in a while, Heirling. Thanks for asking. Though I sense you are in need of an introduction,” I stated with a small smile.
“I am Queen Amarah,” I offered.
“Queen of what?” he probed, no less confused.
“For those pretty lips of yours, I’ll be the queen of whatever you like,” I smirked.
The Princeling looked more bewildered than ever, though his frown couldn’t hide the blush that had crept to his cheeks.
This will be fun.
“I am Amarah, divine daughter of the Great Kemetic Goddess Wedjet, and Queen of Dragons. But you may also know me as the God-slayer, the Fearmonger, the Harbinger of Chaos,” I disclosed, revealing my sharp fangs with a ferocious grin.
“Welcome to my humble lair, Heirling.”
And looking at the prince, I felt like waking the dragons was the best decision I had made in a while.



CHAPTER XII
The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
The evening sky blushed with the exodus of the sun, the light of day giving way to the dark sky and winking stars.
I stared at the first sight of the silver moon on the horizon. Just less than a week ago, I had been looking at another sunset in Rome, unaware of how acutely my life would change.
My convoy reached Thebes a couple of days ago, marking my official arrival in Hellas. I stayed in the busy city for a day before continuing my journey with a group of soldiers enrolling in the Greek army, much like me.
Our destination was Athens, and we were expected to arrive by tomorrow at dawn. With me, I had only a modest assortment of clothing and my dearest possession: the Kemetic book that Master Titus had gifted me.
The most obvious distinction between the two empires was the structure of the territories. Contrary to the Imperium’s wide and luxurious cities, Hellas offered many smaller villages, connected by narrow roads, ideal for horse riders and pedestrians. The villages—because their size had nothing on the Roman cities I had seen—were open to anyone who could afford to rent or buy a property there; no high walls or guards barring their entrances. Certain areas of the villages we had encountered looked wealthier, while some appeared poorer, but I hadn’t witnessed the same famine, segregation, and dangers hailing the lower class here. Everyone lived in similar conditions, with access to the same services as any other person.
The only armed soldiers we had seen were the ones stationed in small huts between the villages, guarding pedestrians, and travellers alike, from the hazards of the surrounding forests.
What surprised me the most about this foreign land was the absence of slaves, especially fellow Egyptians. I had thought that one of the reasons the Greeks attacked my homeland a couple of decades ago was to profit from the human trade, much like the Romans had done. However, as I gazed out of the carriage window, I couldn’t witness the same poverty and mistreatment that my compatriots endured in the Imperium.
What astonished me most was the liberty afforded to Egyptians within the Greek empire. We had the freedom to enter the cities, reside in the more affluent districts—provided we could afford them—and access any building, hostel, or tavern. This was a stark departure from the Imperium, where Egyptians were segregated to the slums, and access to Roman establishments was entirely restricted to us. I was even more surprised to discover that many Egyptians enrolled in the Greek army. Among the twelve of us in our small convoy, at least four were from Kemet.
My gaze kept returning to Farouk, a young man seated in front of me. His dark complexion and tight curls gave him a distinctively Egyptian appearance. He had been the source of entertainment on this otherwise boring journey, sharing humorous and brazen anecdotes. He had a contagious laugh and a lively spirit, his deep-set eyes narrowed into crescent slits with each chuckle and smile he offered. I could have seen myself becoming like him if the war hadn’t dwarfed all my childhood hopes.
As much as I was filled with my need for revenge, it was hard to imagine any satisfaction in killing these aspiring recruits, not because they were Egyptians, but because they reeked of hope and ambition.
***
We descended the steep stairs of the small convoy, my eyes scanning the outskirts of Athens where we were dropped off. In the early morning light, the city greeted us with a tantalising aroma of freshly baked bread mingled with the saltiness of the sea. Unlike the heavy, imposing architecture of Rome, Athens seemed to wear a lighter and more graceful visage. Tall, stately columns graced even the worn buildings, bestowing upon them an air of elegance. Olive, frangipani, and carob trees decorated the limestone streets, adding colour and vibrancy to the landscape of Athens.
The cityscape seemed to beckon with the promise of history and culture, a clear contrast to the dark, imposing buildings and grey cobblestone streets I had left behind.
The architecture and decor of the Imperium were much more ornate and gaudy, featuring loads of gold and precious stones. Romans had a penchant for grandeur; their style embraced lavish ornamentation and reflected a sense of prestige. With sharp angles and bold contrasts, their cities invoked opulence.
On the contrary, the artisans of this land seemed to prefer bright and unpretentious spaces. Their style was characterised by clean lines, balanced proportions, and harmonious compositions. Elegant in its simplicity, Greek architecture clearly favoured attention to precision and subdued colours, contributing to its sense of tranquillity and balance.
Despite the early hours, the streets were already bustling with people, merchants opening their businesses, and long queues of buyers standing outside shops.
Farouk ran into one of the stores and came back with a box filled with delicious sweets and a full-toothed smile to accompany it.
“I got one for each of us. The owner of the bakery is an old Egyptian lady, whose sweets are famous across the empires. I knew about her before stepping foot into Athens. You guys need to try these.”
I wasn’t sure if I could trust the guy, but the irresistible aroma wafting from the pastries was enough to convince me that they were worth the risk.
“What are these?” I asked, pointing at a golden square-shaped sweet.
“That is Basbousa,” Farouk replied, gesturing at another confection that gleamed with a sugary glaze, “and that,” he continued, “is Jalabi, one of my favourites.” His smile was so bright it could have lit up the darkest pits.
“Okay, so you recommend I try the Jalabi?” I enquired.
“Weren’t you born in Kemet?” Farouk’s brows furrowed, “I thought you would know these.”
“Well, I was,” I admitted with a twinge of embarrassment, “but I haven’t been back since I was a kid. I don’t remember much from my time there.”
“Then today’s your lucky day, Lylah. You can have my Jalabi, and you can try one of the Basbousa, too. Anyone from Kemet should know the treasures our land has to offer.”
I smiled back at him.
“Thank you.”
The Jalabi was an irresistible combination of textures: crunchy on the outside and soft and syrupy on the inside. As I bit into it, the sweet explosion of flavours brought forth a rush of memories from my past, ones I had thought long forgotten. While the Basbousa, slightly crumblier and more porous, added its own layer of nostalgic delight.
Memory was a curious thing; the way scents and flavours could bring forth such sentimental flashbacks. It took so little to propel us back in time: a mere drop of cane syrup on my lips, the subtle scent of oriental flowers, or the gentle caress of warm winds shuffling my hair.
I was certain that the sounds escaping my lips as I savoured these delicacies were nothing short of sinful, but right now, I couldn’t find it in me to care.
***
There was something that was bugging me about this whole experience, as I observed the countless Egyptians living freely and peacefully in the very empire that had razed our homeland to the ground. A perplexing question gnawed at my soul: why? Why would they willingly choose to enlist in the army of an empire that had brought such ruin to our people and land?
“Why are you enrolling in the army, Farouk?” I asked as unsuspiciously as possible.
He gave me a sad smile before answering.
“When the war came to Mafkat, I was just a kid. Too young to do anything about it. I witnessed my parents’ slaughter and my younger brother’s maiming. The only survivors were my brother and I, and my older sister. We have been managing as best we could, but there are no more jobs and no more money to be made there. The oppressor has left behind only devastation and desperation. I came because the army pays well, and I still have a family to take care of. My sister recently married, that’s why I felt confident enough to leave her in Egypt and come here. She is taking care of our brother, he...”
His face pulled in an anguished grimace before he continued, “He is mostly paralyzed, and the only way I can help is by sending them what little money I make to support them.”
I gently squeezed his shoulder, my heart filled with admiration for Farouk, wondering how he managed to radiate such boundless optimism and warmth despite enduring so much.
Farouk and I walked in comfortable silence until we reached the military barracks, where our enrolment process would take place. As I understood it, our place in the army wasn’t guaranteed; we’d have to prove our bravery and abilities during a so-called initiation day, which would happen today.
***
“Farouk Jabari, please step forward,” called out the man reading the candidates’ names.
Farouk moved from my side to the registration desk, bringing with him his identification papers.
The selected individuals proceeded to the courtyard for the impending initiation. When my name was eventually called, I presented my papers to the young man and joined Farouk, who was already striking up a conversation with a tall, slim warrior.
When the horde of aspirants was gathered in the courtyard, a handsome man stepped forward.
He appeared to be around forty years of age, or slightly younger, with a well-groomed dark beard that framed his face, defining his jawline, and with brown eyes reminiscent of mountain soil. He bore an oaken-hued complexion, and his dark hair—cut in longer strands at the top and fading into a shave—glistened in the sunlight.
Maybe this is the general.
I had to contain my excitement at the thought.
“Welcome to another round of enrolment into Hellas army. We are incredibly grateful for your bravery and fortitude,” the man started.
“I am the Akil Taher, Hellas Syntagmatarchis.
You may address me as colonel, or Kyrie Syntagmatarcha.”
It was a paradox to me that the colonel of the Greek forces was Egyptian.
“I’ll be overseeing today’s proceeding, making sure the finest of you are enrolled,” he resumed, advancing closer to us.
“The first task is a group exercise; learning to work together in an army is fundamental for its success,” his stern voice boomed across the courtyard.
The colonel exhumed a calm kind of wisdom, obvious particularly in his clever eyes and serene posture.
“Please couple up for this first task. You will go through the basics of the sword fight together before competing against another couple.”
I turned toward Farouk, who was already looking at me.
“Are you good with a sword?” he asked, glancing around nervously.
“Yes, I have been training for a long time. I am good with most weapons,” I replied, trying to inspire confidence in my new partner.
As the pairing took place, there were a few snickers directed at us, followed by the usual commentary most men gave when they thought themselves above the rest of us.
“Ah, Farouk, it seems your chances just took a nosedive now that you’ve picked a girl!” a two-meter-tall cadet snickered from behind us.
There was always at least one of those everywhere you went: big in muscle, small in every other sense.
I responded with a dramatic eye roll.
The truth was, I could disembowel any of them with a mere thought, but they didn’t need to know that. Instead, I shot the guys a savage grin, offering them a fleeting glimpse of the beast within me, before moving in front of Farouk.
“Don’t listen to them. Stay focused on our task and leave the gossiping to the chatters,” I told him with conviction.
He nodded and got to work.
Firstly, I focused on Farouk’s form, assessing his stance and balance, and offering him a few suggestions.
After he incorporated these adjustments, we began practising the fundamentals of sword fighting and the various techniques. Farouk had height and agility in his favour, as well as unwavering determination. He was diligent and a fast learner; I was sure we had good chances against the rookies around us. After going over a few combinations, I strategized with him, making sure he understood his part.
“First up, Farouk Jabari and Lylah Anwar, please step forward,” Colonel Taher’s deep voice interrupted our training, as he moved to the centre of the courtyard. Farouk and I followed him there before he called another couple.
“I want to see a clean and honourable sparring duel between the four of you. You and your partner should be working together to take down the other two opponents. The only rule is: do not kill. We are all here to learn and improve. This is not a battlefield. Are we clear?”
Definitely a little more caring of our welfare than the Romans.
We all agreed in unison, “Yes, Kyrie Syntagmatarcha.”
Farouk gave me a quick nod before positioning himself behind me, and we were ready to fight.
The tension in the air turned into a palpable thing I could have cut with a dull blade. The first cadet, a short, stout man, started circling me before he lunged with a quick strike, which I easily sidestepped, allowing his momentum to carry him past me. With a swift and fluid motion, I disarmed him, sending his weapon clattering to the ground.
Farouk followed the plan to the letter, and as soon as the first contestant was down, he appeared from behind me and held his sword against the disarmed man’s throat.
As I turned my attention to the second adversary, he made a desperate charge, trying to catch me off guard. I anticipated his move and, using a combination of a parry and a well-timed leg sweep, I disarmed him. His footing crumbled beneath him, and he found himself sprawled on the ground, defeated.
Farouk and I exchanged a quick smile, our teamwork proving to be a formidable force in the sparring match.
“Thank you, Lylah and Farouk,” started the colonel.
“Is there anyone in the audience who can tell me what they did wrong?” he urged, addressing the other cadets.
The gauntly built two-meter-tall young man, who was previously making fun of us, took the opportunity to raise his hand.
The Colonel gestured for him to talk.
“Well, Farouk was a coward; he hid behind her the whole time. I would never have a woman fighting my battles.”
His declaration was followed by a cruel smirk in our direction. The surrounding cadets started chuckling as Farouk’s tanned face flushed red.
“Or,” offered Colonel Taher, “they used their respective strengths to their advantage without letting their egos get in their way. Farouk knew Lylah was better, and he accepted his role in the fight,” he asserted, grinning at Farouk and me.
I like him.
“One of the first rules of battle you’ll have to learn if you want to stick around is to never let your ego dictate your next move. It may very well be your last one. Always remain logical, concentrated, and as emotionless as possible. Your emotions are a beautiful thing, but on a battlefield, they will hinder you, preventing you from thinking clearly,” Akil went on.
“Also, if I hear any one of you mention the gender of this cadet one more time as an insult, you are out,” he enforced with a stern voice.
“We all bleed red and die alone, no matter what’s between our legs.”
This was the first time in a world dominated by men that I felt respected, regardless of my sex.
***
The morning passed in a similar routine, with the colonel assigning tasks and guiding us through rigorous training exercises. By the time lunch rolled around, most of the cadets were physically drained, unaccustomed to expending so much energy in such a brief period.
Yet, for once, I felt invigorated amidst this sea of fatigue. Surrounded by Farouk’s unwavering kindness and the colonel’s relentless encouragement, a newfound energy surged within me. It was as if their support had breathed life into me; being so used to abuse and malice, this was a welcomed improvement. I couldn’t help but stand a little taller, ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.
Farouk and I trained most of the afternoon together, preparing for the task ahead. We would have to fight against four other cadets this time around.
We were allowed any weapon of our choosing and Farouk seemed most comfortable with a double khopesh, so he opted for a pair of silver ones. I, on the other hand, opted for a beautiful double-bladed scimitar, a unique and deadly weapon with two curved blades extending from either side of the hilt. The short, light blades were of equal length and curved slightly inward, giving it a distinctive and intimidating appearance. What set this elegant weapon apart was that the blades could be connected at the pommel, forming a single, continuous piece of metal. Due to its unconventional design, it was a wasted weapon in inexperienced hands, but for a skilled warrior like me, it provided an incredible advantage thanks to its agility and ability to strike from multiple angles.
Entering the courtyard back-to-back, engaged in combat with someone I now considered a friend, was a comforting experience. It helped alleviate the sense of loneliness that had lingered since Annika’s and Master Titus’ deaths.



CHAPTER XIII
The secret of change is to focus all your energy not on fighting the old but on building the new. — Socrates (attributed)
The cheers of the thirty-five cadets selected on the first initiation day reverberated throughout the vast courtyard. Farouk and I were among the first batch of candidates to successfully enrol in the army, and his pride and joy were infectious. Spending time with him had been enjoyable and had started to ease the pain and despair I had been carrying since leaving the Imperium.
However, our victory was slightly overshadowed as I received a letter from Rome that afternoon, informing me that I would meet Cornelius’ son tonight. It seemed like I had to report to him regularly, probably to ensure my dedication to the mission and that I wouldn’t run away.
The enrolled cadets were discussing plans to go out and celebrate at a tavern in town. Although celebrating wasn’t really my thing—in truth, I wasn’t sure what was yet—it would provide the perfect excuse for me to make my way into the city and meet Adrianus Proculus.
“So, are you coming? Com’on Lylah! We will have fun, and you have yet to try Athens’ famous grape cider. It’s delicious,” Farouk insisted, hugging my shoulders.
I smiled, still not entirely accustomed to the level of physical contact and affection that my new friend continuously displayed. His warmth and genuine care made it easy to overlook my initial discomfort and stiffness.
“Alright, count me in. I just need to get cleaned up first,” I replied, already heading towards the barracks where our rooms were located.
It was quite remarkable that the Greek Empire provided me, as the only female recruit, with a private room. 
Unlike my previous experiences, where I shared cramped spaces with others, having my very own quarter was a welcome change. It might not have been as grand as the accommodation in Rome, but it was cosy, comfortable, and much more than I had expected from the army.
The room was simply furnished, and while not overly spacious, it felt like a haven. The bed promised a good night’s sleep, and the bathtub with a sink was a luxury I hadn’t anticipated. It was decorated in a soothing cream colour scheme, except for the bathtub, which resembled a massive brownish-white rock sculpted into a tub. The walls were bright limestone, simple and sturdy. There was also a window that opened to the manicured lawn outside of the infirmary building.
I got to work, scrubbing away the grime from many days of travel. Once I was done, I turned my attention to the small chest located at the foot of the bed to see what sort of clothing had been provided. I had arrived with a simple change of tunic and pants, so I was curious about what else I would find.
To my surprise, the chest held everything one might need, and what astonished me even more was that the clothes were a perfect fit for my rather small frame.
Among the options, I selected a pair of black leather pants that hugged my curves and showcased my muscular legs. I paired them with a dark, matching leather corset top that accentuated my slim waist. It seemed corsets were also in vogue in Hellas, though the ones here weren’t as constrictive, allowing its wearer to breathe.
I let my long hair down, the soft, dark curls from the do-up gracing my backside. I looked like a dangerous assassin, a deadly queen of the night.
Satisfied with my reflection in the mirror, I left the barracks and joined Farouk on the front lawn.
***
In this empire, the darkness felt like a dense presence that followed every step I took, a solid and impenetrable gloom which would have made me nervous if I weren’t able to see through the blackness as well as I could. Even the bright moons did little to assuage the dysphoria.
Farouk, a couple of other cadets, and I reached a boisterous tavern in the centre of Athens a few hours after sundown. A worn-down wooden pub sign hung above the rusty door with an elaborate design of a cluster of grapes and the name Dionysus’s Den in beautifully styled letters. The jaded complex stood at the far end of a dark street, the winking lights from behind the coloured curtains of the tavern promising warmth.
A cacophony of voices and drunken laughter enveloped me the moment I stepped into Dionysus’s Den, boisterous sounds echoing off the tavern’s weathered wooden walls. The den appeared deceptively small from the outside, but as I ventured further in, I realised it was a vast and labyrinthine space.
The air inside was foggy; smoke from long pipes in the patrons’ mouths was swirling towards the ceiling with nowhere to go. The atmosphere was thick with the mingling scents of wine, ale, body odours, and the sweet aroma of roasted meats. It was as if the very essence of revelry permeated the place.
The dimly lit space was alive with activity, each corner occupied by a cluster of patrons engaged in lively conversations or raucous chuckles.
The ceiling, covered in ancient wooden beams, hung low, and the flickering candlelight cast elongated shadows that danced upon the walls. Tables and benches were scattered haphazardly across the room, with barely enough room to navigate the crowded floor.
At the bar, the bustling bartender tirelessly poured drinks into birch tankards, her face perpetually wreathed in a tired yet welcoming smile. The counter itself bore the marks of countless chalices and mugs, and the wood was worn smooth by years of use.
The tavern seemed like a place where people came to forget their troubles, celebrate life, and revel in the simple joys of good company and intoxicating spirits.
Farouk led the way, weaving through the cramped venue until he found a table tucked away at the far end. It was strategically placed, affording us a view of the patrons, both entering and leaving.
We hadn’t been seated for long when a middle-aged, curvy woman made her way to our table to take our orders. Following Farouk’s enthusiastic recommendation, I decided to try the grape cider, reputedly the finest in the entire empire, if he was to be believed. To accompany it, I opted for a bowl of hearty lentil soup.
Despite the lively atmosphere and Farouk’s pleasant company, my nerves gnawed at me. I couldn’t help but keep a watchful eye on the time. Midnight drew closer and, at that hour, I would need to excuse myself and venture into a nearby alley to meet with Adrianus.
When the woman returned with the drinks, I gave mine a suspicious sniff. It smelled mostly like grapes, but it held a sharp and pungent aroma, very similar to the one that enveloped the den. I had never had a drop of alcohol in my life; such a prohibited luxury for a slave.
I was uncertain about how I would react to the beverage; however, the drink seemed like it might ease my tense nerves. Before I could change my mind, I took a cautious sip from my cider, the burst of flavour immediately igniting on my tongue.
The food and drinks were indeed exquisite, and we savoured every bite and sip. For a few hours, we simply relished life, something entirely new to me. After two decades of slavery, I was still getting used to my newfound freedom and everything that came with it. The joy of these moments was palpable, and for once, I couldn’t help but appreciate the effortless pleasure of existence.
After a while, a fellow patron approached our table, inviting us to join a card game. Farouk and the others gladly accepted the man’s proposal, moving to a crowded table nearby, where cards were being dealt, and coins of various sizes littered the surface.
I hesitated, unsure of the rules and too preoccupied with my upcoming meeting to concentrate on the cards.
Instead, I decided to stay seated, content to observe the ebb and flow of people coming and going, all while sipping my delicious grape cider.



CHAPTER XIV – ZAYD
A man’s heart is his own Neter (God), do not deceive it. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
After weeks of travelling, I was finally back at the base, eager to soak into the warm embrace of the natural baths and enjoy what small luxury the camp I called home had to offer.
The barracks were silent as I exited the dormitory and weaved my way through the small garden following the steams of the thermal baths.
I savoured the soothing water, thinking back to all that had transpired in the past weeks. The shadows in the bathing chamber writhed with me as I relaxed in the heat of the mineral pool. While I scrubbed days of grime from travelling off me, I thought of the others and our imminent meeting.
“Welcome back, brother.” Neith’s voice rang out in the yawning space as she breezed into the steamy cave, making herself completely at home, as usual.
Her cherry, mint, and ginger scent mingled with the herbal oil I had added to the bath. The peculiar mix of fragrances filled my lungs as she moved closer. Neith was an important part of our hetaireia, but personal space had never been her strong suit.
I continued scrubbing my arms, the water gifting my bronze skin with its lost lustre, as the glyphs tattooed there seemed to dance with my restless shadows.
I replied in a flat voice, “I am washing, Neith.”
She gifted me a smug smile, seemingly unfazed by my less-than-enthusiastic response.
“First of all, these are called the common baths, so don’t whine to me about personal space. Secondly, you’ve been away for more than a fortnight. I thought you would have missed me more. And thirdly, I am glad to see you remain your usual brooding self.” She cleaned an invisible speck of dust off her brown leathers with her costumery expression that bordered between bored and amused.
Neith Karras may not have been my blood sister, but I loved her just as deeply. Over multiple decades of knowing each other, we had formed a profound connection, forged by shared traumas and hardships.
“Anything new?” she probed, sitting on the edge of the tub, uncaring about my privacy.
“Yes, Neith, but if you think you will hear the news before the others, you are sadly mistaken,” I continued, catching her hazel gaze, “I will share all the details during the meeting.”
“Ok, then,” she said, clapping her hands against her thighs and rising from the rim of the tub with a small sigh.
“Just so you know, Akil enrolled the first batch of cadets. Loads of Egyptians. Most are promising, and I am thrilled to share that we finally got a girl this year. Unsurprisingly, she looked like the most trained of the whole bunch.”
“Is Neith Karras impressed?” I asked, surprised. There was very little that awed my sister.
“Yes. I might actually be this time. But don’t get your hopes up, you are still not that impressive,” she finished cockily, eyeing the bulging of my chest muscles as I scrubbed my shoulders.
I couldn’t help but chuckle, “So long as I don’t possess a vagina, I think there is very little I could do to impress you.”
She gave me a rude gesture before exiting the room.
Ah, sweet peace.
***
The reunion with my trusted hetaireia had gone well. Akil and Neith shared enthusiastic news, while Chione remained her usual quiet self.
After the meeting, with dusk settling in, I opted for a placid city stroll instead of the chance of restless sleep. Especially with the events of the past two weeks, which added to my worries, slumber wouldn’t find me anytime soon.
Walking through Athens’ streets always helped silence my inner demons and racing thoughts. With my shadows in tow and darkness following each of my steps, I ventured through the city.
The shabby sign of Dionysus’s Den soon came into view, and I made my way into the tavern for a refreshing drink.
I loved this scruffy pub; despite the constant smell of sweat and alcohol, it held a special place in my heart.
As I entered, the first thing that struck me was the unmistakable scent of jasmine and vanilla, tinged with a subtle, elusive note that teased my senses. The aroma was enthralling, drawing me deeper into the bustling tavern.
Before I even had the chance to place my order, Philomena, the friendly bartender, placed a glass of my favourite grape brandy in front of me. Her ruddy cheeks turned pink when I thanked her before she turned to serve another patron.
I scanned the packed tables, driven by an unexplainable urge to find something—anything—that could satisfy the restless beast within me. My shadows seemed impatient and agitated as they compelled me to sift through the crowd.
I pushed deeper into the den, oblivious to everything but that single invisible thread pulling me forward.
There, seated at the table in the furthest corner of the space, was the most exquisite creature I had ever seen.
My heart quickened as if under a spell, my shadows straining to reach her.
Her skin possessed a light russet hue, reminiscent of the fire-gold glow of dawn, or desert sands after a rainstorm, giving her complexion a warm and vibrant allure. Her black hair shone with coppery tones under the tavern’s flickering lights, creating a dazzling halo around her.
And her eyes...
Her almond-shaped eyes were like pools of bronze, with a rich, amber hue that seemed to capture the essence of late afternoon sunlight. Within that warm colour, golden flecks danced like tiny stars, adding a touch of magic to her gaze. They shimmered like hidden treasures in the depths of her eyes, hinting at secrets and untold stories. Those copper-golden eyes spoke of solitude and mischief.
She wore a tight black leather number, which moulded perfectly to her curvy and minute silhouette.
She was simply gorgeous.
Like a moth drawn to a flame, her gaze clashed with mine and, in that fleeting moment, I felt an inexplicable desire to possess her.
What the fuck is wrong with me?
I wasn’t accustomed to fixating on women, let alone entertaining fantasies about them. Truth be told, I couldn’t remember the last time I had approached one with the intent of getting to know them. Usually, it was the women who pursued me, and I had no time, nor will, to care about them most of the time.
However, those eyes...
As I pushed through the intoxicating haze she seemed to have conjured within me, I approached her table. Throughout the entire walk, her eyes remained locked onto mine, never wavering.
When I reached her, that elusive note in her scent made itself known.
“Amber,” I declared.
“Excuse me?” she asked, perplexed.
Her voice was a warm caress that sent shivers down my spine, and blood rushing to my cock.
“You smell of jasmine, and vanilla, with a hint of amber,” I said with a soft smile that so rarely graced my lips.



CHAPTER XV
Love is a grave mental disease. — Plato
Ihad noticed the tall man weaving my way long before he caught my gaze. It was impossible not to, with his beautiful glistening bronze skin radiating under the soft tavern lights.
His hair was blacker than my darkest thoughts, an onyx so deep it seemed to absorb the surrounding light. It cascaded down to his shoulders, framing a strong, squared jaw and full lips that hinted at a mischievous smile. A long scar marred his otherwise flawless complexion, stretching from his temple down to just beneath his left eyebrow, cleaving it in half.
However, it was his eyes that held me captive, like amethysts that shimmered with an ethereal sheen and glittering golden stardust dancing in them. Galaxies and faraway realms seemed to swirl in those sparkling pools. They were framed by dark and curled lashes that most women would die for.
He exhumed darkness and nostalgia, mixed with a dangerous and untamed sort of power. One that sent a shiver down my spine, as if my body instinctively warned me of an approaching predator.
It was as if his mere presence commanded the darkness of the space, tendrils of shadows caressing his imposing frame as they followed him through the room like a loyal hound would with its master.
Perhaps it was the unmistakable dual sense of threatening darkness and reassuring confidence he radiated that begged for my attention. He was a dilemma, one I was interested in solving.
His aura was a smoky caress reaching towards me with tendrils of dark, sensual power.
I had never been one to succumb to men’s advances. I’d had sexual encounters in the past with Annika and Sebastianus—another Caligo slave—but we were young and inexperienced.
This man, though, seemed to be everything my previous partners weren’t, and maybe that was what made him so attractive.
His unrelenting gaze ignited a fire in my veins, which only burned hotter as I saw him advance to my table. He walked between the boisterous patrons and teeming benches with impossible grace for a man of his stature. I had to crane my neck to keep my eyes on his when he loomed in front of me.
“May I join you?” His deep voice sent shivers down my spine, causing my body to react in ways I couldn’t control.
What is happening to me?
I blamed my bemusing physical response to the attractive stranger and my first drinking experience.
I gestured for him to sit, not trusting my voice.
He positioned his slim waist on the seat across from mine, his broad shoulders filling the bench meant for two men. His robust physique was encased in a set of sturdy leather garments, tailored to accentuate every contour of his muscular form. The supple leather moulded around his shoulders, emphasising the chiselled lines of his chest and arms. The fabric clung to his waist and hips, outlining the powerful, sinewy curves beneath.
He arranged one muscular arm on the back of the bench, his calm and confident demeanour adding to his overall charm.
My hands itched, but for the first time, not with the need to kill, but rather to touch. To trace his marble-carved jaw, those pillowy lips, and perhaps discover how his rough, visible stubble would feel on my most delicate parts.
“I’ve never seen you before,” he started, snapping me out of my reverie. Cheeks flushed a hundred shades of crimson, I took a sip from my drink to quench the heat that had enflamed my body since the stranger’s arrival.
“First time here,” I replied, trying to maintain a steady voice.
“And where do you hail from, Golden-eyes?”
His timbre was inebriating and caused my nipples to pucker, the friction against my tight leather a curse of its own.
“I arrived yesterday from Thebes. And my name is Lylah, not Golden-eyes,” I told him, hoping he wouldn’t inquire further about the city I offered. I had prepared the essential information to cover my tracks, but having spent only a day in Thebes, I knew that if this man was more familiar with the city than I was, my cover could easily be blown.
A trace of surprise crossed his features.
“Ah, Lylah, such a beautiful name,” he said, unaware of the intense reaction caused by hearing my name on his lips.
“Queen of Night,” he continued, surprising me this time.
“It sounds fitting for a dark queen like yourself.”
I didn’t know why, but it felt like he had just bestowed upon me the greatest compliment I had ever received.
I had never aspired to be a beautiful, demure, and gentle damsel.
No, I yearned to be a creature of fire and darkness, for it was in that darkness that I had found the strength to survive my harsh existence and endure in this unforgiving world.
“And are you sure you wish to spend your evening with the Queen of the Night?” I asked, taking another sip of my cider and feigning disinterest, though my heart rate increased dramatically as gooseflesh bloomed all over my skin.
“Oh, I wish to spend much more than one evening with you, Dark Queen,” he replied with a smug grin, showing off his straight white teeth and one dimple on his left cheek.
I smirked back, “Let’s see if you still agree by the end of the night, shall we?”
“Deal, but I am quite certain one night won’t be enough,” he whispered, drawing his elbows closer on the table, displaying the intricate hieroglyphics tattooed on his right hand. His face hovered just inches from mine, and his captivating scent enveloped me.
He exuded an enticing fragrance; he smelled of warm winds on a cold summer night, of fresh waters in the middle of the desert, combined with musk and a hint of sandalwood. It was perplexing how one man could carry such a tempting medley of scents within him, but it seemed the one before me did just that.
“Ambitious, are we?” I said, flaunting my very own satisfied grin.
“When it comes to you, always,” he stated seriously.
I didn’t know why, but I believed him.
“Is everything alright, Lylah?” asked a concerned Farouk coming closer to the table, likely wondering if the man sitting in his seat was bothering me. I hadn’t even noticed him approaching; my attention fully honed on the dangerous male sitting across from me.
Glad for a brief respite from those merciless and magnetic lilac eyes, I scanned the crowd. 
“I am well, thank you, Farouk,” I said with a small smile.
It was comforting to know he had my back and cared for me after such a short time. I felt the same way, to be honest.
Despite my desire to send the empire down in flames, I’d never want to hurt Farouk. He was my friend, perhaps my only one. I was determined to ensure that whatever revenge I sought, he would not be entangled in.
“Ok, I am there if you need me,” he announced, pointing at the card table. I nodded, gifting him another reassuring smile.
As I turned to face the enigmatic man, his swift movement brought him beside me, revealing his unnatural agility. He pulsated with a feral and untamed sort of power, creating a static charge that cut straight to my core.
His curiosity sparked as he inquired, “Who’s Farouk?”
I quickly narrated how I had met him during the journey to the capital.
By this point, the stranger had already become comfortable on my bench, his thigh pressing dangerously against mine and his arm poised on the back of the chair, right behind my shoulders.
“What are you doing?” I demanded, though my body betrayed me, shifting closer to his.
His frame felt even larger up close, radiating so much warmth that I felt my face flush.
“Being ambitious... I thought we had already established that,” he said with that smirk I’d seen him wear before.
“What’s the matter? Is my proximity affecting you?” he challenged, grinning widely.
I felt like he knew the answer to that question, but I feigned ignorance anyway. “Not at all.”
To my luck, he changed the subject.
“How about we play a game?”
“What sort of game?” I eyed him suspiciously; as attractive as he was, I didn’t trust him one bit.
“You tell me if you want to play, and I’ll tell you the game.”
He took a sip of his dark liquor, his eyes never leaving mine. I had never met such a provocative man in every sense of the word.
I blamed his hypotonic demeanour for my next instinctive answer.
“Okay.”
His tattooed and scarred hands returned the almost-empty glass to the table, captivating in their appeal, much like the rest of this intriguing man. Long, dexterous fingers contrasted with the hefty palms, while prominent veins meandered along the back of his hands, disappearing under his leathers. Scars, etched like narratives into his deep-hued complexion, recounted a life riddled with battles and unspoken adversities, infusing his powerful hands with a rugged allure. And those dark hieroglyphs etched across his right hand seemed to dance under his skin, as if alive. 
“The game is called bélos, but it’s easier if I show you,” he said with a soft smile that showed off his white teeth.
He rose and offered his hand for me to take, but I chose not to. Instead, I got up and trailed after him.
He towered at a height of two meters, making it effortless for me to track his progress through the crowded tavern. His head remained clearly visible above the other patrons, providing a convenient marker to follow. He made his way toward the rear of the pub, where a heavy burgundy curtain hung. I speculated that it might lead to the kitchens or a pantry, perhaps.
I was mistaken.
Beyond the drape lay another room, replete with a myriad of diversions. A table was littered with playing cards, while tapestries adorned the walls, each depicting various aiming circles. The space was teeming with tools, discarded axes, and other amusements, creating a cramped but warm atmosphere.
The mysterious man leaned closer and began explaining the game of bélos, a Greek pastime that involved small metal arrows. He gestured toward the tapestries on the walls, each displaying a series of concentric aiming circles.
“Bélos
is a game of precision and skill,” he began, his voice low and enticing.
“The objective is simple: you use these small metal arrows to hit the centre of the aiming circles. Each circle has a different point value, and the goal is to accumulate the highest score. The player with the most points at the end of the game wins.”
He continued to explain the rules and techniques, his words painting a vivid picture of the game’s intricacies. As he spoke, I found myself captivated not only by the game but also by the way his eyes sparkled with enthusiasm as he described it, the way his mouth curved at the corners, as I tracked the delicate movements of his hands.
“Where is the catch?” I asked him, convinced he didn’t tell me everything there was to say about the game.
“Clever girl.”
He gifted me another one of his maddening smirks, flashing that one dimple on his cheek.
“The loser in Greek tradition gets a penance decided by the winner.”
“Fine by me,” I agreed with a nonchalant shrug.
I had always been quite skilled at throwing daggers, and I figured this game couldn’t be all that different. In response to my assent, his face lit up with another one of his brilliant smiles. It was as if a luminous star came out to play every time he grinned.
“Before we start, perhaps I should get your name?” I asked casually.
He smirked. “My name is Zayd.”
If his appearance didn’t already confirm that he was Egyptian, his name certainly left no doubt.
***
The evening was filled with laughter and the clinking of metal arrows against the tapestry. Zayd and I had delved deep into the game of bélos. At first, he seemed to let me win a few rounds, his grin widening as I cheered each small victory. It felt exhilarating to beat him, and I revelled in my newfound skill.
Gradually, as the night wore on, I noticed a change. Zayd’s aim grew more precise, and his throws landed in the centre of the circles with uncanny accuracy. He started winning round after round, and with each victory, his smile seemed to hold a touch of mischief. His eyes sparkled with a devilish glint as he skilfully threw the metal arrows. It was as if he had been holding back, letting me enjoy my triumphs before revealing his true prowess.
Despite the mounting losses, I found myself enjoying the game even more. There was something about the way Zayd’s eyes locked onto mine when he threw the arrows, a silent challenge that only fuelled my determination to win. And though he claimed victory in most rounds, I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt this joyful and free.
Our playful banter and the sheer delight of the competition made me enjoy the time spent together. It was a welcome reprieve from my dutiful existence.
With him, I could simply be.
Without expectation. Without chastisement.
We soon reached the decisive round; if Zayd hit the centre, he would win since I was still a few points behind. With my impending loss would come my penance, but I wasn’t worried about that. I was sure it involved taking a shot of the strongest liquor or drinking something extremely disgusting.
As expected, Zayd hit the centre of the tapestry with accurate precision.
With a mocking bow, he prowled toward me, his usual smug confidence evident in each move.
“So, it’s time for my reward,” he proclaimed, smirking.
“I thought I had a penance. You never mentioned any reward.” I frowned.
He smiled as he moved closer. “Well, in this case, your penance is my reward.”
I scoffed, crossing my arms. “Let’s hear it.”
He bridged what little distance was left between us, towering over me by at least thirty centimetres. I had to crane my neck to hold his gaze. It should have been impossible, but he looked even more beautiful this close-up. His dark and thick lashes fanned over his bright eyes as he lowered his gaze to my lips, his scar adding to his dangerous aura.
With his next words, he brought his lips near my left ear, sending a shiver down my neck.
“May I have a kiss?” he asked in a deep, gravelly voice, catching me completely off guard.
This close, his masculine scent felt like a heady presence.
I scowled. “So, this is my penance? A kiss?”
“As I said, I feel like in this case, it’s more of a reward for the winner and less of a penance for the loser,” he beamed, starry eyes sparkling with mirth.
I couldn’t recall the last time I had kissed a man. It might have been when I was eighteen, during a time when Sebastianus and I had decided to alleviate the pressure from training and all that we had to endure in the Castra by engaging in a different kind of exercise.
But I also couldn’t remember the last time I had yearned to kiss someone as badly as I did Zayd. Truthfully, I had been curious about the taste of his full lips throughout the entire night, and his so-called reward proved he had, too.
The undeniable tension between us hung in the air like a charged current.
“Okay,” I whispered.
Zayd didn’t waste any time; he leaned closer, tucked a strand of dark hair behind my ear with surprising affection, and gently gripped the back of my head with one hand and my hip with the other, pulling me flush against him. My heart was a wild beast trashing in my chest, one I was certain he could hear with little effort.
Before I could think about my body’s reaction to his proximity, Zayd’s lips touched mine, and the world around me disappeared.
Oh, Gods... They were softer than I had imagined, bringing my mind to wonder about other silkier parts a stone-carved man like him may possess.
I gave him better access, tilting my head and hauling him closer by pulling his soft hair with my hands.
He growled; it was such a primal and animalistic sound, one I didn’t think I would ever hear coming from a man.
He tasted of smoke, sin, and a million other things I should know better than to crave.
Being in this man’s arms felt so right, it scared me.
My mouth parted intuitively, and the moment our tongues touched, a deep and potent need for more unfurled inside me. It didn’t take long for the kiss to become a crazed and wild thing between us.
His hands seemed unsure at first, but they soon skated down my hips, skimming lower to my considerable backside. And then, as if I weighed nothing, Zayd lifted me with a single arm, and I wrapped my legs around his hips. His physique was much bigger, harder, and deadlier than mine, and I wasn’t sure why, but the thought only enhanced the deep ache inside me.
My body seemed to mould around him with such ease, our frames like two puzzle pieces eventually fitting together.
My soft curves adjusted perfectly to the hard planes of his chest, and his other hardness pressed dangerously into my most intimate part, our leathers creating friction that fanned the flames of our desperate desire.
His demanding kiss thankfully swallowed my moans of contentment.
What is this man doing to me?
What started as a kiss became so much more than that; his sharp canines digging into my lips, his deep growls and hard squeezes making my body sing for him like it never sang for anyone before. I felt so aroused; I thought he must certainly feel the wetness seeping out of me in demand, despite all the layers of clothing between us.
I couldn’t recall the last time the relentless gnawing beast of revenge inside me had quieted. Here, at this moment, it was as though we were two starved beasts finally feasting on our prey, our voracious hunger sated in each other’s embrace.
“Zayd!” A deep, feminine voice reached us, and Zayd halted the kiss without releasing me. He rested his forehead against mine and looked into my eyes as he whispered, “The best reward I’ve ever asked for.”
His thumb stroked my swollen lower lip in a gentle caress as we both panted, still relishing each other’s warmth. I was suddenly grateful for the cover that the muted lights of the tavern provided. Had it been well illuminated, the flush on my cheeks would have been apparent.
“Zayd, we need to leave, now!”
A stunning auburn-haired woman emerged from behind the thick curtains. Her pale skin looked like porcelain under the tavern’s lights, while her hazel eyes were a vibrant greenish-grey as they fixed on Zayd. Her skin was flawless, save for the scar that ran from above her left eyebrow to just under her eye. She appeared both annoyed and impatient, and I couldn’t help but wonder if they were together and if she had just discovered her partner’s infidelity.
It would have made sense; they both exhumed a strength veiled in darkness, as if ghosts of their pasts still walked beside them, both scarred and beautiful, and to my realisation, not that different from me, either.
A colossal white wolf with one eye as icy blue as the northern glaciers and the other a warm, earthy brown materialised silently behind the red-headed woman. His imposing presence exuded an air of intelligence, as if he comprehended the intricate dynamics of his surroundings. He delicately tested the scents in the air with a discerning nose before departing, his graceful exit accompanied by the woman, whom I presumed to be his owner.
“I’m sorry, my Wael. I have to go, but I promise I’ll make up for it. I’ll be sure to redeem our next evening together very soon.”
Zayd caressed my cheek with a softness unbecoming of his enormous figure and smiled, revealing filed fangs that hadn’t been visible before our kiss.
I frowned at the unexpected use of a nickname I hadn’t approved of, and jerked in his relentless grasp, needing some space.
I slid off his body, mine bending towards his for a few cruel seconds, as if craving a last lingering taste of—whatever had just happened.
I took a few steps back, still coming down from the haze of lust, and nodded. Zayd gave me a long, regretful look and followed the beautiful woman, disappearing behind the curtain.
Wael?
I lifted a nervous finger to my swollen lips. They still ached and tingled, as if the unquenchable fire that had taken over my entire body hadn’t extinguished just yet.
What the fuck just happened?
I wasn’t sure what sort of spell Zayd had placed on me, but the few hours we had just spent together were the first time since the war I hadn’t been consumed by thoughts of revenge, killing, or blood.
I didn’t know what he had done to me, but as soon as he left Dionysus’s Den, I felt like I could finally think clearly.
What time is it?
Sweet Thoth!
It was just past midnight; I would definitely be late for my first meeting with Proculus’s son, and that wouldn’t bode well at all.
I dashed out of the tavern as fast as my feet could take me, following the instructions he’d left on the delivered note.
The night breeze blew silvery leaves across the ancient cobblestones with each step I took, cooling my still overheated body. The music of insects and birds immediately replaced that of the loud revellers I’d left behind.
I ran through the empty and dark streets of Athens, hoping I would find him at the rendezvous point.



CHAPTER XVI – ZAYD
Dum spiro, spero. — Cicero
While I breathe, I hope. — Cicero
“Well, well, well, brother,” deadpanned Neith with a mischievous smile that had me rolling my eyes.
“I didn’t know you still had it in you.”
Our boots reverberated in the empty streets of Athens, the first cool winds of autumn ruffling our hair but doing nothing to abate my rising heat. I really wished I was still in that tavern with Lylah in my arms, tasting her swollen lips and worshipping her soft curves. I couldn’t remember the last time something other than bloodshed and death made me feel as alive as I had tonight.
I loved my hetaireia, but I didn’t yearn for them and their presence. They didn’t silence the disquietude of my demons, nor enlivened my soul. But when those golden globes filled with power and ruin clashed with mines, I felt.
She had quelled the storms of my thoughts and the irascibility of my beast tonight. I still found it hard to think clearly; my cock stiff in my leathers begged me to return to her, which was not made easier by the powers churning beneath my skin, pleading for release. 
“So, to what do I owe the interruption?” I asked, making sure my tone expressed exactly how irritated I was by her interference.
“I must apologise. If it hadn’t been a direct call from the emperor, I would have never come between your centuries-untouched appendage and that pretty girl. Really, Zayd, when was the last time you got any action?” she taunted without giving me a chance to reply.
“And I didn’t know you still knew how to flirt. I have a feeling the last time you used those skills of yours was before I was old enough to walk.” Her deep laugh enveloped our figures in the dark.
“Well, Neith, I could argue you have been getting enough action for the whole hetaireia,” I replied in a flat tone.
“Oh, Zayd, someone must. I mean, look at the four of us! We are all inviting and smart, and I am sure we all know how to care for a woman, or a man,” she announced.
“Well, maybe except for Akil,” she added, making me chuckle. He was always the poor victim of Neith’s teasing.
“And we get as much action as a bunch of priestesses who swore the vow of celibacy,” she concluded, exasperation filling her tone.
“Actually, I did fuck one once, and she was way naughtier than any of you, so I feel inclined to say we get less action than celibate priestesses,” she muttered.
I suppressed a smile and an eye roll and pushed forward.
I always preferred Athens at night. Under the cover of darkness and the blinking stars, the city was a real beauty. The saltiness clinging to the air, the empty streets, and the aroma of spices and bread wafting through the sandy buildings were a few of the scents that made up Athens’ irreplicable essence.
“I am not utterly convinced you are the right person to judge anyone’s naughtiness,” I replied, sarcasm dripping from every word.
“You know, most women would die for a night with you, in case you haven’t recently checked yourself out in a mirror. And don’t forget I saw your dick. It’s impressive—if you are into them, that is. But I feel like all of that is as useless on you as tits on a spartan warrior.”
That did make me outright laugh before slithering concern spread through my veins.
“I don’t know, Neith. This is different. That girl... There is something more to her. I can feel it. Her powers are calling to mine in a way I haven’t felt in centuries.”
Neith rolled her hazel eyes, unimpressed. “I think you simply forgot how your cock works, my friend. You know, getting mixed signals and all.”
I flipped her off and picked up pace, but by then, we had arrived at the service entrance of the palace, our usual point of entry for private meetings with the emperor and his son.
It had been a while since we received such a summons, and the possibilities were numerous: it could entail fresh information, a new mission, or merely a routine briefing to evaluate our forthcoming actions.
“Have you heard anything about the reason for the meeting?” I asked Neith, seriousness returning to our timbres as soon as we stepped into the courtyard of the Imperial Palace. Olive trees littered the gardens, their leaves like resplendent silver jewels under the moonlight.
“Nope, I am guessing it’s information,” she replied.
As we approached the corridor leading to the emperor’s office, we encountered Chione waiting in front of the double doors; her floral, cascalone scent as soothing as her presence. Neith’s eyes gleamed upon seeing her.
“Hello, Chione,” she greeted the healer with a peck on her cheek.
Even in the dimly lit corridor, it was evident that Chione blushed, her deep mahogany complexion unable to hide her reaction.
“Hello, you two,” she welcomed us, her accent lending her voice a melodious tone.
It wasn’t long before Akil, the remaining member of our hetaireia, reached us in front of the golden doors of the imperial study.
His dark eyes and serious face lit up upon seeing us. Akil was like an older brother, the only person in this entire world who knew me through and through. He had been there before my powers manifested, before the anguish made me who I was, and before the Gods left for the Field of Reeds.
I gently knocked on the study’s doors, following the customary procedure.
“Come on in.” The loud voice of the emperor resonated outside of the study, and I opened its doors with a flick of my hand. The room was well-lit, almost too bright compared to the dark corridor.
My trusted friends and I each settled into plush seats in front of his desk, patiently awaiting the emperor to officially commence the meeting.
The study boasted a simple yet elegant style, with high ceiling windows interrupted by stately limestone columns, a bright colour scheme with light blue accents, and simple marble flooring.
“Good evening,” began the emperor, his voice was rich and baritone.
“I have summoned you here because our spies in Rome have recently intercepted a parcel sent from the capital.”
He cut a quick, worried glance at me before he continued, “It was addressed to you, Zayd.”
While we had contacts and spies stationed inside the Roman capital, it was highly unusual for a parcel to be sent to us, especially one worth intercepting. However, I could not imagine what it could contain to warrant such a meeting in the middle of the night.
“I was not expecting anything,” I responded, my irritation evident. It appeared to be an unnecessary gathering, given the relatively trivial nature of the news.
The emperor gave a soft, sorrowful smile, his blueish-grey eyes old and tired, his greying hair not as vibrant as it once was.
“You will understand my surprise when I learned the parcel contained this.” His gaze locked onto mine as his hands, marred by the signs of ageing, reached for a small object folded in a wine-red cloth.
Emperor Callisthenes cleared his throat as if he needed the courage to unveil the item he clutched with such reverence. Without further ado, he removed the silk cloth and displayed for all to see an unassuming, yet invaluable, object.
A collective gasp swept through the room as we beheld the precious bracelet. To an untrained eye, it appeared to be a simple golden jewel, fashioned in the shape of an ankh with a sapphire stone adorning it. But whoever remembered, knew how priceless this talisman truly was.
“Could it truly be it, after all these years?” Akil wondered, his typically unflappable demeanour shaken by this unforeseen twist. The emperor passed the silk material to my second in command, as if it pained him too much to hold it, see it, remember it.
“This was addressed to me?” I asked, perplexed.
The emperor nodded gravely, “Do you have any idea who it may come from?”
From behind me, I heard Chione murmuring reverently, “Praise be to Maat.”
Her aquamarine eyes turned glossy as she unveiled the parcel, now held between her delicate hands. Awe brightening her features, she said, “It’s it.”
I looked back at the emperor; his eyes appeared more tired than I had seen them in a while, and that was saying a lot since he had run one of the most successful empires for the past four decades.
“Was there anything else with it?”
The emperor nodded and passed me a folded papyrus. It contained nothing more than a few mere sentences and an initial, etched in elegant writing, one I would recognise anywhere.
She shall come knocking at your door soon. I won’t make it. Keep it safe until then.—T.
I swore under my breath.
***
We were walking back to camp, the others still animatedly discussing how the bracelet, now warming my left pocket, could help us find who we had been looking for, when Chione stopped me with a soft hand on my arm.
“And you, what do you think, Zayd?”
She was the most empathetic and rational among us, always ensuring the well-being of her closest companions.
I sighed, uncertainty clouding my mind as I stared into the depths of her turquoise eyes.
“I don’t know what to think, Chione,” I replied, running my fingers through my hair.
“Listen to your Gods. If anyone knows the answers, it is them,” she advised with a warm smile and a gentle touch.
“I will, Chione, thank you.” 
Right after I took care of this burning need inside me.
***
Though it was late, I returned to the tavern, hoping Lylah would still be there. I entered Dionysus’s Den with a glimmer of hope, but alas, only the familiar faces of inebriated patrons remained. The pungent blend of alcohol and perspiration hung heavy in the air, and the lively atmosphere of earlier had succumbed to the late hour.
I continued strolling through the lightless streets, yearning for the brisk autumn air to soothe the fire raging within me. I couldn’t get her out of my head, and no matter how hard I tried, or the importance of the object we had received, I couldn’t stop the torrent of thoughts from returning to her and those lips.
Upon arriving at my lodgings, I opted for an icy bath like none I had ever willingly endured.
Despite the freezing temperature, my dick didn’t seem to get the memo. I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I didn’t dispel some of the tension.
Thinking back to those plush lips and those tempting copper eyes, I moved my hand on my shaft in a rhythmic motion. My body was wrung so tight it didn’t take long for the illusion of her sensual smell to permeate the air, the softness of her curves to spur me on, and the sinful taste of her to stimulate my tastebuds. I came with a roar so loud I was sure I awoke the entire base.
Despite releasing the pent-up frustration coursing through my body, I found myself tossing and turning in bed, unable to sleep, as she lingered relentlessly in my thoughts.
The way her presence had placated the beast inside me was a mystery I had yet to unfold.
Once I finally succumbed to a fitful slumber, it was decorated with golden eyes and jasmine-scented skin.



CHAPTER XVII
Ducunt volentem fata, nolentem trahunt. — Seneca
Fate leads the willing; the unwilling it drags. — Seneca
Iarrived at the meeting point a quarter of an hour late. Thankfully, a lanky man, whom I guessed was Adrianus, stood in the dark alley, the only illumination a faraway sconce.
“You are late,” he started, his voice so similar to his father’s.
Not much else was. Except for the fair hair and the aquiline nose, Adrianus was much taller, skinnier, and, of course, younger than Cornelius. I was sure I wouldn’t have been able to discern his features at all if it wasn’t for my bizarre ability to see well in the dark.
“I am sorry, I got lost. The streets all look the same in the dark,” I lied smoothly.
“Well, make sure it doesn’t happen again. Next time you are this late, I will report back to Rome that you have escaped.”
Clearly as much of a prick as his father.
“Okay,” I said, containing my frustration.
“So, how does this work?” I asked impatiently.
“This,” he started, gesturing between the two of us, “works whichever way I say it does.”
I crossed my arms over my midsection, my anger slipping.
“Are you enrolled in the army yet?” he demanded, immediately getting down to business.
“Yes,” I replied.
“Good. Your next task is to meet the Strategos, get close to him and kill him,” he said, with the same tone someone would use to comment on the weather.
“The second part is where everyone else has failed,” he continued, “but I have been told the Imperium has placed high hopes on you. So, make sure you won’t disappoint.”
His words were followed by a slimy smile, one that I wasn’t sure why reminded me of rabid dogs.
My only reply was a nod as I waited for him to move on. His whole vibe gave me the chills, and not the pleasant kind. He had this creepy spark in his eyes that reminded me of his father; it raised the hair on my neck and sent shivers down my spine.
“We will meet right here on the third day of the week, each fortnight. You will update me on the progress you’ve made, and I will report back to Rome,” he murmured, moving closer.
“If I don’t find you here at the agreed time, the Imperium will take any action necessary to find you and make you pay for your betrayal.”
A heavy silence hung in the air, charging it with the aftermath of his promise.
“Do we understand each other?”
“Yes,” I replied, impassioned.
“Good. You may go,” he concluded, gesturing towards the street I came from with a dismissive hand.
I was more than happy to oblige, leaving behind the tense energy.
Walking back to camp was a misery. After the encounter with the strange man, I was wound tight, my blood ran hot, and my stomach clenched with the absence of... him. Frustrated by the lack of release, I tried to focus on the foreign landscape of this new city, on the birds chirping and the salty breeze caressing my hair, instead of acknowledging the fire Zayd had ignited, which had spread through all my limbs, creating a thrumming ache.
Once returned to my room, I quickly rinsed off, the colder water thankfully subsiding some of the heat still running through me, and went to bed.
Training as a Greek soldier would commence tomorrow, and I would need the rest.
***
As usual, I found myself in a room adorned with an assortment of vibrant floor pillows and throws, enveloped in the soft glow of countless lanterns. Above, golden, billowing tapestries hung from the ceiling, crafting a dreamy and enchanting ambience. This time, there was no fragrance of jasmine wafting through the room. Instead, the smell of burning flesh and iron clogged the air. The face of the familiar stunningly beautiful woman, with warm golden eyes and brown skin, was contorted into a frown of terror and anguish. She lay on the ground, her once-dazzling turquoise gown now marred by bloodstains across her chest.
I rushed to her side and cried out, “Mama!”
My hands were now stained by her crimson blood.
“Run, Sekhmet. Run!”
I didn’t want to leave her; she was my kind, patient, and beautiful mama. I couldn’t leave her.
She began chanting in a familiar language that my young brain, in the haze of panic, couldn’t fully comprehend. Blood now spurted from her lips, but undeterred, she continued her chant.
“Mama, please!” I kept shouting.
She turned her eyes toward me, now brown and devoid of their usual golden radiance, “Run, Sekhmet! Eset will guide you.”
With those final words, a brilliant blue light emerged from her body. It left as fast as it appeared.
The pain that followed was unlike anything I had ever experienced; it was as if my entire being was being torn apart and rebuilt over and over. It was a torment only rivalled by the agony of losing my mother. The burning ache that spread to my limbs and mind seemed to last an eternity before it subsided enough for me to reopen my eyes.
Once I squinted my eyes, I wasn’t in the same room with my beautiful mother anymore. I was in the middle of the desert, instead. The landscape appeared barren, and dust swirled through the air, stinging my eyes and coating my skin. I had been here before, in my dreams. I was running away from the explosions, desperately looking for safety. An oppressive haze took over my mind, forbidding me from thinking clearly.
I turned, and behind me appeared a brilliant golden light shaped like a woman. The gold shone so brightly that gazing upon her was like staring directly into the midday sun.
For a second, I was sure I must have been hallucinating.
Until she spoke in the same familiar language in which my mother was chanting. At the thought of her and the vivid images that came with it, a surge of grief rippled through me.  
Though I couldn’t comprehend the singular words she spoke, I knew exactly what she was saying: “Your mother sent me to guide you. Follow me, and I will keep you safe.”
The more I looked at her, the more I could make out her elegant face; her eyes were pure gold, and her long dark hair was skilfully woven into exquisite braids, each one graced with intricate gold embellishments that caught the light and gleamed with the radiancy of a thousand suns. Her full lips held the same distinct cupid’s bow that my mother and I both shared.
She extended her hand, and without hesitation, I placed my smaller one in hers. For some inexplicable reason, I felt as though I could trust this woman with my very existence.
As our hands connected, the entire world seemed to blur, my feet losing touch with any solid ground, as my heart lodged in my throat.
I woke up with a jolt. Startled and sweaty, I grabbed the waterskin from the bedside table and drained half of it in a single gulp. The chilly water dripped down my chin and nightgown, mingling with my sweat. It had been a while since I had one of my dreams, and never before had they felt so much like a memory and less like a haunting nightmare.
I couldn’t fathom that the woman in my dreams was truly my mother. How could she be when she began appearing in my dreams only after I saw her face in Master Titus’ leather book? And was Sekhmet truly my name? I couldn’t help but suspect that my mind was playing tricks on me, blurring the lines between dreams and reality.
Still shaken by the haunting nightmare, I stood and went to the lonely window in the far corner of the room.
The moons looked so much closer to Earth here than they did in the Imperium. So close, they could whisper to you to reach out and touch them.
Eventually, I went back to bed, still restless and unable to sleep, and opened the Kemetic tales book I now kept on my nightstand.
The picture of the woman was the first thing I found. I caressed its old page with reverence and affection, as if her golden eyes held the answers to all my questions.
Master Titus always used to say that spirits and Gods alike could find us in our dreams and that if they did, we should always listen.
What are you trying to tell me? What do you want from me?
Staring at the unknown hieroglyphics on the rusty page left me, as usual, more puzzled than anything else. Confusion mixed with nostalgia crept its way through me and would accompany me for the remainder of the night.
***
Camp was already teeming with excitement when I was awoken by the morning bell. The buzz of the fresh recruits and the veterans welcomed me as soon as I left my room.
I immediately noticed Farouk in the distance, waving at me.
“Thank Gods you are alright! When I didn’t see you last night, I thought something must have happened to you,” he greeted.
“Also, the guy you were with looked quite scary. Are you okay?” he mumbled while we were walking towards the canteen to collect our breakfast dish.
The thought of the mysterious man sent a rush of warmth to my most intimate parts.
Gods, I only met him once, and I need to put him out of my mind. He is nothing but a distraction from my future plans—a handsome distraction, admittedly, but not what I need right now.
“I am good. I am sorry I left without saying goodbye last night. You were busy playing cards,” I apologised.
“Oh, so what happened with the scary dude? Did you guys...?” he wiggled his eyebrows suggestively, leaving no room for doubt about what he meant. By then, we had reached the canteen and secured the morning meal that was being served.
“You can say the words fuck or sex, Farouk. We are not children,” I smirked while biting into the apple we were given with our bread, fresh cheese, and vegetables.
Much better than Caligo’s soggy porridge.
Farouk’s handsome face flushed red, and his pupils dilated enough that the earthy brown from his irises was almost invisible. A few of the recruits standing close by looked at me in shock.
I wondered what kind of prudes enrolled in this army.
I rolled my eyes at them and chose an empty seat on the oak benches. Farouk followed suit, sitting in front of me.
He whispered, almost too low for me to hear, even this close, “So did you, erm... fuck him?”
I laughed, louder than I had in a long time.
“Your face is redder than this tomato,” I observed, pointing at my plate.
He laughed too, his brown eyes twinkling in the morning sun. Farouk was such a welcomed company; I usually approached new acquaintances with a grumpy and broody demeanour, but if I were to be honest with myself, he had managed to sneak his way under my skin. In such a short amount of time, he had made me care for him deeply. 
“No, I did not fuck him. We just had a fun night,” I replied, giving him the answer he had been craving.
“Well, I think it is better this way. I told you he looked scary,” he said, biting into his bread.
“You know scary dudes are hot, right? I mean, the idea that he could kill you with a thought, but he is choosing to give you pleasure instead, is quite arousing,” I explained between mouthfuls.
Farouk gazed at me in mock horror.
“I’m starting to regret this whole friendship thing,” he quipped, shaking his head.
Though I hadn’t come to Greece with that intention in mind, I cherished the fact that he considered me his friend. 
I continued with a playful grin, “Well, just remember you said that when we’re battling it out in the arena.”
He responded by rolling his eyes, a gesture so reminiscent of myself that it felt like I was peering into a mirror.
It was comforting not to feel so alone in this world.
***
“Welcome to your first day of official training,” greeted the colonel, gazing at the anxious cadets lined up in the courtyard.
Akil Taher had the appearance of a true enigma, with weathered features that hinted at age and wisdom, yet an imposing form that remained undeniably handsome and robust. He was a conundrum of sorts, one I would eventually figure out.
“You should be proud to stand here, amongst the first thirty-five soldiers to be chosen this semester,” he went on, the early autumn winds furling his short ends.
“Before we dive into your daily training and studies, I shall introduce you to the general and the lieutenant of the Greek army. The three of us will be your guides, examples, and support, should you need it.”
Good, this is the moment I have been waiting for. Finally, I get to meet the Strategos, study him, and make him my prey.
“First off, our Antisyntagmatarchis, my second in command and your direct superior, Neith Karras.”
The same stunning auburn-haired beauty that had interrupted Zayd and me last night came strolling into the arena. Her confidence and strength were evident in the way she walked with her hands on the pommels of her two swords strapped to either side of her. Her pale skin appeared flawless, save for the thick pink scar that extended from her forehead to just under her left eye, narrowly missing it. Her almond-shaped eyes were a beautiful greyish-hazel colour, and her wide shoulders made her stature imposing. This time, her wolf companion wasn’t with her. She caught my gaze in the crowd and smirked.
I cursed myself for being caught with Zayd; if she was his woman, she had the perfect chance and position to make my experience in this place miserable.
At the images my mind conjured of Neith and Zayd together, an unfamiliar sensation washed over me. It was a gnawing, unsettling feeling that seemed to tighten in my chest and caused my skin to itch. My brows furrowed, and I couldn’t immediately put a name to it. It was an inexplicable twinge of jealousy that left me slightly disoriented. I wasn’t the relationship type or the possessive one. Unsure of myself as I grappled with this newfound emotion, I wondered what in the world was happening to me. I immediately reprimanded myself for feeling the way I did; I had no right. Zayd and I met each other last night and shared one passionate kiss. That was it. On the other hand, the familiarity of their interaction hinted at many years of knowing each other. 
Snickering and chuckles started around me, “A fucking woman is our lieutenant?” commented one on my left.
“Gods, my father will hear of this. Isn’t it enough that we let them enrol, they have to boss us around now too?!” came the voice of another young man, who pointed in my direction with an unforbearing attitude.
The beautiful Antisyntagmatarchis only smiled at the comments and said to her superior, “Akil, it looks like this year I will have to deal with a bunch of misogynistic pricks. If this is punishment for eating your baklava yesterday, I deeply apologise.” She finished in a mocking tone.
I like her.
“Don’t let her appearance fool you. Neith will have you on your knees, begging for your life in seconds,” he addressed the recruits, serious in tone but with an amused glint in his eyes.
The same brute that made fun of me and Farouk during the initiation day pointed in my direction and joked, “Just like I will have her on her knees begging for this dick, you mean?”
According to overheard conversations, Greek men preferred meek and subservient women and not the kind that could cut off their balls should they need to.
I wonder why.
As I was moving my attention back to the lieutenant, I glimpsed a dark flash whirl in the direction of the arrogant asshole who had just made the joke. The shadow moved with such speed it was impossible to get a real focus on it. One moment, the recruit was standing amongst us, joking at my expense, and the next, he was crumpled on the ground.
A collective gasp filled the arena.
A deep slash went from the asshole’s left ear to his right, cutting his throat in half, his eyes staring lifelessly at the sky.
The lieutenant and the colonel respectively rolled their eyes and sighed dramatically. There was no anger in their expressions, just an amused sort of exasperation.
The crowd, including myself and Farouk, turned in unison to the dark figure that had just murdered one of us. I watched the newcomer with rapt fascination and equal dread knotting in my stomach. I was guessing this to be the general I was sent to kill because who else would have the gall to kill one of us without consequences?
The tall man slowly sheathed the bloody dagger and removed his hood to reveal familiar features.
Though his dark hair was tied back instead of hanging loosely at his shoulders, there was no doubt who stood in front of us: straight nose, radiant caramel skin, intriguing amethyst eyes, and those lips...
Lips that tasted like freedom and sin, the very same ones I had imagined worshipping my body just a few hours back.
I was royally screwed.
I am meant to seduce him, not the other way around!
I swallowed a groan.
Zayd caught my eye in the crowd and smiled ferally, as if he knew exactly where my mind had just gone.
His lustful stare—a heady, tangible caress—pinned me where I stood, and I wondered how my legs hadn’t folded from under me yet.
Something must have been deeply wrong with me because my body reacted to his untamed gaze, my nipples puckering into tight buds and my spine arching like a branch at the mercy of the wind.
Traitorous fucking body.
Killing the Strategos would prove much harder than I had anticipated.



CHAPTER XVIII – CLEITUS
The only true wisdom is in knowing you know nothing. — Socrates
Zeus, she was beautiful. A godly and savage masterpiece. I couldn’t function nor think. Perhaps the shock of losing my men or the lack of oxygen in this damned cave was affecting my rational mind, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her.
Her long silver hair shimmered with the lights of the fires. The brightness of her mane only helped accentuate her marvellous, rich bronze skin and small curves, hugged by a fitting leather corset and a matching short skirt. I was sure I had never seen a woman show that much skin, not even in the brothels I sometimes found myself into, but the cut of the clothing clearly wasn’t worn for seduction, but rather agility.
Although during my studies I had read many descriptions of the Egyptian Gods and their many children—the demigods—I had never met one in person. I would have never thought that the depictions could be underselling them, but for the life of me, I was wrong.
With moonlit hair and sunlit eyes, she assessed me from across the cave. Even her fucking fangs were attractive. And those captivating eyes...
Their deep amber hue was magnified by red flecks reminiscent of smouldering embers. They seemed to hold within them the fervency of countless fires, as if flames themselves were gracefully dancing within those astonishing orbs. Her sinuous, slit-like pupils resembled those of reptiles and gave them a unique and exotic allure. On her rather small heart-shaped face, her features, her impressive fiery eyes and plump lips, looked almost too prominent.
She approached me, and after killing two of my most valiant men, I should have feared the elaborate dagger she was holding, but all I could think about was the lure of the Goddess before me.
I needed to think, regain my composure, and make my escape. The fact remained that she had killed Homer and Ptolemy. I couldn’t forget that, nor get distracted by her pull.
As soon as the thought entered my mind, a pang of shame coursed through me. How could I find her attractive when she had just killed my brothers? What was wrong with me? I should have wanted to kill the violent little goddess in front of me instead of wondering how those sinful lips tasted.
One second, I was standing near the divine beauty, so close I could easily identify that the cinnamon and freesia aroma wafting through the air emanated from her, and the next, I was on the floor on the opposite side of the cave. My head and back ached from the unexpected impact on the rocky wall.
“Khuzaymah, no need to hurt our new guest,” pouted Amarah; I wasn’t sure to whom.
“I am extremely sorry, Heirling. My children lack basic manners. You have to understand, we have been holed up in this cave for centuries, and between you and me, they never possessed the most refined social behaviours. After all, we are creatures of war and ruin.”
What the fuck?
Blocking my path to Amarah, a colossal dragon loomed with a menacing presence. Its immense body occupied a significant portion of the cavern’s vast expanse. Its scales, a hypnotic blend of colours, displayed a breathtaking chromatic purple, which, under the appropriate illumination, glistened with an indigo sheen. Its huge wings culminated in pointed talons, while its gaping maw revealed four tiers of razor-sharp teeth. As if the dragon wasn’t lethal enough as it was, its barbed tail twitched anxiously from side to side. Its eyes were a deep purple colour, and despite the different size, its slit pupils resembled Amarah’s eyes in ways I wasn’t ready to admit.
I had felt fear before, the kind of fear you may experience when you get caught doing something you shouldn’t, even the one a soldier might taste during an unfavourable battle, but nothing like this.
No, this was pure, undiluted terror, a fear so primal it sneaked its way through me, freezing my limbs and gripping my heart with icy fingers.
“Khuzaymah, let’s refrain from frightening our visitor more than necessary.” Amarah’s voice carried a hint of amusement, leaving me uncertain whether she was merely toying with me or was genuinely concerned. I stood gingerly, assessing my injuries.
The dragon emitted a deep rumble that would have had the bravest warrior running for the hills.
“No, my daughter, we are not killing him. We have enough food to last us a week. Plus, he is rather cute.” The dragon turned toward Amarah to continue their uncommon interaction, its rumbles reverberating in the cave and causing a few debris to fall on its equally rocky floor.
Shaking myself out of the terror that had frozen my limbs, I seized the opportunity to move, as silently as possible, toward one of the narrow corridors on the side of the open space, hoping it would be the same one I had traversed with Ptolemy—or that it would at least lead me to an exit. I needed to get out of here; as the only remaining heir to Hellas, I had to survive this for the empire and its people and, most of all, for my father, who had already lost so much.
I had walked perhaps a few hundred meters down the dark corridor, my eyes still adjusting to the lack of illumination, when a large dark stone formation loomed in front of me, blocking the passage ahead.
My heart had just settled into a steadier gallop after the previous scare, thus, I decided to attempt to climb the high rock, hoping the path would continue on the other side.
The stone felt oddly warm and leathery under my fingers. As I reached the top of the huge formation, I looked down, glad to see the corridor didn’t stop there and I could move forward with my escape.
I was climbing down the bizarre formation, still mad at myself for my attraction to Amarah, when suddenly, the rock started vibrating and sliding under my tight grip. I picked up the pace until... a huge midnight blue eye opened near my left hand and stared right at me. 
The eye alone was as big as my torso.
The proximity to the beast’s menacing maw instilled such fear in me that I lost my hold on its scales, causing me to plummet a few meters until my already aching back collided with the ground, expelling all the air from my lungs.
I quickly recovered and stood. I rose to my feet, finding the ominous dark beast fixating its slitted gaze directly into my eyes.
How many dragons are there?
Instead of detecting aggression in its demeanour, I sensed an unusual blend of curiosity and amusement emanating from the creature. Uncertain whether to flee or remain motionless, with only childhood tales of dragons as a reminder that any sudden movement could result in being engulfed in flames within moments, I opted for the latter.
I pleaded with the beast—probably out of desperation more than in the hope that it would understand me.
“I am not here to hurt you. I just want to find the exit. Please,” I said with my hands raised high in a non-threatening gesture, wishing it would convey my peaceful intentions.
You are a funny one, aren’t you? A cavernous voice said in my head.
I won’t kill you, don’t fret. Our Mother seems to fancy you, the dragon continued.
No noise rang out in the cavernous space, but each word was as clear as day in my mind as if whispered in the recess of my subconscious instead of spoken aloud. I blanched and moved back a few silent steps.
“I didn’t know dragons were sentient beings, erm, no offence,” I uttered aloud, my words directed at the creature in the hope that it would comprehend me.
Oh Heirling, there is much your young spirit doesn’t know. I am Nephthysia, third daughter of the Queen of Dragons, I am one of two Ouroboros and the only Shadow Dragon to have ever walked this Earth.
I guessed I knew where the dragons took their pride from.
As we should, Nephthysia replied within my mind, for we are divine creatures, after all. What greater source of pride could there be?
I heard the question as clearly as if it had been whispered in my ears.
“Fair enough,” I conceded. “So, you are in my head and can read my mind?” I enquired, already knowing the answer.
Why do you ask if you already know the answer? Sounds foolish and time-wasting.
“Can you all do that?” I continued, “The dragons, I mean?”
Yes, this is how we communicate with our Mother and the Gods. However, it is the first time I confer with a mere mortal such as yourself.
I furrowed my brows; the Gods had stopped communicating with our realm from the moment they’d left for the Elysian Fields.
“The Gods have been forbidden to interact with this realm for almost three hundred years,” I said in confusion.
What I assumed was a dragon laugh rumbled; it was so deep it sent shivers down my spine and caused sweat to gather in my palms.
And what would you know about the Gods, Heirling? Have you carefully read the agreement signed by the many pantheons’ Gods? Were you there when it was drafted and negotiated?
“No, no one that is alive today was.”
Another laugh from Nephthysia.
I was. My Mother and three of my siblings were. We remember. How could we ever forget the day the fate of divine creatures was sealed? The day the pale empires started persecuting us, forcing us into hiding. All because we are too powerful a force to be contained and controlled. All because we are wild and free, and nothing they could ever do would change that.
I shook my head in confusion; Pale empires? How old are these creatures?
You seem to have forgotten your own history, Heirling. However, let me remedy your ignorance by assuaging your curiosity. My Mother was born more than a millennium and a half ago, and so were four of my siblings and I. We are older than some of the pale empires’ original Gods and Goddesses. Each dragon egg originated from our Mother’s tears. My siblings and I were born of the first drops of life shed by a newborn babe between her wails.
It was not surprising that Amarah was more powerful than she looked. The energy that emanated from that woman was like a force of nature, an untameable tornado; but to think that one of the mightiest and most terrifying creatures to have ever existed was born of one of her tears was madness.
The dragon went on before I could digest the information.
Oh, but is it truly that hard to believe, when we all know there is much power in pain, Heirling? After all, pain and suffering have the ability to alter one’s life.
Her words drew my mind back to my father, who was the primal example of how profoundly grief could transform a person.
The dark dragon shifted slightly before resuming.
We have always been respected and worshipped by the Rematc en Kemet and by many other civilisations of the world. While the pale empires made up horrific tales and legends about us, convincing its inhabitants to kill us, we thrived and lived freely in the rest of this realm, avoiding these regions like the plague. Until one day, some of the young Gods decided they had enough of humans and their fickle veneration, thus agreeing to exterminate them. They planned to create a race of humans without free will. Kemet and its Gods rebelled, as did many others, such as the Atlanteans and Orishans, who rallied to defend humans and their power to choose. Such a small power your kind has, and yet it is the very force that drives your lives. It is, after all, the power that makes you who you are. Free will is the foundation of love and life. Because without choice, how can there be love, hate, or a chance at life?
Letting me digest the information for a few instances, Nephthysia continued her history lesson.
Nonetheless, the Gods’ War took place, an atrocious conflict that had nothing to do with Gods and everything to do with humans. My grandmother Wedjet asked us to fight for humanity, and regardless of all the hate the pale men had unleashed upon us, we fought for your kind all over the world. We fought for your freedom and your chance at life.
I delved into accounts of the Gods’ War through numerous sources, each presenting their unique perspectives and opinions. Yet, I had never encountered the notion that the Gods’ War had been more intertwined with humanity than it had with the Gods themselves. I thought it had everything to do with capricious Gods and their fickle whims, more than with the very existence of our race.
The ancient dragon went on recounting the events from centuries ago.
Once the War ended and the agreement was signed by all the Gods, our grandmother Wedjet retired into the Field of Reeds with the other deities, leaving all their offspring in this realm. Within the pact, a clause was established that allowed the Gods to maintain communication with their direct descendants. However, when our divine ancestors departed, it didn’t take long for humanity to forget all that had been lost and sacrificed in the name of their freedom. They quickly went back to persecuting and shunning us. Angry at humans for their capricious memory and impulsive hearts, we came into this cave centuries ago, hoping that after a deep slumber, a different world would await us out there. However, your visit suggests otherwise, Heirling.
Nephthysia’s voice possessed a sad edge. Mournful almost.
“I didn’t know,” I said, torn between feeling genuinely sorry for the injustices they had suffered and extremely grateful that these creatures had once sided with humans. 
“I am not here to persecute you. I apologise for my people’s ignorance. I’ve come to request that you refrain from destroying their villages and their means of providing for their families,” I began before another voice interjected.
“Unlikely, Princeling,” Amarah, who now stood behind the black dragon, declared.
“As you’ve heard from my daughter, humans are the very reason we sought refuge in this cave centuries ago. They are the cause of our long and tedious slumber,” she stated, drawing closer to me.
Her magnetic presence made it challenging to remember her deadly nature, and as her spiced, sweet fragrance enveloped my senses, I forgot why I had feared this woman in the first place.
“And do you know what extended naps do to creatures like us?”
Now, she stood directly in front of me, the scent of her skin so intoxicating that it surely surpassed the fragrance of a freesia field.
“We become hungry,” she concluded with a menacing smirk.



CHAPTER XIX
Wise men speak because they have something to say; Fools because they have to say something. — Plato
“Lylah,” I was still in a staring contest with Zayd, or rather the Strategos I had to kill, when Farouk shook my arm, trying to garner my attention.
I turned reluctantly toward him.
“Lylah, isn’t that the man from last night?” he asked, concerned.
“Yes, he is,” I replied, exhaling a sigh I hadn’t even realised I’d been holding.
“You kissed the fucking general!” he whispered-shouted into my ear.
“Thank you for that astute observation, Farouk,” I retorted sharply.
Farouk moved a nervous hand into his dark shoulder-length coils, pulling them back from his face. He looked at me and shook his head. “My sister would say you are trouble.”
“And do you often listen to your sister?” I probed, feigning nonchalance. In the brief period I had spent with Farouk, I had grown attached to him and his knack for finding joy in life’s small pleasures. Despite all he had endured, I deeply admired his genuine innocence and warm-hearted spirit.
“Not even once,” he replied, suppressing a smile.
I burst into laughter, admittedly grateful for his response.
A persistent thought riddled my brain: why would the general of Hellas’ army be Egyptian, just like the colonel? Why would the emperor permit this, and what could possibly motivate them to lead the very army that, less than three decades ago, had wreaked havoc upon our land?
Perhaps they were traitors to their land, their own people, and even their empress. I fixed that thought at the forefront of my mind, deciding it was the perfect motivation to carry out my plan successfully.
The Strategos left shortly after his introduction. He had more important things to do than instruct his new recruits. The lieutenant and the colonel, on the other hand, meticulously outlined the camp’s most crucial regulations, emphasising the potential consequences of violating them, including expulsion. To be fair, most of the rules were designed to safeguard us rather than exert control, but perhaps, due to my many years of enslavement, I harboured a general aversion to rules. After an extensive lecture, we eventually transitioned to the training session.
My favourite part.
The morning passed swiftly, much like the cool morning breeze that gave way to the warmth of the afternoon sun. By lunch time, the other cadets, including Farouk, were sprawled on the wooden benches of the canteen, unused to the intensity of hours of training.
I was sipping some water from the flask we were each given, patiently waiting for lunch to be served. If it was anything like breakfast, it would certainly be worth the wait.
Just as I was approaching the others to take my seat on the benches, a warm hand grabbed my upper arm, halting my movements. A tingling sensation spread from that point of contact through my whole body. I turned toward the stranger, ready to kick them where it hurt, when I noticed two bright amethyst eyes staring back at me.
“Can I talk to you?” murmured the Strategos.
Why did his voice have to be so fucking sensual?
I was sure the Gods must have crafted his timbre just to ruin me. His deep and rich tone was a force that crept all the way to my marrow, turning me into a mindless fuck.
I took a deep breath and rooted myself in the knowledge that I had been training for decades to become a ruthless assassin. Gods be damned if I let a handsome man and his sex appeal—no matter how strong—distract me from my mission.
I quickly gathered my composure and nodded. This was the perfect occasion to make it clear that nothing else would happen between us. Killing him in his sleep would be a far simpler task—though I still had to ascertain where he lodged—than continuing this game of seduction.
I had a nagging feeling that whatever this was, it would eventually lead me to develop genuine feelings for the man, a distraction I couldn’t afford. My goals and my freedom were paramount, and I couldn’t lose sight of them, not for this man or anyone else.
Ignoring the curious glances of the other soldiers, he guided me to a solitary building situated behind the canteen. He unlocked the door and signalled for me to enter first. Despite my hesitation, I obliged, proceeding with his silent presence close behind.
The building appeared to house various rooms, resembling our accommodations. Two doors on the right and two on the left were visible, but I paused in the entrance hall, unsure where to go.
Zayd positioned himself in front of me, his imposing figure looming over me, and his midsummer’s night scent an unwelcome complication. I had to crane my neck to keep his gaze.
If half of the recruits hadn’t seen us, this would have been the perfect time to get rid of the general. The thought sent my heart racing; its rapid beats echoed in my ears, reminiscent of war drums.
“I am sorry, Lylah, for any embarrassment I might have caused. I didn’t know you were a new cadet when I approached you at the den last night.”
“It’s fine. Neither of us knew. Let bygones be bygones and keep a professional approach,” I replied, sure me being in the same space as his girlfriend had caused him enough problems as it was. I was about to go back the way I came from when his confused expression halted me.
“Wait, I don’t want you to think I regret anything that happened.” His voice was rough.
“As I said, it’s fine. It was just a game and nothing more. There is nothing to regret or talk about,” I continued, keeping my genuine emotions in check.
He exhaled sharply. “Don’t diminish what we had, Lylah. It was incredible. Though it started as a game, the kiss was obviously real. I know you enjoyed it as much as I did.”
“What are we, thirteen? You are my Strategos, and I am your recruit. Let’s not make this more complicated than it should be, Zayd,” I countered, irritated, hoping the use of his name would irate him. Hoping disrespecting him would make him want to leave because, in truth, all my brain could think of in his proximity was how soft those fucking lips were.
His body turned unnaturally still, before a low and heady sound rumbled from him, “Say it again.”
“What?” Confusion marred my expression.
“Say my name again, Wael,” the words left him through gritted teeth.
For fucks sake.
“Let this go, Zayd,” I snarled with an acidic smile. I revelled in the almost imperceptible shudder that coursed through him when his name left my lips. He stepped closer, and, drenched in his drugging scent, the tightening in my lower stomach returned with a vengeance.
A part of me yearned to surrender to this male, while the other couldn’t wait to slash that pretty throat of his.
I had to kill him; thus, I was fairly certain I ought to focus on ways to impale him, rather than all the ways he could do that to me. No matter how much my traitorous body wanted to indulge in the thought, I knew I couldn’t. I needed to have a chat with my fucking hormones.    
Not that they’d ever listen. 
“Leave me the fuck alone,” I urged, raising my chin further despite the absolutely ridiculous—and unnecessary—height difference.
“Let’s see if you still think that in a few weeks,” he mused, his arrogant smirk plastered on that irritably handsome face.
He moved a strand of dark hair behind my ear, his eyes fixed on my mouth. Save for that one strand, he hadn’t touched me, but the heat that accompanied his every motion awoke every cell in my body with awareness.
With more strength than I hoped I’d need, I moved to the door and pushed it open before I could do anything I’d regret.
“You have a disproportionately high opinion of yourself, general.”
I turned to look back at him as I added with a shrewd smile, “Also, please make sure your girlfriend doesn’t take it out on me for your infidelity.”
The door was almost closed behind me when I heard his last taunt. “Jealous?”
The mischievous smile he gave me rivalled my own and ignited the blood in my veins. If he continued toying with me, I was beginning to think that ending him might not be as challenging as I had initially believed.
I made my way back to the others, my body still coming down from the unnatural high caused by being so close to that man.  
What kind of sorcery has he cast on me?
In that decisive moment, right as I walked to Farouk, I resolved to forge a secret sanctuary within my heart—a hidden chamber—where the emotions, the feelings, and even the whispers of thoughts associated with Zayd, the captivating man who stirred my heart, would be meticulously confined. It was a self-imposed exile, a necessary sacrifice on the altar of my future aspirations. I sealed that emotional vault, locking away the attraction that threatened to distract me from the meticulous plan I had laid out for my journey to freedom. With each mental click of that internal lock, I fortified my determination to secure my goals, unburdened by bodily reactions or needs.
Little did I realise the resilience required to uphold such self-enforced exile within the confines of my own heart.
***
Lunch turned out to be one of the most delectable meals of my adult life. It rivalled even the regal feasts I had partaken in during my sojourn in the Roman palace. The hearty portion of saltfish, rice, and olives we were served was nothing short of extraordinary. To top it off, each of us received a small dessert plate adorned with figs and cheeses. For a slave like me, this was an indulgent dish beyond measure.
Farouk repetitively asked what the discussion with Zayd was about, and I didn’t make it a secret that we took the best decision for both our sakes. Farouk agreed, though angry and discontented glances followed us for the rest of the lunch break.
“She definitely had to suck him dry to be here,” said a gaunt cadet from our left, looking at me with contempt.
“Yeah, I bet she is good enough in bed that the general and the colonel overlooked her lack of skills,” laughed another tanned man, joining the chatter.
“I don’t want her on a battlefield with us; we need to take care of her before she gets us all killed when it counts,” came another disdained voice.
I rolled my eyes. It was beyond me how males couldn’t understand that the idea that women could only attain positions historically reserved for men through sex inherently suggested that men were all defenceless against women’s sexual powers. But I guessed it was easier for men to convince themselves that the only skill granted to us women was sexual in nature since they were all so easily mastered by that very power. They didn’t realise the extent of the insult to the male gender or how much control they truly surrendered by perpetuating such notions.
Evading the dirty glances and hurled slurs, I moved on to collect my history and strategy books, which would be needed for the afternoon classes.
“Are you hearing what they are saying, Lylah?” Farouk asked, catching up to me. We were walking from the canteen to the admission building.
“They will try to kill you just because they think you are the Strategos’s favourite. Which you probably are, but that’s not the point,” he added, agitated.
“Lylah!”
I finally turned, his tone urgent.
“You aren’t safe,” he whispered.
“Don’t worry about me, Farouk. I promise I will be fine,” I replied gently, hoping to quell his panic. I had lived through much worse than a few hateful pricks.
Having someone genuinely concerned about my well-being was an unusual and novel experience for me, though. After enduring years of enslavement, I became desensitised to both pain and loss. I had learnt to live with the constant awareness that emotions were dangerous and that carrying your humanity with you was a risky endeavour if you wished to survive in a place as unforgiving as Caligo.
However, Farouk was perhaps the most empathetic and compassionate individual I had ever met, never afraid to show his actual feelings and emotions. He was a rare breath of fresh air in my arid and dispassionate world.
***
Our lessons were held in the study rooms located in the northwest building, not far from our dormitories. First off, there would be the strategy lesson with Colonel Taher, and afterwards, history with Doctor Shoshan. Another Egyptian, as the name suggested.
I was quite curious and excited about the history lesson. Back in Caligo, it was the only respite I found from my miserable existence. Perhaps it was thanks to Master Titus, but I had always held a deep passion for learning about the history of our world and how past events continued to shape our present. Master Titus always used to say that a better future could only be crafted if we learned from the tragedies of the past.
Would we delve into the details of the Greek Invasion? Would we explore the Old Gods alongside the Young Ones, or simply skip ahead to the events following the Gods’ War?
***
Strategy class took place in a magnificent, expansive round room entirely crafted from alabaster. Its bright colour and material stirred unwelcome memories from my dreams, reminiscent of the structures that still haunted my nightmares. The space was furnished with modest wooden chairs and tables, while impressive formation plans, territorial maps, and atlases adorned the walls or rested on the desks. The smell of ancient books and agarwood imbued the space.
Colonel Taher donned a light linen tunic and matching pants, so very different from the dark military leathers we had seen him wear thus far. This new attire transformed his appearance, making him resemble a learned scribe more than the mighty colonel he truly was.
The lesson turned out to be more interesting and engaging than I would have thought. Colonel Taher possessed the rare ability to explain the most complex concept, even to the least academically inclined. His words drew such clear pictures in our minds that following the lesson felt effortless and, all in all, pleasant.
From my first class here, a distinct contrast was obvious in the war strategies employed by the Romans and the Greeks: one prioritised victory even at the cost of innocent lives, while the other took every measure necessary to safeguard its soldiers.
I began to question the veracity of what I had been taught regarding the ruthlessness of Hellas’ army and, with it, the mercilessness of its general. The history books I had read thus far had always depicted it as an indomitable force that would stop at nothing to achieve victory. However, I now found myself contemplating if the truth might be more nuanced and complex than I had thought.
The two-hour class passed quickly, and together with the other thirty-three recruits, we made our way to the next lesson, just a few doors down the corridor.
Before I could exit the door, Akil gestured for me to remain behind, as he needed to speak with me. My first impression of the man was a good one, but if my harsh life had taught me anything, it was to never trust a man, especially not one with authority. Not the ones with the power to disintegrate your humanity and dignity just to accomplish selfish moments of pleasure and tyranny.
Not the ones who thought themselves above us all.
I wearily moved toward his desk, and as I approached, he stood, towering over me by a dozen centimetres, his wide shoulders as sturdy as a wall. He must have seen the imperceptible flinch in my expression or must have read the uneasiness in my tired eyes because what he did next was unexpected.
His lips curved into a genuine smile, showing off straight white teeth, as he said, “You are in no trouble, Lylah. I just wanted to speak with you to check on how you were doing. How are you settling in? It must be hard to be the only female recruit.”
As I said, unexpected.
I didn’t trust my voice, so I simply nodded at the unforeseen question.
“I just want you to know that I, Lieutenant Karras, and your professor Shoshan are here if you have any issues with the other cadets. We know how infantile young men can be, and I want you to know we all have your back. You can always come to us should you have any fears or concerns.”
The colonel must have realised I didn’t have the right words to answer his kindness and care, and his segue quickly followed.
“Between you and me, I have heard rumours that the other cadets are inclined to make jokes and remarks about you because of your sex; however, I... Well, we come from a land where women are revered and respected, and misogyny is highly frowned upon. So, I won’t stand for any of it. You just say the word, and we are glad to step in, should things get too hard for you to handle.”
His warm smile crinkled the skin around his dark eyes, which, just like mine, held golden freckles in them.
I cleared my throat and managed a croaked, “Okay. Thank you.”
***
I entered the next classroom, eager for the upcoming history lesson. This other alabaster room was adorned with artefacts from distant lands, giving it an air of ancient mystique. A map covered one wall, showcasing the intricacies of the world as it once was.
The main difference between the two classrooms was the perfume that permeated the space; sweet lotus incense wafted through the air, bringing forth long-forgotten memories of a faraway land with sprawling sandy dunes and tropical breezes.
As I took my seat, the door opened, and a striking figure entered the room. To my surprise, it was not a man who appeared, but a remarkably beautiful and youthful woman: Dr. Shoshan, our history professor.
Her attire and jewellery seemed to be a captivating fusion of Nubian and Northern Egyptian influences, a testament to her rich heritage. Her deep brown complexion seemed to absorb the surrounding light, making her turquoise eyes all the more mesmerising. With her enticing features and a soft, melodic accent, she exuded an air of wisdom and warmth.
“Good afternoon, everyone,” Professor Shoshan greeted us with a smile that was as warm as it was inviting.
“I am Professor Chione Shoshan, your guide through the annals of history. In addition to being a historian, I am also the head of the doctors and nurses of our army. Feel free to ask questions, share your thoughts, and let’s embark on a journey through time together.”
Ancient-looking tomes were distributed around the classroom. As I received one in my hand, my attention was drawn to the title etched onto the cover above a beautiful golden design: The History of the Three Empires, by Chione Shoshan.
The drawing, etched with simple lines, was of an open book with an eye of Ra and an elegant sword cutting through the middle of its open pages. The books appeared significantly older than the professor standing before us, and the golden filigree on the cover reminded me of the ancient Egyptian texts Master Titus used to smuggle into class sometimes, to let us smell and absorb history, as he used to say.
As I ran my fingers over the rough material of the book, I became lost in a flood of unwelcome memories. I recalled a melodious voice narrating a bedtime story of magical creatures, capricious Gods, and powerful Goddesses. I remembered gentle caresses on my forehead, a mother’s comforting embrace, and a sense of safety I never knew I truly possessed before today. As if they had never occurred in the first place, the voices and visions immediately ceased, bursting me out of my bubble.
I gathered my thoughts, forcing my mind back to the present. Professor Shoshan was staring right at me with an air of curiosity.
Our staring contest was interrupted by another cadet’s voice, “So, Miss Chione, why do we have to study history?” he started. “We are here to become soldiers, not historians or professors.”
The stunning woman smiled, “Thank you for the wonderful question, Mister...?”
“I am Theron,” replied the young man in a smug tone, his curly dirty-blonde hair caressing his forehead with each movement. He was the same cadet who had made comments during lunch about ‘getting rid’ of me.
Good luck with that.
“Thank you for the wonderful question, Theron. It’s crucial to understand why history is an invaluable asset to a soldier. As the saying goes, we learn from our past mistakes. But it’s not just our own mistakes we should consider. It’s the mistakes and strengths of our enemies that history reveals.”
Her answer brought me back to my lessons with Master Titus, his words so similar to hers. A pang of sorrow sneaked its way through me at the thought; my heart picked up speed, and sweat soon covered my nape.
“But why is it so important, Miss Chione? I mean, we have strategists and commanders for that, right?” Theron cut off the professor once again, smirking at the other students in the room. He probably thought he was being slick by undermining the young woman.
Chione smiled again, seemingly unfazed by the arrogance of the student.
“Yes, we do, but history can be your greatest strategic ally. It’s not just about preventing our own blunders; it’s about understanding the patterns of warfare, diplomacy, and human nature. History is our guidebook to the past, and, if you examine it carefully, you’ll see that it’s also a guidebook to the future.”
“How do you mean?” asked another recruit, his bright eyes alight with curiosity rather than Theron’s cockiness.
“Think about it. History often repeats itself. The same patterns of behaviour, the same cycles, the same strategies; they reoccur time and again. By studying history, you gain the ability to predict with one strategic move what’s likely to happen next because you know what happened the last time. It gives you an edge, an edge that can make the difference between victory and defeat on the battlefield.”
After a brief pause, the professor continued, “Furthermore, we are here because history is often redacted and corrupted to befit a clear agenda. We are here because the empire understands the power of truth and the influence of manipulation. I am here to give you the tools to recognise it and avoid it. Remember that history is always rewritten by the victors and the oppressors.”
I didn’t get a chance to examine why that final sentence resonated with me, as Professor Shoshan resumed her lesson.
“In front of you is a history book I personally wrote. It is yours to keep, but make sure to always bring it with you to this class.”
“You wrote it? But this looks ancient?” Theron chuckled, passing the tome from one hand to the other, seemingly examining it. Though for once, I was glad he voiced a doubt I currently had, instead of spouting nonsense.
Chione’s expression transformed into a genuine smile that lit up her entire face. Her straight, white teeth accentuated the radiance of her eyes.
“The book was written in 3160 a.E.”
“But that would make you over a hundred years old!” exclaimed Farouk, a confused expression contorting his features.
“Unless...” he went on.
I wasn’t sure where that unless would lead, as I had never met anyone older than seventy or eighty in my brief life. I didn’t even know it was possible to live over a hundred years, and if you did, I never imagined the humans reaching that age could ever look like Professor Shoshan. I would have given her a maximum of thirty-five years of age.
“Please go ahead, Farouk, unless?” resumed the stunning, and apparently, ancient professor.
“I mean, I never met one of you in person, so I could be wrong. I have only heard about your kind,” answered Farouk, a slight red tinge colouring his cheeks despite his chestnut complexion.
“Go on, Farouk, don’t be shy,” Chione encouraged with a warm grin, as the light caught and reflected off the few lustrous strands of hair that had escaped her Nubian head wrap.
“Well, you must be a Netjerit,” he concluded shily.
I was sure I must have heard him wrong.
Master Titus had told us about them, the demigods.
I had definitely felt their power when I met Medusa and her elemental magic, but she was a direct daughter of a Goddess, not just a diluted version. And living to a hundred? I wasn’t aware that was possible, least of all here in the Greek Empire, where Master Titus taught us that descendants were hunted down and killed just because of their lethal and boundless powers. If Titus was right, and he wasn’t often wrong, then how was a descendant standing in front of us, working for the same army that supposedly stalked and assassinated them?
“That is correct, Farouk. I am a descendant of two Kemetic Goddesses: Maat and Tefnut.”
Two?!
If I thought being a descendant of a God already made one a rare sight, being a descendant of two Goddesses was as uncommon as a snowstorm in the middle of the desert.
Theron’s laugh interrupted my surprise and, as my thoughts scattered, he cackled. “So, what are your magical powers?” he demanded with disdain.
“Scared, Mr Theron?” rebutted Chione with as much amusement as one would expect from a cat that had finally caught the mouse.
Theron didn’t like feeling inferior, especially not to women.
I am absolutely loving this history lesson.
I turned to Theron and gave him a sweet and acidic smile. His only answer was a rude gesture before he turned back to Professor Shoshan, addressing the class, “Absolutely not! I was merely wondering what good being a descendant of the Gods does, except, well, living forever. Plus, you don’t look Egyptian; you resemble those Roman slaves from the far southwest.”
I had already accepted that Theron was as disruptive and ignorant as they came, but I would bet my left tit that, had Professor Shoshan been a man, he would not have dared to speak to him in such a manner.
I didn’t think I would ever see Farouk’s anger, but oh, how wrong I was. My fierce friend stood and faced Theron. He slammed both his hands on Theron’s desk, which was located just behind him, his glossy dark twirls bouncing with his movements.
Farouk seethed, “Show some respect. This is the daughter of Maat and Tefnut, two of the most powerful and ancient Goddesses of my entire empire. Watch your mouth, or I will make you.”
Theron giggled, a mean and arrogant laugh the only thing that escaped his lips. 
“Ok, everyone should calm down,” started Chione with a placating tone.
“Thank you, Farouk, but you can return to your seat.”
A brief silence took over the room before the seemingly unfazed professor spoke again, “And Theron, if you are interested in what powers are associated with each deity, I would suggest you keep quiet and listen, as this will be part of the topics we will cover during the history class. I always appreciate questions from my students. However, if the reason for your queries is disruption instead of genuine curiosity, the door is right there. No one is forcing you to be here. Additionally, you may want to reconsider your understanding of identifying Egyptians and Orishans alike, for I am as Egyptian as the Nile itself. It may come in handy to help you recognise friend from foe on the battlefield.”
If Theron’s fury and indignation had been visible, smoke would have been pouring out of his ears right now.
“Now that we got that settled,” Chione Shoshan emphasised her words by looking directly at Theron, “Please open your book to page seven. The title should read Gods and Monsters. We should read individually through the chapter, which presents the most important Gods and Goddesses of the three Pantheons, before discussing it together.”
With those words, a pensive silence enveloped the space, drawing our collective attention to the first chapter of the ancient tome.
It didn’t take long for the world around me to disappear as I became utterly absorbed by the realm of Gods and Monsters.



CHAPTER XX – CHIONE
Seek peacefully, you will find. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
The wind ruffled my hair, my dark curls dancing to the beat of the breeze. The scent of moist air promised rain. Perhaps not today, but by the first rays of sunlight the following morning, thick raindrops would grace the arid soil.
A daughter of Tefnut was never awry when it came to the weather.
As I gazed upon the military camp, I saw a tapestry of souls, each different from one another, each with their dreams, passions, hopes, and nightmares. Yet, each was here for a reason, one that, despite our differences, united us all. To protect, defend, and uphold justice in its purest form. Old, young, brown, white, veteran, novice; all sharing the same fundamental goal.
I loved what Zayd had made of this army. His plan to liberate our land and our people had started on a rainy night, filled with wine, nostalgia, and silent dreams. Dreams, which soon turned into aspirations, which soon turned into a plan.
And look where we were now!
I was so proud of my dear brother for all he had achieved despite a life filled with despair, loss, and sorrow.
Unlike the rest of our hetaireia, I was no warrior. At least not in its purest form. I had learnt that sometimes a soldier’s strongest weapon had nothing to do with their physical prowess and everything to do with what resided in their heart and soul. I did not possess Neith’s bravery, Akil’s experience, or Zayd’s might, but knowledge always offered a different kind of power.
A power subtle and silent, yet steadfast and unyielding, like the ancient mountains that shaped this world; quiet and unhurried as they move, but able to mould landscapes and carve valleys with their immense weight and gradual pressure.
My feet carried me with haste along the path of white stones leading to our accommodations, the sturdy rhythm of my leather sandals forming a rhythmic beat that mirrored the cadence of my heart.
Silver-clad warriors moved like living statues, their polished armours gleaming in the late evening sun, casting reflections that danced across the ground. Shields adorned with vivid emblems stood in neat rows, like guardians of tales yet to be told.
In the midst of it all, the air was charged with a sense of purpose, the resolute heartbeat of an ancient nation.
The dark earth beneath me, kissed by countless footsteps, bore the weight of history, and I stood as a witness to the power and majesty of this military compound, a living tribute to the Gods’ War.
The camp was originally built as a resistance’s strategic foothold in 2907 a.E., a clear symbol of defiance and opposition to Zeus. It was a place where time itself had surrendered to history’s embrace.
As I entered the limestone building where our rooms were located, torches flickered to light, igniting the darkness with fiery spirits, a silent vigil of courage. I knew what I had to do and whom I had to talk to, but first, it was time for a swim. It had been a while.
***
Just as I walked through the rough-hewn entrance of the ancient cave, the world transformed around me. I found myself in a natural sanctuary, where time itself seemed to hold its breath. This was definitely my most intimate and favourite place in the entire camp. One of the few places where I felt connected and whole outside of my homeland.
The cave’s stone walls, dark and weathered, gave birth to a myriad of thermal baths, each a hidden gem of naturally hot water. These serene pools, carved by nature’s patient hand, were divided by rock formations, their curvaceous silhouettes resembling the ancient guardians of the Temple of Wedjet, providing much-needed privacy.
The warm, crystalline waters glistened in the soft light, reflecting a history written in the very stone that surrounded them.
I marvelled at the way the cave’s ceiling arched high above me, revealing a gaping hole that was, even in this subterranean haven, a portal to the Goddess Nut, The Great Sky Mother.
The moons, two radiant sentinels in the obsidian sky, cast a gentle silver and coral glow upon the baths below, imbuing them with an ethereal luminescence. The radiant orbs resembled the eyes of Nut, looking down upon her oppressed children, granting them her strength.
The delicate symphony of trickling water and the distant murmur of underground streams serenaded my every step.
As I ventured deeper into the hidden cave, I felt the profound connection between nature’s beauty and the secrets it harboured. I had entered a world where the elements danced in harmony, a timeless retreat that my most intimate nature could savour in all its splendour.
The steam waltzing toward the night sky created a fine sheen of sweat on my skin and dampened my ringlets, making them impossibly curlier.
I selected my customary solitary pool, nestled in the farthest reaches of the cave. It remained concealed behind a massive, shadowed boulder of rock, ensuring that only a handful of individuals in the camp were aware of its existence, let alone ever discovered its peaceful sanctuary.
I got undressed, meticulously removing each layer of clothing: first, my turquoise upper tunic and the Nubian belt that held it together, then the thick golden jewellery that adorned my neck, wrists, and ankles, and finally, my fine cream-coloured kalasiris.
Standing naked and bare, except for the slick sheen of sweat that enveloped my ebony skin, I slowly lowered my body into the water, its warm embrace a welcomed respite from the coldness of the air.
Every time I fully submerged my body into mineral waters, I felt revered and loved by Tefnut, my Great Mother, Goddess of Water, Moisture, and Rain.
In these moments, I always experienced a profound connection to my ancestral roots. It was as if my soul had finally found its way back to the very essence of my godliness. It was as if I could finally dive into my inherent magic and power without fear of being persecuted or killed for being the very thing that I was.
With the clothes, the mask of innocence and poise came off too, to reveal my real, undiluted self: the mighty daughter of two goddesses.
Contrary to what most people believed of Tefnut’s daughters, we could not breathe underwater, but we could hold our breath much longer than a mere human. I could easily stay under the surface of the water for about seventeen to twenty minutes without much trouble.
However, some of us were blessed with the ability of transformation and could turn into naddahas. Sirens, they called them here: the most ancient daughters of Tefnut.
Unlike my mother, who could fully turn into one, my body only partially transformed. My hands and feet could grow silken membranes between fingers and toes, creating intricate webbings, which enabled me to move through the water effortlessly.
All daughters of Tefnut, no matter how powerful, were born with the tirnima: the siren call.
A powerful tool that allowed us to control the minds of men, though not widely used anymore. Since the pale empires discovered it, we tried our best to hide our true nature and, with it, our abilities.
I, on the other hand, possessed a very inconspicuous and deadly gift, which had saved me on multiple occasions: the harkalmayya. Which was the power to move water as I pleased.
As I fully submerged, my Goddess called to me, quieting my mind from thoughts and worries, and ridding my heart of its burdens.
“Child,” her soothing voice bathed my torrid soul like the first drops of water on a parched tongue.
“Great Mother.”
***
As I stood amidst the ethereal allure of the thermal baths, the passage of time revealed itself through the lunar ballet above. The moons had migrated across the night sky, as silent as my whispered prayer to Tefnut. A sense of serenity washed over me, imbued with the warmth of the goddess’s presence.
My wet hair, heavy and glistening like liquid obsidian, hung in tendrils, anointed by the sacred waters. With a gentle squeeze, I began wringing out the moisture, droplets reflecting the moonlight before returning to their dark shade. Each drop held a whisper of the goddess’s blessings, a secret known only to my heart.
While dressing, I noticed a new addition to the tapestry of my body—a vibrant turquoise tattoo on my left leg, stretching up to my hip.
These intricate symbols marked each conversation I had with my Goddesses, an indelible connection etched into my very flesh. Below my right breast, the white hieroglyphics of my dialogues with Maat adorned my skin, while on my upper left leg, stretching to my hip, the vivid turquoise tattoos served as a constant reminder of my cherished communion with Tefnut.
These markings, like the moons’ gentle guidance, offered me a sense of purpose and protection, and as I ventured forth with renewed determination, I carried the weight of their significance in my soul.
Finishing donning my garments once more, I felt the touch of linen against my skin, bringing me back into my body. The cave had offered a moment of divine respite, and now I was prepared to face the world with renewed spirit.
Leaving the tranquil cave, I emerged into the night, my heart light as a feather. The conversation with Tefnut had filled me with determination, a fresh reminder I carried the essence of the divine within my very being.
With each step towards my accommodations, I walked with purpose, feeling protected and guided by Tefunt. The world held a promise of hope and possibility, and I was ready to embrace it with unwavering resolve.
***
“Why didn’t you tell me she was enrolled in the army, Neith?” The deep voice of the general came through the door adjacent to mine. I quickly dropped the towel I carried with me and rapped my lithe fingers on Neith’s door. Her usual sure-footedness rang closer to the wooden door separating us until Neith’s face came into view.
“Oh, Chione, please come in. Maybe you can save me from our Strategos’ pent-up frustration,” she welcomed me with her customary amused tone.
The lieutenant’s scent—sweet and spicy—enveloped me like a warm caress as soon as I stepped into her room.
“What’s the matter, Zayd?” I asked, squeezing his hand in silent support. I knew firsthand how exhausting discussing with Neith could be.
“Neith knew that the woman I kissed the other day in the tavern was the same one who had enrolled this year in the army, and she didn’t think for one second to inform me of such a thing. Why?” he pushed the last part through clenched teeth while Neith, the picture of boredom, rolled her eyes.
“Ok, well, I am sorry. I didn’t want to ruin the surprise,” Neith announced, satisfied, her right hand rubbing behind the ear of her imposing wolf.
“What? Are you smitten with her? Is that what this is about?” she enquired with raised brows.
The concerned and disheartened look on Zayd’s handsome face was all the answer we needed.
“Oh, my Gods, you are!” Neith shouted a bit too loudly for my taste, and Fenrir’s too, as he gave up on the ear rubs he loved so much to come to my side of the room and lay down at my feet.
“I can’t believe the day the heart of the great Zayd Khaldun has been caught has finally arrived!” Her contagious laugh rang out into the modest room.
I held my lips together, hoping not to show my hilarity at the situation.
Zayd’s features took on his customary frustrated expression as he rolled his eyes and tensed his jaw. The little darkness of the room seemed to reach forward to console their master, clustering around him. That made it even harder for me to hold in my laugh, so I decided to venture into the conversation I came here for, instead.
Fenrir was the first to look up at me from his comfortable spot on the burgundy carpet; his brown eye found mine before any of the others did.
What a smart creature. I smiled down at him, confident I had at least the support of the majestic wolf.
“Well guys, I just spoke with Tefnut.” The bickering immediately stopped, and all eyes turned to me, Zayd’s lilac ones bright and pensive, Neith’s clever hazel ones showcasing curiosity and amusement.
“I went to speak to her because I wanted to ask about the Roman assassin that was sent our way and wanted to know how to proceed.”
Zayd had returned after weeks of meeting with scouts and spies alike to discuss their findings. Apparently, another sicario had been sent by the Imperium in a further attempt to kill him. The Imperium hated Zayd’s power and loathed even more that he had slipped between their fingers too many times to count.
After a brief pause, I went on, “Also, I asked about our recruit, the girl.”
“Why?” Zayd interrupted defensively while sitting up a little straighter.
“Because you may see a beautiful woman, but I see a powerful one. I wanted to know who she is and what we are to do,” I rebutted.
“Oh, trust me, it wasn’t beauty that drew me to her first,” Zayd chortled.
Neith huffed and rolled her eyes emphatically as she jested, “It was his dirty mind, Chione. Don’t take this one seriously.”
“What was it, then?” I asked Zayd, suppressing my grin.
His answer was pensive and serious.
“Her perfume,” he cocked his head as if trying to remember her essence, “She... she smelled like home.”
“Well, brother, I never thought I’d say this, but you sound like a dog right now,” Neith teased.
Fenrir whined, offended.
I looked carefully at my brother, not in blood, but in spirit. He appeared wistful and nostalgic, an expression we didn’t often get to see him wear. I was sure Zayd was, at his core, a very meditative person. However, he rarely allowed us to see that vulnerable side of him. His comment about the girl’s perfume, though, was a hidden hint to a deeper truth. Goddesses knew how important the sense of smell was for the original Netjers. I made a mental note to discuss this with Akil.
“What powers do you see in her?” Zayd asked curiously.
I replied as honestly as I could.
“I am not sure yet. But I have seen her eyes. We all know very well that eyes don’t lie. She possesses power. I still don’t know which one, but she does. Tefnut agreed.”
“So, what did your Goddess tell you to do?” Neith interrupted my thoughts with a serious tone.
“Tefnut told me we should enrol the new girl in our sedjem. As for the assassin, Akil should go to Rome in search of them, but not yet.”
“Not yet?” Neith blurted, perplexed.
“What does not yet mean? In a month, or tomorrow?”
I knew it was hard for someone who had never spoken directly with the Gods to understand and trust our conversations. After all, we communicated through holy symbols, figures, and concepts—the hieroglyphics etched onto our skin were the proof.
When the Netjers communicated with us, we just knew what they meant, without questions or doubt; that was part of the divine power of faith.
“It means Chione will know when the time is right. However, enrolling Lylah into our sedjem might prove much harder than we think. She does not trust me, nor like me after what happened,” replied the Strategos, much regret colouring his voice. Though I could not miss the irritated glance he gave Neith.
“Well, Tefnut disagrees. She thinks you are the only one who can convince her, brother,” I asserted softly.
“How? She thinks I lied to her, and that Neith is my woman. I don’t think she will listen to me.”
Zayd’s eyes darkened as he yanked his black hair away from his face with frustrated force; the strands resisted momentarily before finally relenting as if releasing the tension held within.
“And this right here is one of the many reasons why I don’t date men.” Neith rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. She always knew what to do and say to lighten the mood. I fought back a laugh.
“What? What did I do now, Neith, to further stain your opinion of men?” Zayd heaved an exasperated sigh.
Fenrir closed the distance between him and our Strategos, gently bumping his nose against his leg in a solidarity gesture.
“It’s not my opinion of men that matters right now, but Lylah’s. You are so blind, Zayd. All you have to do is go fucking talk to the girl, and tell her the truth. Instead, you are here brooding about the past all over my favourite chair,” Neith replied, flustered.
I interjected, “In truth, I have never known you to be the type to give up easily.”
Zayd looked up at me from the worn leather chair he was sitting on, his eyes filled with confusion and, worst of all, hope.
What a fragile but formidable thing hope was.
“Just go and talk with the girl.” I smiled at him, the kind of reassuring expression I always gave him when I knew he needed it the most.
“I, on the other hand, will be the one who bears the least pleasant conversation of us all.”
The general and the lieutenant both chuckled.
“Oh yes, we all know how much Akil hates Rome. Good luck with that,” Neith snickered.



CHAPTER XXI
Know thyself deathless and able to know all things, all arts, sciences, the way of every life. Become higher than the highest height and lower than the lowest depth. Amass in thyself all senses of animals, fire, water, dryness and moistness. Think of thyself in all places at the same time, earth, sea, sky, not yet born, in the womb, young, old, dead, and in the after death state. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
Iwas absolutely reeling from all the information acquired during history class. Apparently, most of what I had been taught by Master Titus about the Kemetic Pantheon was as close to a lie as it could be.
I wasn’t sure when or how I had arrived at my dormitory; all I remembered was hurrying back and closing the door behind me, before getting absorbed in Professor Chione’s book once more.
I had always been taught that Ra stood as the reigning deity of the Egyptian Pantheon, with Horus as his esteemed offspring, holding the second-highest position.
However, the truth was quite different.
When the Gods had departed for the Field of Reeds, the Romans and Greeks, in an attempt to make the Egyptian Pantheon more relatable, chose to represent Ra, God of the Sun, as their equivalent to Zeus. Contrary to common belief, Horus wasn’t the direct child of Ra, but rather his great-great-grandchild, and the first of many children of Ausir and Eset. He was part of a larger divine lineage, making him less extraordinary than commonly thought. Conversely, Ashai, their first female daughter, was an important member of the Egyptian Pantheon, as she was the first ever to marry a human man, birthing the first demigod offsprings and commencing what would later be called the Netjerit Progeny. The Imperium had completely erased her from history.
Furthermore, Eset, regarded by Egyptians as the Queen of the Pantheon, held a power surpassing that of any other deity, both preceding and succeeding her. Her name, meaning literally The Throne, was gifted to her by the other Gods to reflect her elevated and prominent status.
Shoshan’s lecture shed light on the fact that it was Eset’s line, particularly her female descendants, who ascended to become Empresses in the absence of the Gods. This honour, traditionally associated with women, had been erased from the history of my land.
Even the terminology used to determine and count the years—a.E.—should have been a giveaway of the importance of Eset in the Kemetic Pantheon, and yet people rarely question things that may expose uncomfortable truths.
Interestingly, the Hellenes and the Romans, disturbed by the idea of a female head of the Pantheon, adjusted history to align with their cultural preferences.
According to Shoshan, the Romans went as far as altering the colours traditionally linked to various Egyptian Gods and Goddesses, switching the prestigious gold, which had long symbolised Eset, with the warm orange attributed to Ra.
Fucking absurd.
After living surrounded by egotistical men all my life, I ought not to be surprised by their audacity and their controlling ways. Though changing history and substituting the Queen of another land’s Pantheon with a man felt truly preposterous.
During the long hours of reading in my room, I also uncovered a fascinating revelation: all animals traced their lineage back to the divine realms. It appeared that the Gods themselves created what were now considered mythical beings, including dragons, phoenixes, sphinxes, minotaurs, and basilisks, and it was from the intermingling of these mythical creatures that other races were brought into existence.
Reptilians, as it turned out, were direct descendants of the union between dragons and basilisks. Mammals found their origins in sphinxes, while birds could be traced back to phoenixes. Most fish, intriguingly, arose from the union of naddahas and other reptilian creatures.
I couldn’t pinpoint the reason, but these notions felt strangely innate, as if they were echoes of something I had always known deep within.
During the class and my personal reading, I hadn’t dived yet into any war or conflict, but I was quite interested in seeing how many more lies I had been fed in my years as a slave.
The most terrifying and hurtful aspect of all these discoveries was perhaps the betrayal of Master Titus. He was the one who had imparted to me his love for history and truth, but all he had taught me were lies—lies to keep us in check, lies to make us love an unlovable empire, lies to control, and lies to manipulate. It compelled me to start questioning everything I had learned in that wretched place.
Of course, all that knowledge did not change my plans much. The arrangements were still the same: I would kill the general and get my freedom. Not much about what I would do after that was clear, yet the promise of freedom was more than enough to keep me going.
***
A magical artefact and a long-forgotten prophecy invaded my ludicrous dreams and my fitful sleep. I awoke with a startle. Chione’s book lay haphazardly sprawled on the bed, open to page two-hundred and fifty-seven, marking the end of a lengthy chapter on mythical creatures.
I stood and observed the still-dormant camp from my tiny window. It wasn’t dawn yet, but I could glimpse the first rays of sunshine illuminating the eastern horizon, creating a ring of fire around the edge of the world. The loud noises of my erratic nightmares gave way to the calming buzz of Athens’ wildlife, the soft cicadas and melodic birds filling the silent city.
I grabbed the history book and put it on the small nightstand next to Master Titus’s gift, the mysterious tome that held more questions than answers. Looking at its dark leather brought forth recollections of my old master that stabbed at my heart. Maybe I could bring it to Chione to get it translated and finally get some answers, though she might ask unwelcome questions about the forbidden book, to which I would have no response.
Pushing the thought from my mind, I got ready for another day as a Greek recruit.
After another delectable breakfast, Farouk and I were sticking together, lingering at the rear of the group as we made our way to our first training session.
The day’s agenda promised a thorough exploration of hand-to-hand combat techniques.
Contrary to what most people thought, judging by my petite frame and soft curves, I was highly proficient in unarmed combat. Since my early years as a warrior slave, I had exhibited remarkable skill in scimitar fighting and physical confrontations, leveraging my agility to overcome larger adversaries.
I had devoted myself to mastering various techniques, drawing inspiration from a book Master Titus had lent me on Kemetic warfare.
This text introduced me to the art of Egyptian wrestling, a discipline distinct from its Roman counterpart. Egyptian wrestling relied on principles of leverage, angles, pressure, timing, and an understanding of human anatomy to achieve submission with the least possible violence. It was a rare combat form where being smaller and more agile conferred a distinct advantage.
We reached the training courtyard, covered in a fine layer of golden sand, its surface textured by the tiny grains that crunched softly beneath our feet. The sunlight played with the particles, creating a warm and inviting atmosphere in the sandy expanse. The air carried a subtle scent of earthiness and petrichor; the courtyard seemed to blend seamlessly with the surrounding landscape, offering a natural and tranquil setting.
During our usual warm-up led by Lieutenant Karras, I went through the most relevant moves with Farouk, making sure I laid down the fundamentals of combat.
The more I observed the beautiful lieutenant, the more her strength, pride, and confidence grew obvious. She reminded me so much of Annika, my dear friend and lover. At the thought, the grief of her recent loss made itself known, clouding my heart and soul like a viscous spiderweb would with its prey.
Unexpectedly, as the lesson unfolded, the stunning redhead departed.
“Ready to get down to business? Warm-ups won’t save you in battle.”
That voice. The resonant depth of its tone. The chilling sensation, like an icy wind tracing along my spine...
Zayd.
In the initial weeks of our training, the Strategos had kept a low profile, staying uninvolved in our exercises. This suited me well, as his absence allowed me to maintain a sense of control and spared me from contending with his infuriating charisma and my ill-advised attraction. His presence proved to be perplexing and unsettling, to say the least.
Up until now, I had managed to confine all emotions tied to this man within that small, hidden—and thankfully fortified—corner of my mind.
If I aimed to murder him successfully, distancing myself from any sentiments towards him became imperative. Thus, enclosing those feelings within that discreet little box seemed like the most prudent course of action.
I double-checked its locks and sturdiness for good measure.
His hypnotic lilac eyes immediately found mine across the sunny courtyard, his gaze a tangible brand on my skin, while the soft autumn breeze ruffled his shoulder-length hair, accentuating his powerful jaw and muscular neck.
Oh, benevolent Amon, why enhance his appeal further? Show mercy on me.
A small smile played on the general’s lips, professedly mocking my inner thoughts.
Theron’s comment from my right shook me from my musings. “I told you. We have to get rid of her.”
If I had any doubts about who her may be, they dispersed as soon as I saw him and the cadet he was whispering to, looking straight at me.
I made the conscious decision to completely ignore the group of limp-dicks—as Annika and I would have called them during our adolescence. The thought, though brief, brought a soft smile to my lips and nostalgia to my heart.
I turned towards the centre of the courtyard, which could easily fit thousands of soldiers, where Zayd stood. As he demonstrated some manoeuvres for the crowd to repeat under the morning sun, I found myself unable to look away.
His dark hair glinted in the sunlight, each strand kissed by the morning light. His black leather attire melded to the contours of his well-defined physique, accentuating the chiselled muscles beneath. Right here, he appeared like a living sculpture, his every move etched with grace and strength. The sunlight played upon his features, highlighting his flawless bronze complexion, and the allure that seemed to emanate effortlessly from him. 
I tried to look away on multiple occasions, but it was as if the morning sun had conspired to cast him in the most enchanting light, turning a mere practice into an irresistible spectacle.
And when a drop of sweat traced Zayd’s forehead, caressing the raw edges of his scar, before moving to the bow of his full lips, I wondered just how that drop would taste.
Once Zayd completed the first round of moves, he ordered, “Get into couples and practice what you have just seen. I’ll come around the yard to check your forms individually. By the end of this combat class, one of you will be chosen to spar with another. Remember, training is the only place where failure doesn’t incur death for a soldier. Make use of it.”
His eyes sought mine again, spanning the expanse of the clearing. As always, I felt ensnared and enchanted by the depth of his eyes, my body immediately responding to his gaze as it would to a physical touch.
At this specific moment, I fully comprehended the precariousness of my situation: if a single stare from the man turned my rational brain into jelly, how on earth was I going to muster the will to kill him?
***
After a few hours of training in couples—which felt much harder to do with Zayd’s heavy gaze on me—the general’s commanding voice echoed across the training yard.
“Lylah. You have shown outstanding talent today. Hence, you will be the first to square off in combat. Your opponent will be Theron. Whoever wins gets the chance to fight me.”
His lips curved into a cocky smile.
Of course, it has to be me.
I suppressed a grimace, and after sharing a quick look with a sickened Farouk, I sent a quick prayer for patience to Thoth, God of Wisdom.
As I approached the centre of the courtyard, my heart picked up speed, both in ire at Zayd’s choice and at his closeness, which brought forth images of our heated moments in the den. I needed to remain calm and in control of my emotions if I wanted to prove myself.
Firstly, I wasn’t going to let the arrogant limp-dick in front of me win; it was indeed the perfect opportunity for me to show him exactly who he was antagonising with his childish behaviour.
Secondly, fighting against the Strategos would allow me to better asses my opponent’s abilities; after all, it was either my freedom or his life.
Just as I reached the arena, I noticed our audience had doubled; veterans and army workers alike poured into the courtyard, joining the rest of the cadets to attend the show, creating a buzz of anticipation that added to the one pumping through my veins.
Theron gifted me a smug grin, one I couldn’t wait to wipe off his pretentious face, before he positioned himself in front of me. I couldn’t see any red line dictating our fighting circle like I was used to in the Imperium, but that came with an inherent advantage. I was used to fighting in a confined space, where each movement had to be calculated and weighted against the possibility of ending up outside of the ring. Here, I had no such qualms.
I returned Theron’s smile with a cruel one of my own and mentally prepared to embrace that sacred space in my mind, where time and distraction didn’t exist; my only focus was survival.
Meanwhile, Zayd circled us with long, purposeful strides. His hands were clasped behind his back, and his expression carried gravity as he presented the rules to the crowd.
“The first recruits’ combat starts now!”
Theron immediately swung at my face. An unfortunate move from his side as he left an opening for me to kick him in his gut. He didn’t so easily go down; instead, he countered with a punch of his own, which found a place on my left rib. I instinctively held my rib and lifted my chin; I wouldn’t be so easily beaten either.
I slipped a punch from Theron to my stomach and landed a jab of my own, right in his face, causing his bottom lip to bleed. As soon as he realised I drew blood, an expression of rage took over his features; his icy-blue eyes looked ready to freeze me to death.
“You fucking cunt, I will kill you!” he shouted, a red tinge colouring his pale face. It baffled me how these morons sounded all the same; Crixus had said something similar before I handed his ass to him, and his cousin, too.
Tension seemed to sizzle in the air, just like before a lightning storm.
Theron soon kicked my legs from under me, his features promising revenge. The air whooshed out of my lungs as I fell to the ground. With outstanding speed for his frame, he positioned himself on top of me and started swinging at my head—brawl fighter.
I covered my face and breasts with both my forearms, as best I could, while attempting to disentangle my legs from his body. Because of the arrogance of his anticipated win, he forgot to cover his back. I slid lower under his body and, with a swift knee to his nape, I eventually managed to get him off me, pushing him to the sand headfirst.
I wasted no time hooking my arms around his neck, and with his face on the ground and his back to me, I grabbed one of his arms and pulled it in a swift manoeuvre towards his opposite hips, creating a painful lock on his almost-dislocated shoulder.
Theron shouted, unable to contain the anguish.
There was no trace left of the smug recruit who was standing in front of me just minutes before; instead, was a whining kid. Perhaps the Gods never created women to be the stronger sex because men were never created to withstand any form of pain.
“Well, it seems we have a winner,” beamed Zayd.
A proud smile adorned his handsome face, a stark contrast to the disconcerted expressions filling the courtyard.
As his words left his lips, the most curious thing happened: eerie coils of shadows descended upon the Strategos, enveloping his figure and creating an uncanny aura around him. With it, a high-pitched ringing started in my ears, not too loud, almost as if whispered by the autumn breeze itself. No one else seemed to perceive it, not even the general, who went on talking as if nothing was occurring.
Maybe I am finally going mad.
“As I am sure your Syntagmatarchis has taught you so far, size and muscle don’t really matter... if they aren’t guided by a clear mind.
“Lylah here has used her agility and wit to her advantage, while Theron thought raw force would get him the win he felt entitled to.” His commanding voice resumed his speech.
“Whatever privilege you think you have in this life, whatever gift and respect you were promised, will die as soon as you step foot into a battlefield. Getting rid of it beforehand might be your only salvation.”
Zayd said the last few words directly to Theron, whose embarrassment was evident as he held his injured shoulder.
I hadn’t anticipated a soldier, let alone a general of a foreign army, to concur with me and acknowledge the human ego as a weakness. Until now, the warrior men I had encountered had revelled in their self-absorption, deeming themselves invincible simply because they could crush someone’s face.
My short admiration for Zayd’s views died as quickly as he reopened his mouth.
“So, Lylah, are you ready for the real challenge today?”
I schooled my expression, refusing to fall into whatever trap he was trying to lure me into, and rewarded him with the most acidic smile I could muster.
Theron had left his spot in the arena, fuming more than the hot sand beneath our shoes, as he walked back to the others.
The moment the general and I squared off for battle, there was an undeniable tension in the air. His body, despite his height and stoutness, was as fluid as the soft wind caressing our hair. I didn’t know what to expect from this fight, but it wasn’t the elegant desert cat standing before me.
At first, our movements were almost coordinated, a dance of precision and anticipation. The dark shadows and the ringing soon faded in the throes of the tautness that sucked all the air and sound from the arena.
Having Zayd’s undivided attention and having my concentration absorbed by him was a surprisingly welcomed experience. Nothing else existed or lived but us, the sand under our feet, and the fight in our hearts.
I was trying to decipher his weaknesses while dodging his initial hits and vice versa. However, I couldn’t seem to find any; Zayd’s physique was a weapon in itself: too fluid and agile for his stature and too strong for his speed.
I couldn’t seem to get an opening.
The proximity and touch ignited a palpable heat, an electric charge that lingered between us. It was more than the clash of bodies; it was a collision of something unspoken, a magnetic force drawing us closer.
As the fight intensified, unpredictably, he appeared to slow down and take a different approach, which allowed me to gain the upper hand, my every move calculated and swift. Adrenaline surged through my veins, a heady mix of triumph and anticipation.
I had finally landed my first successful combination—a kick to the rib, a punch to the nose, and an uppercut to the chin—when Zayd’s prowess emerged once again.
Just as I wanted to swing his feet from under him, he grabbed my outstretched leg and smacked me hard onto the ground. It wasn’t the fall to the ground that stained my cheeks red with embarrassment, but rather the absolute clarity that his touch on my leg—albeit brief—created such primal heat inside of me.
As soon as I hit the ground, I kicked my leg hard on one of his own, destabilising his balance and taking him down to the ground with me.
He recovered quickly, his body having barely touched the ground before he positioned himself on top of me, but I wouldn’t let down so easily. I couldn’t allow him to attack from his vantage point; it would have been my end. So I locked my legs around his neck, holding back his particularly enormous upper body.
He...
He fucking smiled, a cocky and sensual grin that made me utterly aware of the position we were currently in.
I was choking him, but he seemed content to die, suffocated centimetres from my most intimate parts. The realisation made me feverish, but I didn’t let go.
His arms locked my own in a vice-like grip as his body pressed harder into mine. I was extremely aware of every point in which our frames touched each other, every crevice that melded perfectly with that of the other, every gold speck that swam in those amethyst pools, framed by the darkest of lashes.
His brisk and musky scent permeated the surrounding air, flooding my senses. He was so unnervingly beautiful that even his angry scar seemed to enhance the unearthly canvas that was his face.
My breath hitched; all I could see, all I could feel, all I could breathe was him. My body—the backstabbing bitch—warmed and squirmed at his proximity.
I had always possessed the ability to shut off any unwelcome thoughts during battle. That’s why I loved fighting so much—it allowed me to escape from my mind and reality for a time.
However, with Zayd, everything seemed different. Everything was different.
His face came impossibly closer, his lips only inches from mine, as my legs strained to keep him at a distance.
With one of his unnaturally big hands, he managed to remove some of the pressure my legs created around his neck.
Shivers ran from the point on my upper thigh, where his fingers lay, to my very core.
“Hello, Wael,” his gravelly voice rang in my ear, surely low enough for only me to hear. His tone caused a shudder to run across my spine.
I suppressed a scream of frustration, snarling instead.
“My name is Lylah. What does Wael even mean?”
My sentence was only interrupted by my harsh intake of breath.
“Let’s make a deal, Wael,” he started, sounding not nearly as winded as I was.
“You come to another date with me, and I will answer all your questions.”
It was an interesting offer; I could admit that much, though very dangerous. Spending time with the man wouldn’t help me kill him; every interaction seemed to only make him more appealing. I couldn’t risk that. Nonetheless, the idea of finally being able to get some answers was just as tempting.
Just as the thought crossed my mind, the general took a deep intake of breath, his nose so close to...
Was he smelling me?
Another one of his irresistible and irritating grins spread across his face, answering my question.
“You are disgusting,” I seethed, sounding more frustrated than enraged.
“And you, Wael, smell delicious.”
He licked his lips and easily removed my legs from around his neck.
The move was purposeful and intentional, lazy almost. He wanted to know that he had allowed my legs to squeeze his neck for as much as he wanted to. Like a pliant doll in his capable hands, he moved me down his body in a languid motion, repositioning my locked legs behind his lower back. While he was doing that though, I managed to untangle one of my arms and elbow him squared in the face, causing his plush lips to bleed. He only offered another one of his feral and savage grins.
Before I could hit him one more time, he grabbed my free arm—my only extricated limb—and brought it over my head. The position became—too—intimate, yet I did nothing to prevent that from happening.
We were at eye level now, and I had no inkling why I let him do that, let him manoeuvre me as if I was nothing more than a sack of potatoes, without rebelling.
If I was honest with myself, I enjoyed every touch and every point of contact between our bodies, probably because I’d never had much of it in my life, if not for the one incited by violence.
I only fought the attraction harder.
I tried to wiggle free from his grip, deciding my time for sweetness was over, ineptly causing my ass to slide lower, until... I felt Zayd’s hardness near my navel. A soft whimper escaped my lips unchecked.
Perhaps it was the embarrassment of that soft moan that had just escaped me, or Zayd’s fiery glint as I made it, that allowed me to gather my strengths and finally push him off me. We started tumbling onto the ground, and I finally managed to rise on top of him.
Silly move.
Everything only felt more intense.
“I want to hear you make many more of those, Wael,” he panted.
“Not a chance in the entire empire,” I pushed through gritted teeth, still ashamed of my earlier slip. I hammered a few punches to his handsome face from my current vantage point, but no violence seemed to wipe off his smug grin.
“As previously offered, I win, and you come on a second date with me,” he pushed, grasping my right arm and twisting it in a painful lock.
“And you answer all my questions,” I added, my breath short.
I was unsure why I had said that. I had already decided it was a bad move to spend more time with him than necessary, but I also needed this to be over. I needed to gain space and distance from the maddening haze he had caused.
“Deal.” A crazed smile played across his lips, the golden flecks in his eyes dancing like shining stars.
“Deal,” I seethed.
As soon as I agreed, he spun from under me with unearthly speed and manoeuvred me into a lock, with my arms pinned to the ground and my legs blocked by his own limbs.
The realisation hit me unbidden: I had been royally screwed. All this time, he had been holding back, trying to see if I would fall to his demands.
Stupid, stupid Lylah.
Zayd’s victory had a hint of approval in his words as he declared for all to hear, “Not bad, Lylah. You still have much to improve, but for your first combat, it’s commendable.”
Prick.
He rose, offering his hand for me to take. I swatted it away, choosing not to accept it, and stood on my own, wiping the residues of sand from my leather pants.
The Strategos added, “Don’t let this defeat weigh you down. No one has won a hand-to-hand combat against me, yet.”
Arrogant prick.
I hated him, and yet, I hated myself just a little bit more.
A knowing smile brightened his expression as he murmured, “Don’t worry, Wael, I will redeem my winner’s prize very soon.”
I didn’t dare answer; the realisation of his win mingled with the lingering intensity and the disappointment of my loss left me breathless. The heated exchange in the arena mirrored the charged atmosphere between us, a sensation that refused to dissipate with the end of the fight.
Zayd’s eyes swept across the assembled recruits, reliving me of their fervour.
“Well done, everyone. The essence of hand-to-hand combat lies not just in strength, but also in strategy, agility, and resilience. Today’s lessons are the foundation upon which you will build your skills. Remember, every fall is an opportunity to rise stronger. Now go, replenish your strengths at lunch. We have much more to cover in the days ahead.”
I sensed his gaze following me the moment I departed from my spot in the sandy yard, heading towards Farouk.
When I was about three meters away from my friend, a foreboding shadow emerged, capturing my attention. Instinctively, I pivoted to face the approaching threat—every cell of my being screamed in alarm, signalling the imminent danger.
The sequence of events that ensued formed a jumbled mess in my mind, a chaotic episode that I would replay in slow motion repeatedly over the following days.
All that stood out in my memory was the sight of my long, dark hair twirling in front of my face, the sudden realisation of a pointed knife hurtling towards me, the instinctive reflex of stretching my right arm protectively in front of my face, and, moments later, witnessing liquid metal pooling on the ground in front of me, creating a deep hole in the dry terrain instead of stabbing my face.
Loud gasps around me were the only thing daring to pierce the silence that had taken over the arena, followed by a single whispered word: “Witch.”



CHAPTER XXII – AKIL
What is written on the brow will inevitably be seen by the eye. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
The mesmerising first autumn lights filtered into the classroom, donning colour and brightness to the space.
It brought me back to a time when I often fought with the previous general to convert this ancient building into more than an emblem of Greece’s old glory. He hadn’t allowed it.
Of course, when Zayd was put in charge, it was the first thing I had asked him to do.
One of the many reasons I wanted to make use of this building was its luminous alabaster, which reminded me so much of home. A big part of Thoth’s temple was made of this versatile substance. An intriguing material indeed; it could appear like a bulky rock, but also like an elegant and almost see-through marble, depending on the hands that sculpted it; fluid and adaptable, like the best of men.
Oh, how I missed my ancient land! This deep desire was something that I shared with my hetaireia: we couldn’t wait for all of this to be over and return to our ancestral roots. What we would find there and how we’d rebuild our ancient home was a whole different conversation.
I left the papyrus and quill on my desk and reached the wide windows. It was almost mid-autumn now, and the leaves displayed an array of warm colours, from dark burgundy to bright gold. The rain had left Athens with the morning light, the grey clouds moving east with the blazing winds.
Year after year, I loved this season. It was as if Geb himself came down to Earth and dyed the mane of each tree a different colour, a canvas ready to be painted in earnest.
A soft knock distracted me from my reverie.
“Hello, brother.”
Chione’s gentle smile was a welcomed sight. I hadn’t talked with my hetaireia in a few days, and much needed to be discussed.
She soon covered the distance between us and admired the beauty of the season for a few silent moments.
Neither I nor Chione ever needed many words to understand each other; it was in the silences between us that we often found comfort.
“Do you remember the first time we left Kemet in search of Zayd?”
The memory sent a jolt of fear through me. She was recalling one of the hardest times in our lives.
“What a desperate time,” I incurred.
“Yes, and after years of searching, we still hadn’t found him,” she murmured, purpose in her voice.
“Instead, the Gods brought us to Neith, who, in turn, brought us to Zayd.”
A tight-lipped smile spread across my face at the memory.
“Yes, I remember.”
“I have a feeling me and you will soon go through another similar hardship, Akil.”
Seriousness tainted her voice.
“Or another enlightening adventure, as the Gods would call it,” I offered.
I knew why she came. She had a similar conversation with her Goddess to the one I recently held with Thoth.
Chione gifted me a smile of her own now.
“I know I will have to go to Rome soon, Chione. If that is what you came here to inform me about, don’t fret, sister. I have known for a while.”
A soft sigh escaped my lips.
I hated Rome. And by hate, I meant utterly abhorred the city: the foul smell, the poverty, and above all else, the greed.
“How long have you known?” she asked, surprised and relieved she wouldn’t have to be the one delivering the unsavoury news.
“I received word a few weeks before the recruitment process started. And, before you ask, I didn’t tell you all because I knew more important things would come between then and the time I would need to leave. Something is stirring, Chione. Something big.”
Now, gravity coloured my tone, too.
“I feel it as well, Akil. Aside from the slave sent from Rome, a greater evil is rousing. Though, as you well know, the Gods are keeping the balance.”
My interest peaked, and I turned toward my dear friend.
“Wedjet’s descendants have woken,” she said as soon as my eyes met her turquoise ones.
I chortled, “This is awesome news, Chione!”
“It is. However, we won’t be able to intervene for the time being. Tefnut believes Wedjet’s progeny have a journey ahead. One they will need to complete before we can meet.”
“Oh, I thought perhaps my trip to Rome would have something to do with that.”
A genuine smile immediately brightened Chione’s face.  
“Oh, trust me, it will. Much is in store for us, Akil. The Goddess thinks we both have ahead of us a very similar journey, in opposite directions and with opposite challenges. Alas, the paths have been drawn, and we must follow them.”
“I feared as much,” I replied pensively: much was still unclear. But that was the life of a descendant, one filled with more questions than answers, one that would ultimately drive us crazy if we lacked faith in our ancestors and their powers.
“Or, perhaps Akil, you should be excited.”
She smiled, her gaze never leaving the busy courtyard.
“Excited to go to Rome? Sister, I thought you knew me better than that.”
I scoffed, and she chuckled.
After long minutes of comfortable quiet, Chione resumed talking, “I came to talk about something else, too.”
“Lylah,” I anticipated, “I saw something powerful in that girl the moment she stepped foot into the courtyard.”
But it wasn’t only her power that drew my attention to the girl. It was the soft lines of her almond eyes, the defiance that they exhumed.
She reminded me so much of Asenath. The thought of her always threatened to cleave my soul in two.
“I am glad, but unsurprised, that you agree,” Chione continued, “we should welcome her into our sedjem.”
I made a noise of assent.
“We should invite her and that young boy that seems to follow her like a lost pup. If she isn’t alone, we might have more chances of convincing her. Also, she loves a bit of a challenge.”
“Sounds good. I will work on Farouk—the lost pup,” she clarified, as a gust of wind ruffled the two curly strands left outside of Chione’s moss-green head wrap.
“Good,” I said. “Please tell the others we should all keep an eye on the girl. I heard the recruits talk about hurting her. Their thoughts are so impure, Chione. I am rather scared for her. I know she can defend herself, but no one should have to deal with that kind of hate simply because they possess a different reproductive system.”
I sighed.
“Agreed,” Chione replied. “I’d be glad to see what kind of lesson Zayd has in store for them, should they try anything.”
“Mmm, Zayd. Can you believe the man hasn’t been with a woman in decades and the first he goes for is the only female cadet we get in years?” I cackled.
Chione laughed and added, “The Gods’ humour is unparalleled. But I guess we should have figured that he prefers the hard-to-get.”
I concurred, “I suppose.”
“Since we are on topic, Zayd said something about why he was attracted to her in the first place. Albeit nothing, I felt I should bring it up to you.”
I nodded, curious. “Sure thing.”
“He said he was attracted to her perfume. She... erm...” I had never known Chione to stutter or unable to find her words, which only piqued my interest further.
“Zayd said she smells like home,” as the words left her full lips, another cool breeze disturbed the linen curtains and the many papyruses on my desk, a few dancing softly with the wind before inexorably tumbling onto the ground, like fallen leaves on their last gentle journey to the soil.
“He said what?” I gulped.
“You heard me, Akil,” her reply was stern.
“Are you sure he used those exact words, Chione?”
I couldn’t believe my ears. Perhaps I was reading too much into it, but if my instincts were correct, it would change everything; it had the potential to reshape our world.
“Yes, Akil. I am sure. Why? Does this have anything to do with the Shen?”
“Maybe, dear sister. And if it does, you know what this means, right?” I murmured, not trusting my voice.
Chione’s eyes went wide with promise as she found mine, equally filled with uncertainty, and after many years, delicate, dangerous hope too.
***
After a few glasses of sweet wine, Chione left the classroom to tend to her infirmary duties. I was always left invigorated after a talk with my sister, and today was no different. The sun had run its course for the day and left the room with her.
I lit the oil lamp and went to collect the fallen papers. Two were of scribbled notes—more like a jumbled mess—I had taken in the last weeks trying to decipher an old text, hoping to find more about the prophecy, but the last papyrus stopped me in my tracks.
Drawn on the page were hieroglyphic symbols: a long rectangle, a thick and long upside-down u, and an eye with a ribbon on top.
The Kemetic symbol for Alabaster was etched clearly on the page.
I smiled brightly; finally, a sign! The Gods were watching closely. And they would only do that if things were about to get interesting.



CHAPTER XXIII
There is none more blind than he who doesn’t want to see. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
The arena was in a great uproar. The word witch wasn’t being whispered anymore, but shouted into the air accusatorily, like an unrelenting master with his worst-behaving slave.
The whole ordeal reminded me of my time in Caligo, though, contrary to here, I would have been dragged to the whipping post by now. I was coming to realise that, at least in this aspect, Greece and Rome weren’t all that different: incomprehensible things women did—not that there was any effort on their part to try to understand them—were always chucked down to us being witches.
I guessed it was easier for a man to sleep at night believing us to be horrid sorceresses that dabbled in dark magic, rather than accepting us to be equally powerful.
Farouk—bless him—positioned himself between me and the angry crowd of cadets, a lonely dagger in his right hand. Notwithstanding the confusion of what had just happened, I felt lucid and present, yet it was as if I was assisting the scene from a point outside of myself, as a bystander rather than the person in the middle of it all. It was a bizarre experience for me.
“That is enough!” The Strategos’ tone turned low and dangerous, reminiscent of the deep rumble of thunder announcing an incoming storm.
“Recruits, it is mealtime. Whoever isn’t in the common hall eating in the next five minutes will skip lunch today and will take over the cleaning duties for the week.”
I felt Zayd’s unmistakable presence in the shivers that ran down my scalp and in his musky perfume, floating on the slight breeze.
The cadets scattered in a matter of seconds, abandoning the courtyard. Only Theron, a few of his goons, Farouk, and I were left standing on the sandy floor.
With his usual elegance, like a cat stalking its prey, the Strategos made his way towards us.
Theron murmured, too low for Zayd to hear where he stood, “You should watch your back, witch. I will make it my mission to kill you and eradicate evil from this platoon.”
Farouk blanched, just for a brief moment, so fast I thought I imagined it, before his features hardened into a scathing look. I had never seen him so angry.
“You will have to step over my dead body, Theron.”
Despite being new to anyone defending me, I was glad my friend had my back. Though I feared what taking my side would mean for him in a place like this, I didn’t want to be the reason for any of his troubles. He needed to be here to support his family; I wasn’t going to be the cause of his failure.
I put my hand on his shoulder and shook my head. “It’s ok, Farouk. Go to lunch. The general is here. They won’t do anything to me with him here.”
I offered him an awkward smile, hoping to incite a sense of confidence in him, one I currently didn’t possess myself. 
“Farouk, Theron, and you three may go to lunch.” Zayd’s voice held a barely contained violence in it. The look he gave Theron could have withered the most robust of trees, a gaze I never hoped would be directed at me.
Theron opened his mouth, but nothing came out. His face contorted into an expression of fear as he held his throat, signalling that something was wrong.
What in all the realms is going on?
I exchanged a worried look with Farouk before he left for the canteen.
“I am not going to repeat myself, Theron. Get the fuck out of my face or that annoying voice of yours isn’t coming back anytime soon,” Zayd’s words were accompanied by a snarl that would have terrified a lesser man.
Theron paled even further; his normally icy eyes were filled with fright as he gave me one last look and left for the common hall.
“And you,” Zayd said as soon as Theron wasn’t within earshot anymore.
His eyes seemed to soften when he turned toward me, but that may very well have been my own wishful thinking.
“Come with me.”
I followed his imposing frame through the military camp, venturing in the direction of the building where we last held our private conversation.
Confusion enveloped my mind as I tried to process the whirlwind of events that had just transpired.
Did I actually melt the fucking dagger?
Did Zayd actually remove—if that was even the correct word—Theron’s voice?
I scoffed internally.
As if he needs to be any more powerful than he already is.
Behind the common hall, and completely obscured by it, smaller twin buildings stood. Last time, we briefly entered the one on the right. This time, it seemed Zayd was taking me to the one on the left.
The layout of the inside architecture looked identical to the other building: two doors to the left and two to the right, with a long corridor proceeding further.
Zayd directed me to the first door on the left, making his intention clear as he knocked softly on the door.
My heart was pounding so loudly, I could hear its thunderous beat in my ears. I was normally good at reading people’s expressions, but the general hadn’t spared me a glance since we had left the arena.
Unsure of what to expect, I stood a few meters behind, waiting for the door to open.
A ginger mane appeared shortly after; what small light filtered through the main entrance perfectly reflected in the copperish locks.
“Hi Helga, do you know where I can find Neith and Akil?”
What appeared to be a younger, tinier, and more delicate version of our lieutenant stood at the threshold. Her features were strikingly similar to those of the woman I assumed to be her sister; she just looked younger, shorter, and her hair was slightly more on the orange side, while our Antisyntagmatarchis’ mane was a darker tone.
Her curious green eyes, framed by a multitude of freckles, found mine from across the hallway. She briefly gazed between me and Zayd, seemingly trying to piece together what in the realms I was doing here.
“They are both in Chione’s room.” Her voice was soft, nothing like the commanding tone of her sister.
“Thank you, Helga.”
The Strategos didn’t wait for the door to close or for Helga to reply before swiftly turning on his heels and entering the room on the opposite side of the hallway, this time without knocking.
I wasn’t sure if I should have followed him or not, but since it appeared to be the private room of one of my professors, I opted to wait for an invitation before slipping past the doorway.
I could see all four of my superiors in that room.
They all looked so comfortable with each other: Neith was on the floor playing with her huge white wolf, the colonel was sitting on a chair writing something, and wearing... his pyjamas, while my history professor was sitting on the bed with a book on her lap.
I could see them talk, but no noise seemed to breach the cocoon that was Chione’s room.
Just as I realised some sort of magic was keeping me from hearing their voices, the collective gaze in the room shifted towards me.
Akil’s dark eyes exuded contemplation, Neith’s hazel gaze reflected surprise, Chione’s eyes emanated warmth and kindness, and the captivating wolf’s heterochromatic eyes held an intriguing blend of amusement and interest.
I averted my gaze from Zayd—lingering on him made me easily forget who he was and the task at hand—an indulgence I couldn’t afford.
Professor Shoshan waved her minute hand, motioning for me to come forth.
As soon as I stepped over the threshold, it was as if cotton rags were removed from my ears, and I could finally hear them properly. It felt as if passing through some sort of invisible barrier.
“Nice trick,” I said, forgetting where I was and who I was with.
“Courtesy of Chione,” beamed Neith, unfazed by my comment.
The room was as humbly furnished as my own; bright limestone and wood made up most of it. The bed was bigger and the room more spacious, but its setup and architecture were similar.
“So, Lylah, care to explain to the group why everyone outside is calling you a witch?” Zayd’s serious tone cut the niceties short.
I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms. I knew an interrogation about what had happened would eventually come, I just didn’t think they would all be assisting it.
“Because that’s what men call women when they don’t understand their powers,” I said, looking directly at the general.
“She has you there,” chuckled the lieutenant.
If there was one person I couldn’t read here, it was her. I wouldn’t have expected her to be on my side after catching Zayd and I together at the tavern, but then again, they might not have been exclusive.
The thought of them together left a sour taste in my mouth.
Zayd was about to intervene when Chione stopped him with one hand on his shoulder. He was livid, more than usual anyway, and I couldn’t understand why. His shoulders were tense, and there was a twitch to his jaw that promised retribution.
“Calm down, brother,” she started placatingly before addressing me.
“What happened, Lylah? Don’t be scared. We are here to understand what kind of powers you just manifested and how to help you harness them. You are not in any trouble.”
I couldn’t have contained my scowl even if I had tried it.
“What powers I have manifested? Harness them? Who the fuck are you people? What in the realms are you talking about? It was obviously an accident. Nothing more!”
My voice was coated with panic. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen to me from here on out, however, I didn’t think being seen as a witch would end well for me, no matter how amenable this army seemed to be.
The general sighed loudly as he passed a muscular, tattooed hand over his tense jaw, his scar looking an angrier red than usual.
“Well, Lylah, from what Zayd told us, you melted a weapon. That is what we call power. And,” I had hoped that calm and rational Akil Taher would come to my rescue, but I guessed wrong.
“Your eyes, Lylah. You bear the distinct signs of a descendant of the Gods.”
My entire focus narrowed on those last words. After a few moments of silence, which might have lasted a whole eternity, an uncontrollable laugh erupted from my chest.
I couldn’t remember the last time I had laughed so deeply that tears joined in. My outburst wasn’t at all an expression of mirth, but rather disbelief at the whole situation.
How can they think I am a descendant of any God?
If only they knew I was but a slave, they’d have been cackling, too.
“We know this may be a lot to hear, and maybe you don’t see or feel your powers yet, but no one can understand what you are going through better than the three of us,” the professor started, gesturing between her, Zayd, and Akil before I interrupted her.
“No, you guys don’t understand. I am just a regular girl. You are here talking about powers and me harnessing them, but have you thought about the fact that, perhaps, I don’t want to have any powers? We cannot all be so special.”
This was an undesirable complication.
I had a plan, and this impeded things further. It attracted unwanted attention.
First, the unnecessary attraction I felt toward Zayd; not good.
Then, unknown magical powers which needed harnessing; not good either.
Things weren’t going according to plan at all.
“You not wanting powers won’t change you having them. What will happen if you don’t harness them and learn how to control them is more and more of these random surges of uncontrolled magic. And unstable magic is very dangerous,” Akil said.
“Guys,” I started, shaking my head.
“Lylah.” Zayd’s eyes caught mine across the room, his tone so desperate I couldn’t help but look at him.
My first mistake.
He was resplendent under the subdued lights of the room. The white slash that cut through his beautiful face only increased the heartbreaking tension in my chest.
“Any power correlated with fire, warmth and light is often associated with mighty bloodlines: Wedjet’s, Thoth’s, or even Nut’s. You cannot manifest Thoth’s powers because, as you’ve learnt during history class, you can only inherit powers of the ancestors with your same gender. That’s why all Egyptian Empresses have been women, because only Eset’s daughters could inherit her power, and therefore the Throne. If you are a descendant of a powerful line, your powers will manifest more and more with time. With or without your consent. And powers that aren’t guided often become your demise. Trust me.”
I didn’t trust Zayd one bit, though his tone and the look in his amethyst eyes made me decide he knew exactly what he was talking about. The more I thought about it, the more I concluded that, if I was indeed a Netjerit, I could use this knowledge and these newfound powers to my advantage. This didn’t need to be a detour from my original plan. Perhaps it could simply be an additional stop on my journey to freedom. Though I strongly doubted anything would come from it.
“What is in it for your guys? Why are you helping me? Scared I might melt your balls by mistake?” I asked, trying to settle my nerves with some light-hearted banter.
“Now, that would be a sight to see,” giggled Neith; she was quickly becoming my favourite of the lot.
“We have been looking for descendants for centuries. Since the Gods left, Rome started plucking us out of the masses, eradicating us one by one. Your training is for your protection as much as it is for ours. If the Romans get their hands on you, they will torture you and do everything they can to find us, too.”
The Strategos’ eyes found his comrades, and a silent communication seemed to go on amongst them before he continued.
“The Imperium has been hunting the four of us for a long time.”
Ironic that they wanted to save me from the very same empire I was already saving myself from—by betraying them.
For the first time since arriving in Greece, I felt bad for the role I would have to play in dismantling this group of friends. A sharp pain sliced through my bitter heart at the thought of killing their general.
I took a deep breath and directed my mind back to the conversation. The only way to keep the ache at bay was to not think about it.
“Why? Only because you are rare descendants? And, no offence, but the lieutenant does not look like one. Why are they after her?” I demanded.
She quickly replied, “None taken. They are after me, because even without all that magical bullshit, I am still the biggest threat they had to face since the Gods left.”
Zayd interjected proudly, “Miss Karras here, is the cause of the fall of Bulgarsi.”
What? This woman is the reason for Rome’s greatest loss of land in the last century?
Bulgarsi was an area in the East of the Roman Empire. It was a great logistical and operative base for the Roman army, as it boarded with the Greek Empire. It was the shortest route for southern slaves to be brought into the Imperium.
During my time in Caligo, it was said that Bulgarsi was lost to a rebel uprising in the mines and that, to cut their losses short, the Imperium decided to move out of the region, which was now an anarchic rebel-run state.
“I thought that was the rebels,” I murmured.
“Oh, baby girl, I am the rebel.” An arrogant smirk curved Neith’s lips.
“Though I have to say, I wouldn’t have managed it without my rebel friend here,” she continued, gesturing to Zayd with a wink.
It seemed their bond ran so much deeper than mere sexual desire or friendship. The hinges of the little box in my heart where I hid all things Zayd-related shook violently the more I dwelled on their relationship.
“Enough with the chitchat,” interrupted Zayd.
Bringing down the mood seemed to be his forte.
“Your Netjerit training starts tomorrow at dawn. For your safety, you should move from your accommodation and take the free room in our building. You will be safer there than with the other recruits. Today, you put a big target on your back.”
“One, I am not leaving Farouk. Two, I am not sleeping in the same building as you. As you mentioned, I have a big enough target on my back; I don’t need an extra one. Three, powers or not, I can defend myself, general.”
My tone didn’t broker discussions.
Zayd sighed loudly, “I can’t protect you out there, Lylah. Maybe Helga can stay with Neith, and you can temporarily take her room?”
“Fine for me,” intervened the redhead.
“Not. Fine. For. Me. As I just said, I can defend myself,” I spat. 
Zayd’s body went rigid. I wasn’t sure why he looked so pissed, but he could go fuck himself for all I cared. If he wanted to protect me, the best way to do that was to steer clear of me. The other cadets would see this as yet another preferential treatment.
“Wakhashem!” he seethed.
I had no inkling what the word meant, but it was quickly becoming an unpleasant habit for Zayd to address me in a language I couldn’t understand.
I figured an insult I couldn’t comprehend couldn’t hurt me.
“Meet me two hours before your official training starts outside in the courtyard.” His voice was like a warning before a storm.
“Why do you have to be the one to train me? Why can’t Chione, who is much kinder, or Akil, who is much more patient, do it?” I protested.
I definitely didn’t want to spend more time with him than was absolutely necessary.
“Because I said so, Wakhashem.”
And just like that, he stormed out of the room, lighting fizzled in the atmosphere, and the door banging against its frame like a punch to my stomach.



CHAPTER XXIV – CLEITUS
The measure of a man is what he does with power. — Plato
Dark blood splattered on the cavernous ground, turning the grey stone into a dark auburn colour. Amarah devouring the second rabbit in a row was an odd experience.
When she had said she was starving, I was sure for what felt like an interminable amount of time that I was going to be her next prey, but contrary to her dragons, she didn’t have a knack for human meat.
Thank the merciful Gods.
Khuzaymah, the purple dragon, still regarded me with a gaze that hinted at an eagerness to turn me into her next meal; her slitted purple eyes assessed me with malice.
She ventured out for a hunt and returned with three rabbits for Amarah and a deer for each of the two dragons.
The surprising element in this entire ordeal was the ritual preceding their feast. Amarah’s gentle voice had chanted reverent words of gratitude to the Goddess Wedjet, while the two dragons hummed in unison, weaving a captivating melody that resonated through the dark cavern.
Speaking in a language I presumed to be that of the Gods, Amarah tenderly communicated with the animals. Almost magically, the five creatures quieted, closing their eyes, and succumbing to the embrace of a peaceful slumber.
As she performed the ritual, she looked almost loving and nurturing—something so at odds with her fiery nature.
She then cooked one of the rabbits on one of the many braziers around the great hall, before serving it to me and eating her ones raw. It was peculiarly tasty, considering it was cooked by someone who seemed to enjoy their meals crude.
Not a word was uttered during our modest dinner; the only noises breaching the silence of the cavern were the grunts and groans from the dragons munching on the bones of their meal.
What I was most grateful for was not having to witness the dragons eating my friends’ corpses. For a while, I feared that would be the case.
As the silver-haired beauty cleaned her hands and face from the residual blood, I thought it would be as good a time as any other to discuss my future and why I was still alive.
Before you talk to her, let her offer you wine. Red wine puts her in a good mood.
I was still getting used to Nephthysia’s voice in my head, though it was becoming more and more a welcomed reprieve from the silence that reigned unperturbed in this cave.
It is silent only for you, Heirling. We are talking amongst ourselves.
“Of course you are,” I murmured.
“Can I tempt you with some wine, Princeling?” offered Amarah.
“Sure. Only if it’s red,” I replied, hoping to score some likability points with the queen of reptiles.
Queen of Dragons, Princeling. I am not sure if you are purposefully dense or simply born this way.
Nephthysia’s words curled the corner of my lips despite the predicament I found myself in.
Amarah smiled savagely. “You know, you might just survive your time here with us.”
She uncorked an ancient cask of wine with her teeth, and the blood-like liquid gushed onto the floor before she collected it in two golden chalices.
She perched on a small rock formation next to me as she handed me the drink. We sat there in silence, her naked knee centimetres from mine, as she swirled the golden glass.
I was one to drink wine on a regular, if not daily, basis; with all the revelries and parties that went on at court, there was never a quiet moment in the palace.
However, today, I couldn’t quite remember the last time I had drunk the sweet nectar, nor the velvet caress that lingered on one’s tongue after savouring a chalice.
The wine reminded me of my friends, and they were gone. I only prayed that Leonidas and the others fared better than I did, and hopefully got their asses out of this island before it was too late.
“You seem upset, Cleitus.”
My name on her lips roused me from my thoughts.
Her reptile-like eyes were fixed on mine and her undivided attention ignited a rare heat in my veins. She always looked at me with such purposeful attention, an unwavering gaze that pierced the barrier of my flesh and unearthed the secrets held beneath. I felt deeply ashamed for finding this creature attractive, particularly because she was the cause of my friends’ deaths.
“I am. I lost my brothers today,” I whispered, looking back at the swirling wine.
“Well, Princeling, I apologise for taking their souls and the loneliness I have caused you. Though I won’t apologise for defending my lair or my children.”
“I did not expect you to.”
In my millennia on this planet, I have never heard her apologise.
Nephthysia’s words should have consoled me, but they couldn’t lift my crestfallen spirit.
“Are you going to kill me, too?” I asked, convinced that walking on eggshells with this woman was going to require too much effort on my part. Her slit pupils dilated before returning to their normal shape, as if assessing if I should have lived or not.
“No, Heirling. I am not going to kill you. I want to make a deal.”
The wine I was drinking found its way into the wrong hole, and I coughed roughly, my face turning a crimson red.
“I am sorry, I am not sure I understood you correctly. You, Queen of Dragons, or whatever you are,” I shared a brief look with Nephthysia before continuing, “want to make a deal with the Heir of Hellas Throne?”
“Correct, Princeling.” Amarah smiled savagely, revealing her sharp fangs.
I shook my head. This woman was so unpredictable; one minute, I was worried she was going to murder me in cold blood, and the next, she wanted to make a deal with me. I didn’t know what to think.
“We can’t,” I said.
“Are you not the Heir to Hellas throne? Can’t you already conclude deals in the name of the emperor or the empire?” Her dark eyebrows furrowed.
I was pretty sure she had never heard a no in her long life.
“I am. What I mean is, we can’t make an official deal because we do not have a witness present. To officiate any deal made with the crown, there must be an official witness confirming the deal wasn’t made under duress. I see no one else here except the two of us.”
“Wrong again, Heirling. Look around.”
“Yes, I know, the dragons. But I am pretty sure they cannot write, nor will their testimony be accepted in the emperor’s court. We need an official witness, one recognised under Greek law.”
And, once again, little mortal, you prove to us just how ignorant and pretentious humans are. Do you think you are the only race on this planet that can write? Or read?
A huffed laugh rang out.
Or stand in a court of law? We bore witness to the Gods’ War agreement. Who do you think you are to tell us we can’t bear witness today? Who better than the Children of the Gods to represent justice and fairness? Who do you think created languages in the first place?
It felt like a different voice was reverberating in my head this time. And it was indeed Khuzaymah who had spoken to me. Her voice was softer than Nephthysia’s but more lethal, too, cutting a path of embarrassment to my core. In the background, Amarah was laughing at my scolding, as Nephthysia sneered, offended.
If we want this deal to work, Princeling, you need to decide if you are ready to eat a fat slice of Humble Cake, or you may as well become our next meal.
“Alright, Khuzaymah. I think he heard you loud and clear,” chuckled Amarah while refilling her chalice.
“I am sorry, guys. I did not mean to offend anyone. I did not know dragons could write. To be fair, the fault for this ignorance falls on my teachers,” I mumbled.
We are not offended by you, little prince. We are mostly tired of your ignorance. However, I will gladly remind you that each man is responsible for their own knowledge.
“I think he got the message, Khuzaymah. As for the deal, we have everything we need to make it happen.” Amarah waved a dismissive hand.
I scratched my nape, unsure and nervous about this fateful arrangement with the Queen of Dragons.
“Let’s hear it,” I sighed.
“My dragons and I want insurance that nothing will happen to us in this land. We want to be fed, protected, and defended in a fashion worthy of a Child of the Gods, who deserves reverence and respect. We are tired of fending for ourselves and hiding, of getting displaced and hunted.”
I couldn’t have been more perplexed by Amarah’s request.
“You, Queen of Dragons, want Hellas to protect and defend you and your dragons?”
I cut a confused glance at the three of them. “From what? Better yet, from whom? You look fully able to fend for yourself...”
Amarah stopped my ranting with a warm finger on my lips. The simple touch created a tingling sensation that ricocheted all over my body before her soft words enveloped me.
“From you and your people, Heirling. Did you not listen to Nephthysia when she told you of all we had endured before our deep slumber? Did you not listen when she told you we became monsters because that’s what creatures do when they are treated as such? Did you not hear about our persecution? Or do your values and high morals only apply to your race?”
Her question left me quite speechless.
“Okay. Let’s say we give you what you want. What is in it for us as an empire? Why would I agree to this deal?” I prompted.
“Because me and my dragons will fight in your war.”
I must have looked at her as if she was daft.
“And believe me when I tell you, you will need all the help you can get.”
Her smile was unexpectedly sweet.



CHAPTER XXV
A true friend is worth more than all the gold in the world. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
With the darkness as my only companion, I walked through the murky streets of Athens. The wind felt much colder than when I had first arrived in Hellas, as it softly played with my hair.
I had left the military camp shortly after curfew began, when the rest of the cadets were confined to their rooms. My only obstacle: the twin turrets standing guard near the entrance of the camp.
The weird symbiosis I had with the shadows proved valuable once again. I trekked through the wild patch of land that surrounded the camp, relishing in the few minutes of silence and the crisp aroma of musk and fresh earth. With expertise, I navigated from one shadow to another, remaining unseen until I reached the edge of the small forest that led to the heart of the city.
After walking for about an hour, I arrived at the established meeting point. Adrianus’s tall and lean frame didn’t take long to appear at the end of the dark alley.
“I see you’ve learnt your manners, slave,” he greeted.
I rolled my eyes; sure, he couldn’t see me in the gloom of the alley.
“Updates,” he ordered.
“Not a discourse enthusiast, I gather,” I stated.
Meeting with Adrianus was not how I wished to spend my night. For one, I disliked the man. He was doing everything in his power to remind me I was nothing more than a slave, a fact my new life at camp was making me easily forget. Plus, I did not appreciate the constant reminder of my impossible task.
“Not with a filthy slave. No,” he sneered.
“You are here to prove you have not escaped nor strayed from the mission. Stop wasting my precious time with meaningless chitchat and report the status of the situation.”
Ok, then. I recant my previous statement: I hate the man.
“Not much. I identified the target and initiated contact. It might prove to be a harder mission than I previously thought. The general is quite private,” I lied smoothly, hoping to buy some time.
“In two weeks, I’ll be too occupied to meet with you. Let’s reconvene here during the next full silver moon, which is approximately three weeks away.”
With that, he turned on his heels and left.
The good news: I wouldn’t have to see his ugly face for another moon cycle.
***
As dawn coloured the landscape with a warm and soothing peachy light, I made my way through the hushed camp. The melodic chirping of birds accompanied my silent steps.
The massive courtyard, usually filled with the enthusiastic cheers of the cadets and the clash of their weapons, now stood in eerie stillness.
In the heart of the arena, a lone figure knelt, clad in dark leathers.
Zayd was murmuring words, a hand splayed on his chest and one buried in the powdery sand. He was following some sort of prayer or ritual. One I wasn’t going to interrupt.
I just stood there, studying his features. Those full lips, now pursed in concentration, his marble-carved jaw, which today appeared covered in a fine layer of stubble, and his lustrous bronze skin, which seemed to shine in the dim pre-dawn light.
The unfamiliar sensation of wanting something that wasn’t mine to have coloured my cheeks with embarrassment. I attempted to silence my racing mind, but all I could focus on was the fact that I would have to find the strength to destroy the exquisite masterpiece kneeling in front of me.
“Lesson number one.” His rich and husky voice caused a sudden desire to pulse through my veins like a drug.
“To access your powers, you need to connect with the Gods. That’s what we will learn today.”
I cleared my now-dry mouth.
“And how do you suggest I do that without even knowing who my ancestors are?”
“It doesn’t matter who your ancestors are,” he continued, walking closer and closer, as his musky scent enveloped my senses.
“Right here,” he said, laying his left hand on my nape and his right one on my solar plexus.
He hadn’t been this close to me since our first interaction in the fighting ring. His hands, in contrast with the cold morning air, brought such warmth to my body that I didn’t know I needed.
“These are the points where you will feel a tingling sensation when you are connected to the Gods.”
I had to look up to meet his bright eyes, as I forced myself not to think of other tingling parts of my body, nor the reasons behind it.
He seemed to scrutinise me for a few seconds, his hands a solid heat on me, before he asked, “How old are you?”
“Oh, now you seem to realise I might be a bit too young for you?”
A slow smile stretched across his face, revealing sharp canines, ones I had felt during our kiss but hadn’t seen since.
It might have been his heated hands branding my skin in unexpected ways, it might have been our closeness, or the fact that no matter how hard I tried, I didn’t seem to find in me the strength to stop thinking about the man standing before me, but seeing those pointy canines stoked a fire in my stomach that travel down to my navel and settled between my thighs.
Fuck! Get it together.
“As children of the Gods, we age differently. We usually start developing powers in our twenties and thirties, and we achieve what is called Khai, or full maturity, only after all our powers have fully manifested. Before we reach the Khai, we have a constant connection to the Gods. A lifeline, if you will. They are with us at all times, but as soon as we reach our maturity, we have to consciously bring forth said connection. Hence, understanding your age will give us a clearer view of your current development.”
His eyes were penetrating, their violet hue reminiscent of wisteria, not only in colour but in the way the vine gripped anything it touched with unyielding strength.
“I am between twenty-five and twenty-seven. I think,” I whispered, looking away, ashamed of not knowing my exact age. Most slaves didn’t know their year of birth, least of all their birthdays. What would have been the point, anyway? We weren’t allowed to celebrate them.
“You think?” he asked sceptically, his dark eyebrows drawing together.
“I was found around the age of five, perhaps six. The people who raised me did not know my exact age when they found me. It has been twenty years since then,” I replied, wanting to move forward with the conversation.
His amethyst eyes seemed to soften at my words, and so did his voice. “Okay, so it is possible this is the first manifestation of your power, then. The age would match.”
“Why do you have fangs?” The question slipped out of my lips unrequited.
He took a few steps back, removing his hands from me and with them all their warmth. My body wrestled with my brain, as one lacked the imprint of his hands on me, while the other was relieved at the newfound distance.
“Lesson two: the greater the power that the Netjerit carries, the greater the transformation.”
Now it was my time to furrow my brows before he continued, “Rarely, Netjerits can partially shift into the animal associated with their Gods. Some, like me, can perform a full shift. Hence the fangs.”
His smile revealed the sharp teeth we were currently discussing.
“Is it hard? Does it hurt?” I blurted, millions of questions racing through my mind.
Zayd’s maddening smirk—the one I had come to know intimately—stretched across his annoyingly handsome face, making him shine brighter than the cresting sun.
His taunting words were filled with amusement. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
I rolled my eyes and scoffed, “Don’t get ahead of yourself there, general.”
He grinned.
Arrogant ass.
“Wait, who are you a descendant of?” Another pressing doubt I spilt, unsure why I hadn’t thought to ask before.
“I am pretty sure we have already made a deal involving answering all your questions. All you have to do is come on another date, Wael.” He wiggled his dark brows suggestively.
Again, with that fucking name.
Perhaps it was the morning haze, the lack of sleep or, most probably, Zayd’s vicinity, but I found myself wondering for the first time what bad it would do to go on a date with the man. I might finally get some useful answers and possibly discover his weaknesses.
If he had any.
Plus, I had already agreed to go on this damned date during that fight in the courtyard.
“Fine, let’s go on a date. But there is no limit on the number of questions, as well as no restriction on the type of enquiries I can pose,” I concluded with a serious look on my face, and before I could second guess what in all the realms I was doing.
“Agreed.” The smile he gave me lit his eyes, transforming this already stunning man into a breathtaking sight.
“Now, back to your training.”
***
The next morning, the temperature that greeted me outside the barracks was a few degrees lower than the previous day. I suppressed a shiver, pulling the collar of my leather jacket as high as it would let me.
Zayd was sitting in the middle of the arena, hair sleep-mussed and eyes closed.
The soft and familiar melody that reached me informed me as to what he was doing before my eyes did. His huge hands looked so out of place, clutching the small wooden instrument.
I couldn’t reconcile the wistful and kind man in front of me with the cruel and violent monster who had betrayed his own people.
Was he arrogant? Certainly.
Could he be a pain in my ass? Absolutely.
Was he too beautiful for his own good? Also, yes.
But that didn’t make him an abominable brute. On the contrary, he had proved his selflessness over and over.
Preoccupied with my thoughts, I did not notice Zayd had removed the tiny instrument from his lips, interrupting the captivating music as he spotted me.
“Don’t stop on my account,” I offered by way of greeting.
He smirked and brought the small flute back to his lips, resuming the comforting tune. When the song appeared to have come to a flourishing end, I briefly inspected the flute further. If the deep and vibrating sounds it emitted were any indication, it wasn’t like any other flute I had ever seen.
Thus, I asked, “What is it?”
Still sitting on the ground, the general gave me a thorough once-over before standing up. “It’s a Ney flute.”
I was not sure if he simply looked melancholic this morning or if he had woken up on the wrong side of the bed, but his eyes looked sad, tired when they caught mine.
“Given up on my godly powers already?” I jested, hoping to distract him from whatever plagued his thoughts.
He smirked, though the usual spark of mischief didn’t reach his eyes. Before the uncomfortable silence that enveloped the yard could spread its roots and choke us all, I blurted, “I never heard you play.”
No shit. I almost rolled my eyes at my attempt at conversation.
I wasn’t sure why, but I missed his arrogant confidence today.
He shrugged. “I don’t play that often anymore.”
He passed me the small instrument, and I inspected it with care, looking over the delicate golden inscriptions and elaborate holes.
“It’s pretty,” I stated before passing it back.
“Have it,” he murmured.
“What? I cannot accept this.”
It didn’t look expensive, though I could tell there was a certain sentimental value attached to it, from the care with which he grasped it to the attention with which he offered it to me.
“It is a grave insult not to accept a gift.”
I frowned but accepted the small item.
“Thank you. Though I am not sure what to do with it.”
I had no idea how to play it.
The Strategos grinned, brazen and bold, as if the dark shadows surrounding him hadn’t been there in the first place. A spark returned to his marvellous eyes before he whispered, low and rough, “You clutch it with two hands, put your pretty mouth on the tip, and blow. Shouldn’t be that hard, but if you wish, I have a few ideas on how to teach you.”
He winked. The fucker winked, and I could do nothing but laugh as he joined me. And as the novel sounds escaped his lips, I knew it had all been worth it. Just to hear that melodious and deep laugh reverberating across the air, the sound unknown, yet familiar.
***
Practice with the general continued without much excitement, except for the one he seemed to ignite inside every cell of my body. I pushed forward and ignored the irrational need to touch, smell, or look at him. For the first time in my life, I thoroughly felt like a creep. Perhaps this was the universal sensation that accompanied attraction; it led me to question whether I had genuinely felt drawn to my previous partners since I had never experienced this overwhelming compulsion before.
By the end of the day, I still hadn’t understood if I was a Netjerit, and, if so, who I was a descendant of. The trying-to-achieve-the-sacred-connection part was the worst: I had to stand still for hours, trying to find a magical place inside myself that would trigger said connection.
By the end of it, I was convinced this was a waste of everyone’s time. Unsurprisingly, Zayd disagreed and ordered me to meet him the next morning at the same time.
***
As I made my way through the long corridor that led to my room after another long day of training, the normally boisterous barracks were silent. I lazily got undressed and rinsed off with the cold water left in the basin before heading to bed. I’d be up once again much earlier than everyone else and needed the rest.
It wasn’t long after I drifted off to sleep when a noise coming from the hall woke me. After a few minutes of tense silence, I decided it must have been my imagination and that a deep slumber would be the best cure.
***
My tiny hands were wet, marred with the blood of my very own mother.
“Run, Sekhmet, run!”
I couldn’t leave her.
I was screaming as she chanted in a familiar language, one I couldn’t seem to remember now.
“Mama, please! I don’t want to leave you!”
Tears streamed down my small face, and I couldn’t seem to catch my breath through the haze of panic and this harrowing feeling. In the distance, monstrous noises rang loud. The air smelled of death, blood, and fire. As I looked outside of the sandy-coloured columns that surrounded the room, a huge shadow covered the building we inhabited and the ones surrounding it. I looked at the sky, curious to know what caused the sun to hide. The sun never hid in my homeland.
I wished I hadn’t looked. I wished I had stuck my gaze on my mother’s dying corpse when I saw what, or rather, who was blocking out the midday light. A gigantic monster with a massive, leathery grey body, the head of a furless rat with gangly limbs, and the wings and claws of a vulture towered over the city, casting a shadow that stretched for hundreds of meters. Fear gnawed at my insides, and, unable to look any longer at the horrid creatures flying high, I returned my attention to my mama, holding her hand close to my chest.
Mother’s gaze, usually filled with life and radiance, was void of its usual warmth. “Run, Sekhmet. Eset will guide you.”
What is happening to my beautiful and strong mama?
Upon opening my eyes, I found myself no longer in the comforting presence of my beautiful mother, but in the heart of a desolate desert. The surroundings appeared barren, with swirling dust stinging my eyes and clinging to my skin—a scene eerily familiar from recurring dreams.
Explosions reverberated in the distance, each blast sending tremors through the ground beneath me. Fear clung to me like a relentless beast. The air carried a metallic tang that unsettled me, and the oppressive heat threatened to suffocate me. Screams shouted in the distance, panicked and frenzied.
Longing for the serenity of my mother’s lotus garden, where the scents spoke only of life and joy, I stumbled across the arid terrain, tears mingling with the dirt on my cheeks. My clothes were mangled and filthy, and in my tiny hands, I clutched a doll. On the same small wrist, I noticed my mother’s beautiful golden bracelet, the one she had gifted me for my birthday last year. It was simple and small, a refined ankh with a sapphire stone encased in it, the only decor—a small comfort amid the troubling nightmares. As I gazed around me, I was desperate to know how I had gotten here and where my mother was.
After what felt like years of walking, a radiant golden light shaped like a woman coalesced in the distance, like a mirage. Its brilliance rivalled the midday sun, initially leaving me questioning my sanity. Yet, as she spoke in the same melodic language as my mother’s chants, the vivid images and the surge of grief that accompanied thoughts of her became overwhelming. Though I couldn’t decipher her words, the essence of her message resonated: “Your mother sent me to guide you. Follow me, and I will keep you safe.”
With every passing moment, the features of her elegant face became discernible: eyes of pure gold, long dark hair sophisticatedly woven into intricate braids adorned with gold embellishments, and lips that mirrored the distinct cupid’s bow shared by my mother and me.
She extended her hand, and, without hesitation, I placed mine in hers. A profound trust in this woman enveloped me for reasons beyond comprehension. As our hands met, the world around us blurred, my feet losing contact with any solid ground, as my heart lodged itself in my throat.
Once again, I was alone in the vast desert, the radiant woman I was following no longer in sight. An unusual pain radiated from my nape, which felt strangely sensitive to the touch.
It wasn’t long before the imminent threat filled the air with the sound of approaching danger, compelling me to escape. Before me sprawled a vast river, its shimmering waters a lifeline in the desolate wasteland.
With desperate determination, I sprinted towards the riverbank, my heart pounding in my chest. As I approached the water’s edge, a thunderous explosion erupted from behind me. Its searing heat and force catapulted me forward, scorching my skin. In a delirious moment, I ascended through the air, only to descend into the cool, soothing embrace of the water.
The icy fingers of the river squeezed all the air out of my lungs as I tried to reach the surface of the water, struggling for air. The force of the current won over my determination and kept me in its clasp, crushing my airways, again and again and again.
I reached for my neck, where I found cold, rough hands gripping it with vigour. Awareness found me immediately, and right off the bat, I took stock of the situation.
Theron was on top of me, squeezing my throat with impossible strength, so hard that I indeed wondered how it was still intact. Two of his armed bullies stood near my door, probably guarding its entrance and preventing help from coming. The only advantage I had was my ability to see in the dark, which, at the moment, couldn’t benefit me much.
Think, Lylah, fucking think.
But it was so hard to think with the haze of nightmares still clouding my mind, without oxygen in my brain to overcome it, and no weapon at my disposal, I concluded as the edges of my vision turned dark and spotty.
I had endured so much in my life, though, and I wasn’t going to let Theron, of all people, take me down. With renewed effort, I pushed my legs forward and kicked his midsection with all the strength left in me. His grip finally relented, and I was able to take in some precious air. My lungs were burning, and my throat was on fire, but I had no time to focus on that; it was time to fight. 
“You fucking witch! You will die tonight,” the recruit said as he charged in my direction.
I easily dodged his next hit and landed a punch of my own, causing blood to trickle down his chin. My body was tired and wounded, contrary to my opponents, I wasn’t armed, and I was outnumbered.
I didn’t let these thoughts stop me. As Theron cleaned the blood off his face with a look of ire in his icy eyes, I dashed toward my chest and seized the small kitchen knife I had taken with me from Caligo. By then, Theron had unsheathed his weapon. In the grand scheme of things, my inadequate knife wasn’t the most suitable weapon to face three swords, but it was all I could get my hands on.
Theron and one of the jerks at the door laughed at my weak attempt to scratch him with my small blade.
“What the fuck do you want from me, Theron?” I panted with a hoarse voice, trying to think of a way out.
“I told you, witch. You will die tonight.”
He went on, “You think we don’t know you are sucking the Strategos’ dick? Do you think we are all too stupid to see? That’s the only reason you were selected. This is no place for a woman, especially not a witch like you. So, to protect my empire, my city, and my squadron, I’ll have to kill you. Weed out the weak.”
He smiled cruelly.
“Or maybe you are just upset I beat you multiple times already, and you don’t know how to deal with it, Theron.”
I rewarded him with one of my best smiles.
“You fucking bitch!” He screamed as he badly executed a few swings with his sword, which I neatly sidestepped.
We started circling each other. I guessed he didn’t know how to take a loss and needed another chance at winning one over me. It was fine. I would show him exactly who he was messing with. I’d make sure he wasn’t going to leave this room unscathed, even armed only with a fucking kitchen knife.
“Lylah?” His sleepy voice distracted me just enough for Theron to successfully wound me.
A deep slash opened on my left upper arm, but no pain seemed to follow as my gaze honed on Farouk, standing at my doorway with a look of shock in his eyes.
Before I could tell him to leave, to go and look for help, to get out of this predicament—which had nothing to do with him—a long gash opened in his chest.
Farouk looked down, confused, and witnessed the tip of a blade being removed from his upper chest as a deep red stain expanded in its place.
Time slowed.
My friend collapsed, his knees hitting the floor of my room with a sound that pierced through my soul. With the beat of my raging heart in my ears, I ran to Farouk, managing to reach him just in time to slow his fall. Blood was gushing out of his mouth, covering the little stubble on his bronze chin. His dark eyes were like saucers, scared, looking at me for help I couldn’t give him.
“Get Professor Shoshan!” I screamed, maybe once or maybe a thousand times.
“It’s ok, Farouk. I am going to get you help, ok?” I tried to reassure him.
The three trespassers seemed frozen in time, too. Only Theron had a smug smirk brightening his face.
“Two birds with one stone,” he snickered.
An inhumane sound reverberated in the small space—a harrowing noise that might have come from my lips—just as the three encroachers surrounded us.
As I crouched there with Farouk in my arms and his blood on my hands, my rational mind should have compelled me to run, take him with me and get him the help he so desperately needed. But there was a deeper and darker hole opening inside me right now. A dark cloud containing all my repressed despair, anguish, pain, loneliness, and all the injustices I had been put through—a whirlwind of inhibited emotions that took over my mind. And it was about to rain down on all of us.
The creature of fury and wrath residing inside me fluttered her eyes open.
My body seemed to hum and vibrate, with the might of my beast finally flowing through my veins.
A dark blue light erupted out of my chest and formed ablaze daggers that stood suspended in time and place. It was all too surreal; one minute, the daggers made of sapphire light were suspended in the air just above my head, and the next, they hit their marks. One by one, Theron and his goons screamed, their bodies hunching on the ground.
No physical wounds or blood were visible, but I didn’t stick around to double-check.
Taking that as my cue to leave, I grabbed Farouk with whatever strength I could muster and ran in the direction of the infirmary.



CHAPTER XXVI – NEITH
The truth is like the sun. You can shut it out for a time, but it ain’t going away. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
Icould never sleep the night of a full coral moon. The rosy orb and its silver sister stood high in the sky tonight.
Fenrir and I sat in the little garden outside the thermal baths, enjoying the remnants of a pleasant summer breeze.
Winter would soon be at the doors and with it, memories of my faraway land. Winters were mild here compared to home.
Oh, how I missed Svearike! Its icy plains were like glittering lakes, its frozen winds awoke the sleepiest of hearts, and its blazing fires were a balm for tired souls.
Fenrir’s whine was all I needed to hear to know he was experiencing the same nostalgia I was tonight.
I scratched his ears, knowing my white companion loved it. His fur appeared a shiny silver with the moon at its fullness, his blue eye seemed to warm in colour as I rubbed his mane in long strokes.
Distant noises coming from the barracks interrupted our cuddling session. Fenrir’s moans of contentment soon turned into full-on howls before he took off toward the commotion. I quickly followed, intent on assessing who was creating such fuss at this time of the night. 
“Someone help!” A distressed cry reached me, and I picked up speed.
And there she was, carrying an unresponsive Farouk, covered in blood, tears, and desperation. Dressed in a thin nightgown and barefoot, Lylah Anwar appeared.
I liked the girl. She reminded me a lot of myself when I was young and reckless.
“What happened?” I asked, taking over some of Farouk’s weight. He wasn’t looking good, but if there was anyone who could save him, she was right here in this camp.
“Go and get Chione!” I ordered Fenrir. “And Zayd,” I added. They would know what to do.
His milky fur became a snowy flash as he disappeared into the night.
“What happened?” I demanded again, just as more screams reached us from the barracks.
Lylah was evidently in a state of shock as she answered, “It was all my fault. He was just trying to help.”
Like rivers spreading on arid land, tears tracked a watery path in the blood that had caked on her face.
“Are you hurt?” I cut off her blabbering.
“No. We need to save Farouk. Gods, please, he can’t die on me too,” she sobbed.
We laid Farouk’s limp body on the table in the centre of the infirmary. Having spent much time here with Chione and Helga, I got to work and prepared a disinfectant patch that would serve to clean the wound while I instructed Lylah on how to prepare an analgesic mix.
“First, crush the willow bark in that bowl. When it reaches a smooth consistency, add a spoon of hemp oil and half a glass of poppy milk,” I narrated as we both got to work, our hands slick with Farouk’s blood.
I hoped Chione would get here soon though, because that’s how far my medical knowledge went.
It still wasn’t clear to me what had just taken place, but if I had to guess, someone paid a visit to Lylah in the middle of the night, and Farouk happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.
“Zayd is going to be livid,” I said to no one in particular. At his name, I could tell Lylah’s focus turned to me.
Thank Odin it wasn’t long before we heard Fenrir’s huffs and howls just outside the building.
By then, Farouk appeared paler, his breathing shallower, and his heartbeat weaker. The blood gushing out of the deep slash above his heart didn’t seem to slow.
Lylah was panting, running back and forth between the workstation where she created the analgesic potion and the table where Farouk lay comatose. The poor cadet didn’t even stir when I applied the cleaning balm, which I knew stung more than the Kjolen mountain’s winds. It was troubling.
“Sweet Maat! What happened?”
Chione appeared at the door of the infirmary shortly after. Even in sleep, she was a beautiful masterpiece. We didn’t often see her with her hair down, but today, she wore her wild curls unbound, and the sight melted my heart. Though I’d never admit it, I found a dishevelled Chione pretty irresistible.
“I don’t know, but Farouk isn’t looking good.” I caught her up on the few steps we had anticipated before her arrival and gave her the space I knew she needed to work.
The gorgeous healer initiated her ritual.
She began by turning on white and blue candles and lighting a few incense sticks, then came the most melodious chant. I still wasn’t sure how Chione could heal with her singing. All she would say when I’d asked was that vibrations heal.
Go figure.
I forcefully moved Lylah toward the exit of the room. I let her stay to watch over her friend, making sure neither of us was interfering with Chione’s magic.
“What is she doing? She is not even touching him!” Lylah shrieked from beside me.
“If you want to see your friend again, you are going to let her work. She knows what she is doing.”
It didn’t take long for a soft white light to emanate from Chione’s closed palms, and just as I remembered, she placed that light on the wound, touching the young cadet for the first time in her healing rite.
The light seemed to seep into the gash, just as a liquid potion would, and it flashed brighter and more intensely before disappearing completely into the boy. His wound gently transformed into a thick scar that ran from his left clavicle to his shoulder, luckily missing his heart, and his face finally abandoned some of its pallor.
Chione’s turquoise eyes had small flecks in them that shone a vivid gold whenever she performed her healing rituals. As she moved away from Farouk, the golden in her eyes receded, leaving behind that beautiful natural colour I adored so much.
“Farouk?” Lylah walked to her friend and held his hand, before turning to Chione and asking, “Is he going to be okay?” She looked so young and hopeless right now.
“He will regain consciousness when his consciousness is ready. He is a strong boy; he will be up and about in no time. I am sure.” Chione’s soft smile was kind and understanding as she reached Lylah and enveloped her in a motherly hug. One lonely tear ran through the girl’s stained cheeks, opening a new path amongst the dried blood, just as the door of the infirmary opened.
Zayd stormed in like a tornado, followed by Akil and Helga, my little sister and the only remaining member of my blood family.
Helga was about seven years younger than I was, a mere twenty-three to my thirty years of age. Everyone said she was my spitting image, though whoever got to know her could immediately see she was my literal opposite: the light to my darkness, the goodness to my evil, the sun to my night. We shared a soft smile before she schooled her features in those of a nurse in training, ready to follow whatever instruction Chione imparted.
Zayd seemed incapable of diverting his attention from Lylah, and Akil was probably taking stock of the situation with his laser sight. Joking, though he could put together pieces of a puzzle we couldn’t even see the edges of.
“If he is stable, Lylah, Zayd, Akil, and I, should go and have a little chat,” I interrupted the silence in the room.
“I am not leaving him,” started Lylah, causing Zayd’s shoulders to tense even further.
“He is fine, Lylah. He just needs some rest. And he won’t leave my sight, I promise,” murmured Chione, as she applied a cool cloth to the boy’s forehead.
Zayd turned on his heels and left, followed by Akil, who, if I had to guess, was probably trying to calm him down.
I exchanged a tender gaze with the healer before making my way toward the exit.
“You better come, girl. We have to talk about what happened. I would suggest you avoid infuriating the general further. Let’s go.”
I heard her resigned sigh from across the room and the door opening and closing behind me.
“What does your boyfriend want from me now?”
I outright laughed at her questions.
“Interesting. And may I inquire, who have your cunning investigative skills led you to believe is the fortunate boyfriend?”
“Zayd. Obviously,” she scoffed, offended.
Holding in my next laugh was harder than expected.
“Obviously. And did you ever stop and think that maybe, just maybe, we are only friends?” I stopped walking and looked her dead in the eyes.
She mimicked my movements and faced me. We were similar in height, so we stood at perfect eye level.
“Well, if you guys were friends, he would have told me by now.”
I immediately interjected, “Or, perhaps he didn’t, just so you could feel a small tinge of jealousy?”
“Why would he...” She looked perplexed. If I had to guess, the poor girl didn’t know much about how relationships worked.
“It doesn’t matter. You can have him regardless.”
“We are not together, Lylah. We never were.” Her look of confusion begged to differ.
“Let’s just say I fish in a different pond,” I added.
And with that, I resumed walking.
“What?” I could feel her following as I walked back to the barracks, where I knew Akil and Zayd would be.
“To make it clearer, you are much more my type than Zayd will ever be.”
The look of recognition and understanding in her eyes was almost comical to watch. For Zayd and Lylah to stand a chance at whatever undefined connection existed between them, the initial step was to acknowledge that there was a possibility in the first place. Also, my brother deserved all the happiness this world had to offer, and if I could help make it happen, I would.
“So, are we good now?” I asked.
“Yeah, we have always been good. Also, now I can explain all those charming gazes exchanged between you and Professor Shoshan.” She smirked.
Maybe she did know something about relationships, after all.
I wasn’t sure why, since it wasn’t my style, but it felt right to open up to the girl, “Between Chione and I, it is.... Complicated. I decided a long time ago that I wasn’t going to risk our friendship.”
I could tell by the look in her eyes that a bunch of thoughts were going through her mind right now; I just couldn’t figure out which ones.
I could see Akil and Zayd discussing animatedly outside of the barracks, where most of the other cadets were standing, sleepy and confused by the ruckus.
I slowed my pace, not wanting to interrupt them just yet.
“Why did you conquer Bulgarsi?” Lylah’s question caught me off guard, causing me to come to a stop. That girl could be so random.
“I didn’t conquer it,” I replied, turning in her direction. “I freed it.”
Lylah’s features morphed into a quizzical expression, which was nearly comical in its charm. Her oversized almond eyes widened even further, accentuated by the ascent of her raised eyebrows, while her full lips delicately pursed in perplexity.
“Freed it.”
She seemed to taste the sound of those words on her lips rather than repeating what I had just said.
“From whom?” she pushed as she tilted her head to the side.
“Its tyrants. Its oppressors. The enslavers. You name it. You may not know much about slavery, but I assure you once you experience it, there is no cure for its sickness but freedom and justice.”
At that, her eyebrows shot skyward, and her lips slightly parted. It looked as if she was about to say something, but reconsidered.
I went on, “And justice sometimes comes with a tinge of revenge.”
I gave her one of my most mischievous smirks.
“You were enslaved?” Her barrage of questions didn’t stop there, though I honestly didn’t mind. It wasn’t often I was asked about my past, and, sometimes, remembering where I came from was the only way to remind myself how far I’d come.
“Yes, me and Zayd both. That’s how we met, actually.”
At the thought, a soft smile spread across my face. The pieces of an unknown puzzle seemed to click into place in Lylah’s mind as she briefly looked between me and Zayd, who still stood a few dozen meters away, discussing with Akil.
“Zayd was enslaved?” She sounded almost reluctant to believe it, but I didn’t miss the sweetness that softened her eyes when she looked at him again.
“Yes, for a long time. And I would appreciate it if you didn’t ask me any more questions concerning his time as a slave. I believe he should be the one to share that with you.”
“Okay. I can respect that.” Her voice was suppler and gentler than I had ever heard it before.
“I come from Svearike.” I did not know why I felt compelled to share tonight; it might have had something to do with the ruby full moon or with the fact that I saw much of myself in Lylah, but it felt right to do so right then and there.
“Our land was conquered by the Romans, our people enslaved. The four years I was a Bulgarsi’s slave were some of the darkest in my life. Taking back that hellhole from the tyrants that destroyed our home, our culture, and our people was just the beginning of what we are doing here.”
A glint of recognition, or maybe shock—hard to tell with the lack of lighting except for the high moons—shone briefly through her eyes.
“Are you hurt?” Zayd’s voice cut through whichever thought or conclusion Lylah’s mind had conjured, hardening her features despite the concern in his voice.
“No. It’s just a scratch,” she grumbled, averting her gaze from Zayd’s lilac one.
“Where? Show me.” Zayd’s tone didn’t broker any discussion, and I had a feeling Lylah didn’t resist him for that very reason.
“Here, it’s nothing. Just a...”
Whatever words she was about to utter died on her tongue before she could speak them. As she rolled up the sleeve of her veiled nightgown above her elbow, all that was visible was smeared, dried blood. Lylah started scratching obsessively at the blood, looking for something we weren’t sure was there.
Zayd gripped her wrist and stopped her frantic movements.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, confused. I wasn’t sure if Lylah was losing it or if we had missed a crucial piece of the puzzle; considering Zayd’s expression, he was thinking of the former.
“I, ah...,” she started, “It’s nothing. I must remember it wrong.”
As she spoke, Zayd released her wrist but didn’t move away from her, standing close in case she needed it.
“That happens when you are woken up with hands crunching your throat!” Lylah snarled at him as if it were his fault.
“Yes, and that wouldn’t have happened if you had listened to me and slept in Helga’s room!”
His usually undetectable scar looked as irritated as he was. The many shadows around us, like a vassal to his lord, followed each of his furious movements. I couldn’t remember the last time I saw our Strategos this angry; even when someone pissed him off, he’d usually maintain a cool and unpassionate demeanour. But I knew him, and I knew this was no fury he was exhibiting.
It was fear. Fear for the wellbeing of the girl he came to care for. At his core, Zayd was a protector, and what scared him most was failing at that.
Zayd’s gaze cut to the fading marks around Lylah’s throat, softening his eyes but darkening his stare.
“Are you truly suggesting what occurred tonight is my fault?” she seethed.
“Yes! If you’d just listened to me—” I did not let him finish; I couldn’t watch my brother dig his own grave.
“Let’s calm down, everyone,” I warned, with a stern look at Zayd.
I was aware his anger came from a place of worry; he was simply terrified of losing Lylah like he did everyone else.
“Fuck you, Zayd.”
Lylah’s tone was cold and sober.
“I hate you.”
And with that, she stormed off towards the infirmary.
I rolled my eyes at Zayd.
“Why would you say that?” I sighed.
“Say what?”
That answer deserved more than my worst eye roll.
“For as old and wise as you are, you can be so thick sometimes.”
And with that, I walked off, too.
***
When I reached Akil, the first fallen leaves danced merrily around my boots as the last stars battled the first rays of light on the horizon. Fenrir was already snuggling at the colonel’s feet when I laid eyes on him.
He had just interrogated the three boys that were found in Lylah’s room. Akil was the perfect inquisitor. Thanks to his ancestor, Thoth, he possessed a unique skill which allowed him to detect deception. He couldn’t exactly read people’s minds; however, what he did wasn’t that far off.
“So?” I prompted.
“Zayd is definitely going to kill them,” he groaned tiredly, rubbing his eyes.
“What happened?” I held in another dismissive glance.
“They are the worst type of men. That’s what happened. Attacking another fellow cadet while asleep denotes the worst kind of cowardice.” Akil removed a few strands of wavy hair from his face and continued.
“She made them pay, though. I don’t know exactly what or whose kind of power she exhibited, but there are no more doubts about her godly lineage.”
“Does he know?” I asked.
“Yes, I told him a few minutes ago, before he went down to the boys.”
I shared a brief hug with the colonel and headed towards the dungeons to have a chat with Zayd. 



CHAPTER XXVII
Let your words be as true as the weighing of the heart in the afterlife, for falsehood is a burden that weighs down the soul. — Inscription from the Tomb of Seti I
Dawn came swiftly, delivering a warm hue to the space. Wisps of light shone upon Farouk’s dark curls and around the cosy infirmary room.
I had expected a working space similar to the impersonal sanitoriums of the Imperium, which smelled of alcohol, pungent antiseptic, and bleach. Instead, Chione Shoshan’s infirmary was—for lack of better terms—the house of a witch. Trinkets, coloured potions, incense, essential oils, and candles littered the space, making it a warm and herbal-scented place. Even the patient cots, instead of made of hard metal, boasted coloured mattresses.
Farouk still hadn’t woken, and I still hadn’t managed to get any sleep after the whole ordeal last night. Too many thoughts, doubts, and questions muddled my brain, making it impossible for me to close my eyes.
The possibility of being a descendant of the Gods was becoming more valid and legitimate by the minute. I might have considered a melting knife a peculiar event, an accident of fate. However, melting a weapon and creating three light ones out of thin air in the span of a few days was a warning even I couldn’t ignore.
Another troublesome feeling I had to deal with tonight was my relief at discovering our general and lieutenant weren’t a couple. It should not have provided me with such comfort and hope. Indeed, there was no hope for me and the Strategos, especially after I saw how angry he had gotten last night. I still wasn’t sure why, likely because I hadn’t heeded his advice about sleeping in Helga’s room.
Today, her russet mane was braided in an elegant bun at her nape. Her fair skin, almost translucent, looked even paler as she applied a salve to Farouk’s caramel chest, right on the thick scar marring it. It was a mesmerising sight—snow and dark earth playing with each other but never blending.
I shifted my gaze from the graceful movements of her deft fingers to her dainty features and the ginger freckles framing those bright green eyes.
Having spent all night here, I didn’t know what fate befell Theron and his goons. A part of me wished a caustic death had found them, another hoped they were still alive just so I could enjoy watching their miserable souls leave their bodies as I squeezed the life out of them.
Between the worry I felt for Farouk, the concern for myself and my errand powers, my anger towards Theron, and my bewilderment at Zayd, my mind was in turmoil. But the most destabilising thought, the one I kept trying—and failing—to ignore while a self-pitying voice rang loud in my mind, was the disturbing knowledge that I cursed anyone who got close to me with a swift death.
Looking back, anyone I had ever cared about perished.
As soon as I took a moment to acknowledge that relentless voice, icy tendrils of fear and regret snaked through my veins.
My hollow chest grieved with a familiar, chilly pain.
Helga must have sensed my misery and spoke to me for the first time since her arrival a couple of hours ago.
“Don’t worry. Your friend will recover.” She smiled softly.
Her voice and poise were so different from the intensity and dominance found in her sister. She passed me a glass of water without saying much more. I eagerly drank from it, parched from the choking and lack of sleep.
Professor Shoshan returned shortly after dawn, her curvy frame clad in a beautiful moss-green tunic and matching head wrap. After Farouk had been stabilised, she returned to bed, not before reassuring me that he would be up in no time.
Words weren’t much comfort in the face of the worry for a friend’s life, especially not after I had already lost so much... so many. Especially since this was all my fault.
Another pang of an unnamed emotion snaked its roots into my chest, ravaging the soil of my soul and consuming all my will to live. This terrible feeling had claws for roots that fed on whatever little hope I had left.
It was a sensation I had been experiencing more and more of late. It made it hard to swallow, like a thick and sticky substance that filled my throat, my lungs, and surely soon my heart, too. It was only intensified as memories of my talk with Neith resurfaced.
That Zayd had gone through slavery was an unforeseen development. I couldn’t imagine that imposing man being owned by anyone but the God of War himself.
I wondered how wrong I had been about everything else concerning him and his friends. Everything I thought I knew about the empires, the Gods, and this army was proving false, causing me to wonder what else I had misconstrued.
Gods, just the reminder of Zayd with his slumber-mussed hair and sleepy eyes set my heart in a gallop. 
“How did you heal him?”
The voice that came out of me didn’t sound like my own; it was staler, hoarser, rougher, as I looked into Chione’s turquoise eyes. I wasn’t sure why I’d asked.
“How would you describe what we are made of?” she answered with a question of her own, amusement dancing in her bright eyes as they found mine across the infirmary room.
She was standing at the workbench, cutting some herbs and spices into an orange poultice. Her question caught me by surprise, almost as much as my own did. I wracked my brain, trying to remember all I had learnt with Master Titus, specifically the biology lessons.
“Erm, we are made of organic matter?” It was meant to be a statement, but it came out as a query.
Chione beamed, her amusement growing. “And what is organic matter made out of?”
I had no doubt she could see my bafflement.
“I am not sure,” I replied honestly.
“Everything in this realm and the next, everything that is, is made of energy. But energy does not exist alone, it is always guided by purpose. Without said purpose, what would be the difference between a guava and a mango, between a date palm and a banana tree? What would be the difference between me and you?”
Not even the noise of the mortar and pestle grinding the herbs could distract me from her words now.
“Everything exists with and for a purpose. Being a daughter of Maat, I have the honour of witnessing the intricacies of the world, the energies that form it, and the consciousness that guides it. We, children of the Gods, have been given the privilege, and burden, of guiding energy through our consciousness. It doesn’t matter how much power, which type, or what God those powers derive from, it always works the same way. Without purpose, there is no power.”
The word burden nagged at something inside me, like an unfinished dream, a known song whose words and melodies I couldn’t reproduce.
Reading my confused silence as an invitation to continue, Chione approached Farouk. A gentle finger moved to his clavicle, right next to his newly acquired scar. Her beautiful jewel-adorned hand, just a few shades darker than his, applied the orange mix.
“When I heal, I embody the purpose of health. I guide the energy that lives in the injured and around me with the purpose of healing. That is why, when there is not enough energy inhabiting a body, I cannot heal it. I cannot bring back the dead because their energy and consciousness have already left their shell.”
I guessed even the children of the Gods had limits, though I croaked, “Wouldn’t the children of Anubis, Seth, or Nephthys be able to bring back the dead?”
Chione smiled brightly, her white teeth like precious pearls emerging from the dark earth.
“No. No child of the Gods has been granted that type of power. Only a God can reverse time and energy.”
Her deft fingers kept prodding at Farouk’s scar, which was now coated in the oily poultice. Before she was done applying the ointment, the beautiful descendant said, “Given the capabilities demonstrated last night, healing should come naturally to you as well.”
Her voice was delicate and probing, as if she knew the wrong word would send me running out of the room like a petulant child.
She was probably right.
“Do you want to try?” she urged.
“I am not going to attempt anything on my already injured friend,” I mumbled, mortified at the thought. I speared a glance at Farouk, whose skin had thankfully returned to his lost splendour.
Chione chuckled.
“Not on Farouk, of course. On me,” she stated.
The beautiful descendant approached me, exposing the palm of her hand and murmured, “My mother was a priestess of Maat. I grew up in Maat’s Hewet. I used to cut my palm, right here in its centre.”
She showed me a line in the middle of her palm. At first glance, it looked like any other regular palm line, but closer inspection proved it was a thin scar instead.
“I still remember it took me three weeks of cutting before I was able to pinch the skin close for the first time. The next time after that, it took me another two weeks. But you know what never stopped me from trying?” she asked, shifting her reminiscent gaze from her palm to me.
I shook my head.
“It was the knowledge that the sacrifices we make in the name of self-discovery are never wasted. Plus, shouldn’t I have started, I would have never gotten where I am today.”
The professor blew a coil of hair that left her do-up off her beautiful face, her hands still greasy from the orange poultice.
“The relationship with your Goddess, or Goddesses, is a sacred one. One that must be cultivated and nurtured, like any other in your life. Your Goddess wishes to give you everything you want, if only you’ll let her.”
Well, I guess mine was doing a miserable job.
“Don’t give up just yet,” she whispered gently before she washed her hands in a bowl of clean water.
She walked closer and gently tucked a strand of hair behind my ears. The gesture was so maternal and caring that it caught me by surprise.
“And have some faith in Zayd.”
Her last words haunted me long after she’d left the room.
***
It was almost lunchtime when Farouk’s lids stirred before his dark eyes fluttered open. Surprisingly, no one had sought me out by then—no inquiries, no retribution, and no welfare checks.
The relief incited by my friend’s conscious eyes on mine chased away all thoughts and worries.
“Farouk! Thank the Gods you are awake!”
A respite-filled sob escaped me.
“Lylah? What happened?”
Helga, who had never left the room, fetched a glass of water and helped my friend drink while I babbled, pacing the space around his cot.
“It was all my fault. I am so sorry, Farouk. I did not know they would attack you, too. I tried to warn you, but I saw you arrive too late, and...”
A warm hand halted the jumbled mess that was my mind. Farouk squeezed my fingers tightly in his, their warmth threatening to wring another sob out of me.
With a voice so gentle, one would have thought I was the injured one in need of consoling, he said, “It wasn’t your fault, Lylah. And trust me, if I could go back, I would retrace the exact steps I took last night. Plus, this scar makes me look like a badass.”
He chuckled softly, admiring the pink scab on his shoulder, and I joined in too, though it sounded more like a throaty sigh, followed by a sob. An errant tear escaped me, and I found solace in it because it wasn’t yet another death that had caused it.
Of all the people I cared about in my life, Farouk was the first who got to survive another day. The only one I hadn’t had to say goodbye to, and it was a soothing realisation.
A fearful voice inside my head added, Yet.
I felt his energy before he was upon us, like a static before lightning strikes or a crackling fireplace before furious sparks explode out of its confinement. His might consumed all that was in sight. It coerced my unwilling heart to become a frantic and wild thing inside my ribcage, as if it wanted to jump out of it and reach the force of nature across the door.
Traitorous bitch. 
I had experienced storms before. The quiet but chilling ones from the North, as well as the wicked destroyers from the East. When I was just a child, a powerful storm had sent the Castra into a panicked frenzy. Its winds were so intense they’d destroyed a part of the female dormitories, which hadn’t been fixed since.
But no storm I had ever witnessed could compare to the one that had just entered the infirmary room.
Zayd’s tall frame shadowed the door, his heady scent immediately wrapping my senses, and his stormy eyes clashing with mine.
“We need to talk,” he rumbled, those lavender orbs never straying. His temper burned hotter than the desert’s sun.
“Farouk just woke up; can we do that later?”
My voice was weak but held a sharp edge in it, one I purposefully directed at the male in front of me.
“No. Now,” he growled, stalking to the door. His anger was a palpable beast, one I didn’t want to tease further.
I withheld a grunt of my own and turned toward my friend.
“You don’t even need to explain. Good luck with that,” Farouk said, pointing at the door, “He looks indecently mad.”
His words and features were coated with amusement.
I finally released that suppressed grunt, unable to do anything else as I made my way to what felt like certain doom.
Hellas’ general was pacing around an ancient oak tree just outside of the infirmary building. I could see the tension racking him in the stiff set of his shoulders, in his pulled lips over a hard jaw; tautness was exuding from his every pore.
Even the golden oak leaves seemed to bristle in the opposite direction.
I took a fortifying breath—though I suspected I would need much more than that—before approaching the eye of the storm.
After last night’s fright and the tension released with Farouk’s recovery, I felt languid, and I was not in the mood to fight.
“Look, Zayd.” His name on my lips released some of the tension around his shoulders.
“I am not sure what kind of foul-tasting breakfast you ate this morning, but I am not in the mood to be berated by you or reminded that all the shit that happened last night, including Farouk almost dying, it’s my fault. I fucking know.” 
My words cracked his curated exterior, softening his eyes. He ran a brown hand through his messy dark hair, which today was tied at his nape, freeing a few strands that went on to frame his sharp jaw as he released a sigh.
“No, it wasn’t,” he admitted astonishingly.
“This is my camp; it was my fault.”
His words left me gobsmacked.
“So why are you so... angry?” I dared ask, giving him a sceptical once over and waving a hand at his hard expression.
“I am not angry at you, Wael,” he groaned.
“I am utterly pissed at those three little shits and myself. You could have died.”
Eyes filled with remorse, he looked straight at me. His intense gaze seemed to cut a path to my overexerted heart, assessing all the secrets held within.
“Why at yourself?” I asked breathlessly.
I couldn’t imagine what compelled a man as powerful as him to feel any sort of contrite.
“I knew this would happen, and I should have protected you from it. I know everything that goes on in this camp. I heard the hateful whispers and hushed comments about you. I should have ordered you to sleep in our building where you would have been safe,” he stated hard.
I snorted. “You have a very high opinion of yourself if you think you can order me around.”
His goddess-carved jaw relaxed slightly as his usual taunting spark returned to his eyes.
He walked closer, his lips brushing my ear as he murmured, “I convinced you to come on another date, troublemaker.”
I prayed to any God who listened that he couldn’t hear my delirious heart or see the liquid heat that sluiced to my core, staining my cheeks red.
“I am no troublemaker. In fact, what troubles have I ever caused you?” I asked, crossing my arms. My voice sounded more breathless than I had planned it to.
Zayd’s lilac eyes clashed with mine; they were like a possessive brand on each spot they touched, igniting a wildfire in me.
“For one, little goddess, you make it troublesome for me to control myself around you. To focus on anything but those wistful eyes, or those plush lips.”
My breath hitched, unable to think through his intoxicating fragrance, proximity, and especially his dangerous words.
“I will redeem my reward tonight,” he nodded seriously.
He grinned, showing off his sharp canines and darkened gaze. “Be ready at sundown.”
And with that, he left me under the shade of the golden leaves, hot, bothered, and anxious as fuck.
***
I spent the day cuddled up with Farouk in his room, laughing and snacking on some ripe grapes.
He was allowed back to the dormitory in the afternoon. According to Professor Shoshan, he was fully recovered; nonetheless, we were given the day off.
I had never enjoyed a day without responsibilities; there was no day off in the life of slaves, and I was starting to wonder if killing Zayd was worth spending the rest of my life doing nothing, especially since I would have to leave my dear friend behind. I had no plan besides my freedom, and I quickly came to realise I knew nothing about it.
Farouk and I spoke about what had transpired last night, and I filled him in on the few bits where his memories lacked coherence. I still didn’t know what had happened to Theron and the other two trespassers, though I promised him I would find out and let him know.
I finally confessed to Farouk about my morning training with the general and his suspicion that I was a descendant of the Gods. He seemed ecstatic, as if this was the best news of my entire life. I wasn’t so sure, but I was happy to see him elated after all that had happened.
I also shared that I would have a date with the Strategos tonight, and he only advised caution. If only he knew what I had come here for, he would advise caution to the general instead.
The warm golden light of the late afternoon danced through the small window as we giggled at something I’d just said, our purple tongues sticking out of our shrieking mouths, when a knock interrupted our revelries.
I went to open the wooden door.
Helga was standing on the opposite side, holding a rattan chest. Her ginger hair, lighter than her sister’s scarlet mane, glowed in the sun. She smiled gently, her green eyes searching for someone behind me.
She came for Farouk, and whatever glint shone in her nervous eyes told me something I wasn’t privy to had transpired between them. I welcomed her in, sure he would appreciate the company.
As predicted, at the sight of the young nurse, his beautiful chestnut complexion took on a red tinge around his high cheekbones.
“I am going to leave you to it.” I wiggled my eyebrows at Farouk, my meaning clear.
He looked happy to spend some time with the young nurse, and I was more than glad to let him explore whatever was going on between them.
“Wait,” Helga murmured, passing me the chest.
“This is for you.” The corners of her lips lifted.
“From the general. It’s for tonight,” she quickly clarified.
Farouk raised an inquisitive brow.
I shrugged, unsure what was in the box, and moved hastily to the door. I turned and thanked Helga before closing it behind me, my heart beating against my ribcage louder than the door hitting its frame.
As I walked toward the dormitory where I had almost lost yet another friend, curiosity gnawed at me, making me wonder about the contents of the chest I was carrying.
A veteran guard stood outside of my room, his face serious. I made to enter, but the stoic soldier didn’t move.
“This is my room,” I started.
“The room is to remain inhabited. The Strategos requested that you move into the guest quarters.”
I frowned, unsure how to continue.
“But my stuff is in there,” I insisted.
“The general has already brought it to your new accommodations.”
I rolled my eyes. Of course, Zayd wouldn’t waste any time moving me after our conversation.
Asshole.
Irritation bubbled, and something else, as I thought of the Strategos’ sculpted hands collecting my belongings, so subtle I almost didn’t notice.
“And pray tell, where are these new accommodations of mine?”
My tone was ruder than I had wanted it to be.
“Behind the kitchen and common hall, there are twin buildings. Enter the one on the right, and you will find that the only unlocked room is yours.”
The guard’s waning patience compelled me to turn on my heels and stalk to my new dormitory.
The building smelled of Zayd’s musky scent, and so did my room. His fragrance permeated the space, enthralling all my senses.
It wasn’t a good thing, but rather an unforeseen complication. I already couldn’t go long without the thought of his pillowy lips or knowing eyes distracting me from my goals; having his aroma around me all the time was going to be a challenge.
The new room was larger than my previous one, the bed bigger, and the window broader. What seemed to be missing was a bathtub; the new room boasted everything needed except that small luxury.
My meagre belongings were placed in neat order inside a trunk at the foot of the bed.
I immediately reposition the leather book from Master Titus, which I had grown fond of, on my nightstand, and the kitchen knife that had saved me last night under my pillow.
I picked up the Ney flute and held it gently between my palms.
I had to kill him. The man who had gifted me this beautiful and ancient instrument would have to die by my hands.
I took a fortifying breath and hid the flute and my contemptuous thoughts in the first drawer of my new bedside table.
I turned to the aged rattan chest given to me by Helga and cautiously opened it.
As I unveiled the contents of the chest, a rush of anticipation mingled with the scent of things long forgotten. Nestled within folds of protective linen, there it lay—a magnificent kalasiris, resplendent in golden and indigo hues.
My breath caught in sheer awe as the delicate fabric unfolded before my eyes, revealing a gown of unparalleled beauty.
The golden threads glimmered like rays of captured sunlight, casting an ethereal glow, its shimmering dance only interrupted by precious accents of indigo gems around the waist and neckline. I traced the intricate patterns with reverent fingertips, marvelling at the craftsmanship that wove this precious garment. It looked too exquisite and rare for my undeserving and unwashed hands.
With bated breath, I beheld the high slit that adorned the centre, a daring detail that promised a veiled allure with every step. Though I had no experience in fine things, this kalasiris embodied the essence of elegance itself.
As I held it against my form, the gown seemed to whisper ancient secrets, its threads and colours complementing my features and the golden flecks of my eyes. The way it draped, the way it embraced—every nuance spoke to me.
A surge of emotion welled within; I was not merely holding a dress but cradling a connection to a world I knew nothing about, while wishing I could be a part of it.
I had never been one to love luxurious items, though I was starting to suspect Zayd had a way of bringing out the undiscovered and unexplored parts of me.
As I went to repose the delicate garment inside its chest, I noticed a small note hidden between the folds of the discarded linen.
In elegant and unfamiliar writing, the message read: A dress of Gold and Darkness for my Golden-eyed Queen of Night—Z.
My heart seemed to stutter and race faster all on its own at the thought of Zayd hand-picking this dress for me. I internally berated myself for my childish romantic impulses as I forced my mind to remember the plan for tonight: getting answers.
I dropped both the kalasiris and the note inside the chest and closed it as if it were on fire, just as a knock sounded at the door.
I coerced my lungs to take a deep breath to calm my conflicted soul and opened the door.
“Hello, troublemaker.” Neith’s bright smile was a welcomed sight. Her words, on the other hand, brought me back to the conversation with the general, turning the organ in my ribcage into a raging beast.
As if aware of all that went on inside this anxious mind of mine, her grin broadened.
“I came to show you to the common baths. I am sure you are eager to wash before your date.”
She winked, a taunting spark in her eyes.
I groaned. “Does everyone know about this, then?”
“Oh no, just the few of us who had to sit through Zayd’s aggravating venting this afternoon.” She gestured to the door.
“Come, dusk approaches, and for as wild and uncivilised as I am, I can’t in good conscience let you go to whatever Zayd has planned with all that grime covering your skin.”
Some of the caked blood on my arms and neck seemed to itch in assent.
We walked outside on silent steps. The mid-autumn air was colder and rougher than just a few days ago, howling and ruffling our hair. Her majestic white wolf waited for us in front of the building, his dichromatic eyes filled with curiosity and wit.
“I know you might find it hard to understand Zayd and his motivations, but you have to know by now that all he wants is to keep you safe. And for a person who has lost so much, it can easily turn into an obsession.”
The lieutenant’s first words since we left the barracks hit a tender spot inside my heart. I understood Zayd, perhaps better than most.
Something I couldn’t grasp was, “Why me, though? I mean, we kissed at the den, but I find it hard to believe that a man like him wouldn’t indulge in that sort of thing without becoming, well, obsessed.”
Neith abruptly stopped and turned, facing me once again, her white wolf following in her steps. Her hazel eyes were serious as she spoke.
“That I cannot answer. But I can tell you this: Zayd has been focused on saving this realm for far too long, most of the time at the price of his ambitions. He has no one except us, and if he thinks you are worth his protection, then you simply are. But know this: he does not bestow this honour on just anyone. If you don’t wish for whatever this is between you two to go further, he deserves at least a heads-up. He has lost too much already. Don’t let him get attached just to take that away from him, too. He deserves better than that.”
Neith turned and stalked forward, unaware of the knife she had just lodged and twisted inside my shrivelling and feeble soul.
After walking to the left of the teachers’ dormitories for a few minutes, I spotted a rocky cavern.
We entered the dark and jagged space, where a few scattered candles were the only means of illumination guiding the path ahead.
The passage soon opened into a vast and brightly lit chamber, where dozens of natural pools occupied the cave. The light filtered through a naturally carved hole at the top of the rock, illuminating the damp and steamy area.
“Here are the thermal baths. Feel free to use them as you please. On that ledge,” she pointed to a small indentation in the rock to the left, where I spotted jars and bottles of bathing products and towels, “you will find all you may need.”
Before she could leave, I murmured, “Are these baths accessible by anyone?”
I did not want to receive yet another special treatment, which would surely be seen as another reason for the other recruits to hate me.
“Yes, they are. Anyone who knows of them can use them, though for privacy reasons, we do not advertise them. Fenrir loves them,” she said with softening eyes as she gazed at her wolf, who had already jumped into one of the pools, disappearing into its steamy fog.
“He shall remain here with you till you are done.”
She winked and turned on her heels, vanishing into the vaporous mist, before shouting over her shoulder, “Good luck for tonight.”
I got to work selecting a liquid soap from the ledge, opting for a floral-scented one that reminded me of jasmine fields. I grabbed a soft towel and went in search of a private pool. At the back, I found one that was protected from view by a higher rock formation.
I removed my leathers, folding them neatly near the water’s edge.
As soon as I submerged my tired limbs, the heat of the water a warm embrace, I felt like I could finally release the breath I had been holding.
Despite the relaxing experience, my mind kept returning to Zayd and how I would have to betray him in ways I did not wish to.
No matter how soothing and tranquil my body became, my heart seemed to run wild in the opposite direction, unsettled by what was to come.
That sickly feeling I had been experiencing much of late returned with a passion, clogging my throat and moistening my eyes.
It stuck with me for much longer than the filth I had just scrubbed off my body. No matter how much I rubbed and cleansed myself till my skin was red and tender, I had never felt dirtier in my life.



CHAPTER XXVIII – AMARAH
What’s good for the goose is good for the gander. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
The little prince was still assessing my words with an expression that verged between troubled and puzzled. Perhaps both.
I only hoped he wouldn’t throw up all over my cave floor—the smell would be hard to get rid of.
I wasn’t sure why, but there was something that didn’t sit right with me when I thought of killing or hurting Cleitus. Therefore, I conceded my ruthless ways in favour of diplomacy and came up with a solution that would benefit all parties.
Well, except our enemies, of course; I couldn’t wait to bathe in their warm blood as their insides nourished the ground I walked upon.
“I will also add to the deal, as part of my goodwill, a promise of burial for your friends. One worthy of a God.”
I took another sip of wine, its warmth spreading through me and adding heat to my scorching insides.
The Princeling visibly shuddered at my words. He took a deep breath, recollecting his thoughts, and said, “Okay, I am open to our deal. But—I want to add a clause to it. And I wish for answers. I need proof of this war you so openly advertise before I can agree to anything.”
“Mmh. What clause?”
I stared into the depths of his silver eyes, so fathomless they could surely forge sharper things than weapons, before he replied, his face moving closer, mere inches from mine.
“Three other soldiers and friends of mine are on this island. I want them found and returned to me safe and sound.”
If they aren’t already dead, he didn’t dare voice.
This close, the wine on his breath mingled with the air around us, as his labdanum scent caressed my skin in a heady embrace.
“So be it,” I purred.
I called all my children into the great hall; the air sloshing against the tunnels of the cave from their beating wings, the only hint of their arrival.
Cleitus’s glare shifted to the incoming dragons, his eyes wide when he saw all of them landing elegantly in a semicircle.
Cleitus cleared his throat before muttering, “How many—how many children do you have?”
His voice trembled, and I smirked.
“Don’t fret. They won’t eat you unless I say so. Or unless they are starving, but that’s neither here nor there,” I cooed.
“Cleitus, child of Hellas and its rightful heir, let me introduce you to the seven divine children of the sky.”
I walked to the middle of the semicircle for effect.
“As you already know, this is Khuzaymah, my first daughter,” I pointed at her chromatic purple scales before moving my attention to the most massive of the seven dragons, his burgundy scales reflecting the firelights of the cave, as I introduced him, “This is my first son, Denwen, the God Eater—or God Killer. Any of the two will work if you wish to be on his good side.”
“The God Eater?” repeated the young prince, his voice not as confident as it had been.
“Yes, he possesses a magical fire, which proved instrumental during the Gods War.”
Cleitus’s face had taken on a greenish pallor.
“Moving on, this is Nephthysia, whom you’ve already met.”
Her black scales shimmered a dark blue under the sconces on the rocky wall.
“She is the first Ouroboros.”
Cleitus’ confused look was enough for me to realise he had a question.
“Excuse my ignorance, but what is an Ouroboros?”
I rolled my eyes. “There is no excusing your ignorance, Heirling. Ouroboros are beings that live in all dimensions simultaneously.”
His expression turned even more baffled.
“Now, do try to keep up. Next is my dear Kamara, second Ouroboros.”
Kamara boasted the rarest colours of all my children. Her lilac and silver chromatic scales shimmered so brightly that she appeared almost invisible under both a sunlit and a starlit sky.
“These are my oldest children, all with special abilities. All fucking invincible.”
I moved to the other side of the semicircle, a smile filling my cheeks as I admired my beasts, standing gorgeous and proud. “Next are my three youngest boys.”
There wasn’t much I cared for in this world but my children, who were my pride and joy.
“Osirion,” I pointed at his blueish-green wings.
“Horu.” I cast my gaze to his greenish-yellow scales while affectionately rubbing his snout.
“And last but never least, Sethi.” His orange-red wings shuffled, making him appear slightly bigger than he was.
“Don’t let their smaller size deceive you. They can still chew a creature double your size in one bite.”
My sweetest smile was passed along with my words.
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” croaked Cleitus, as brown curls shifted, framing his broad jaw.
“Now that we got that sorted, Kamara, please show our dear guest the atrocious war you have predicted.”
The majestic beast moved closer to the Princeling, who I could tell was doing his best not to flinch at her approach. Cleitus’ silver eyes shone vividly like clashing blades in the darkness.
“If we wish to work together Heirling, you can’t act as if you are about to piss your pants every time you are around my creatures,” I admonished, cleaning a speck of dust from my leather corset.
“I am not about to piss my pants!” he announced, indignant.
“You forget Ouroboros see past, present, and future, and unfortunately for you, in most futures, you pissed your expensive pants.”
I moved closer to him. “Now that you are done wailing like a child, let’s get down to business.”
Kamara’s soft voice rang inside us. All you have to do is touch me, Heirling, and I shall share my visions with you.
“Go on, now. She doesn’t bite,” I chuckled, before adding under my breath, “Mostly.”
Cleitus approached Kamara, raised a muscular arm, and when his sun-kissed hand brushed an iridescent silver scale under her chest, his eyes rolled backwards, lids fluttering.
I had already seen the visions he was experiencing a million times before today. They were the reason I had first awoken my children from their deep slumber. Harrowing scenes of conquest, slavery, injustices, and finally doom would forever alter the way Cleitus saw the world.
As soon as Kamara took a slow step backwards, the Heirling gasped, a hand clutching the fabric above his chest as if he could scrub the ugliness of the vision from his body and soul.
He couldn’t, that much I knew.
“What the fuck was that?” he wheezed breathlessly.
“That, Princeling, is the future. The baleful future that will befall this planet should we stand by and do nothing.”
I cranked my head to the side, lips pursing, as another vision from Kamara reached me.
“So, are you ready to work together? Time is of the essence.”
He pushed his curly mane away from his clammy face, his fingers pulling the soft ends as if ripping his hair off could help eradicate the evil he had just witnessed.
“Are you telling me that that will come to pass? How can you be certain? That—it was awful. I cannot imagine the empires falling into such hellish chaos.”
I rolled my eyes. “There are loads of things your young mind can’t imagine, Heirling. That doesn’t make them any less likely or true. Plus, these are the consequences of the arrogance of men. The fact you don’t seem to accept them just further proves my point.”
I stalked closer to him and sat back around the fire, gulping some much-needed wine.
“So, what’s it going to be, Cleitus? Get back to your lavish royal lifestyle like the coward most men are, or are you ready to embark on an impossible adventure that, if succeeded, will restore balance and justice in the realm of men?” I grinned.
He sat back down in front of me, chugging the rest of his chalice in a single swig, “I guess I don’t really have a choice, do I? I mean if it’s either that,” he pointed at Kamara, reminiscing the vision he had just seen, “Or possibly dying saving the world from that, I will go with the latter.”
“May I?” he asked, grabbing hold of the wine cask.
I nodded.
Instead of serving himself another chalice, he guzzled directly from the bottle, a burgundy patch dribbling off his chin, reminiscent of blood.
After a considerable sip, which drained a third of the liquid, he cleaned his chin with his left arm and looked me in the eye, the deep silver moonbeams of his clashing with the warm furnaces that were mine.
“Ok, let’s do it.”
A soft brown curl fell on his forehead, and I gently removed it, my filed nails skimming his skin. His breath hitched, and I marvelled at the silkiness of the strands, curling my fingers a little deeper into his mane.
He purred, the sound resounding in the otherwise silent cavern and igniting an unfamiliar fluttery sensation inside my stomach, one I couldn’t name. It was similar to the little somersaults my stomach did anytime I executed a fast and deep drop from the sky atop one of my dragons, that sense of floating into nothingness, suspended between life and death.
I removed my hand.
His eyes shone such a brilliant silver, they put the moons to shame.
“We shall get to work. Tomorrow, after a refreshing respite, we will discuss the deal. We will bury your friends, find your missing soldiers, and start preparing for battle. Now come, I’ll show you to my dwelling.”
I rose, making my way to the only available sleeping quarters in the cave, while a few of my children left to hunt and others found comfortable positions to fall asleep in.
I heard Cleitus’ steady steps following mine, his warmth chasing me down the long dark corridor exiting the main cave. I blew one lonely sconce to life, surprising the little prince at my back.
“How did you do that?”
I turned and smiled savagely. “I have many more talents than the ones you give me credit for, Heirling.”
We walked the remainder of the passageway in comfortable silence while I pondered which other talents I wished to reveal to the prince next.
I opened the door to my room and clarified, “It’s one room with a single bed that can fit ten grown men. Considering you aren’t new to sharing a bed with a woman, I am sure you won’t have any problems sharing mine. I promise I don’t bite.”
I added sweetly, “And when I do, it certainly isn’t in my sleep.”



CHAPTER XXIX
Fear does not prevent death. It prevents life. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
Ireturned to my room, with damp hair and a sodden heart. Fenrir walked silently at my heels until I reached the building where my new accommodation was located, and he veered off in the direction of the twin building next door.
I was thankful for the wolf; it was unusual and comforting to have a company that didn’t require much talking or effort from my side, save for the occasional ear rub.
When I got to the room and took in the discarded dress and note, I missed the wolf’s quiet and reassuring presence even more.
I took a deep, solidifying breath before focusing on the task ahead. A plan had taken form in my mind, and I couldn’t afford any distractions. Feelings, for one, belonged in that category.
I unwrapped the towel, slipping into the most exquisite garment I had ever possessed. It embraced me seamlessly, the slender bodice tracing every curve without restricting my movements. Indigo accents adorned my torso, accentuating the striking contrast between my slim waist and wide hips. The gold fabric gracefully parted, revealing glimpses of my copper legs through a daring, high slit, yet ensuring coverage of my most intimate parts.
I wasn’t sure how Zayd could have guessed my size so accurately, and I didn’t allow myself to ponder on that too long.
A found vial of dark blue kohl from the communal baths lent depth to my gaze and highlighted the golden freckles in them as I carefully applied it. After a tedious session of combing, I gathered a few strands into a half-tie at the back of my head.
As I stood before the mirror, the reflection staring back at me exuded a beauty and confidence that felt almost foreign. The girl in the mirror appeared to be an enchanting stranger occupying my room, a transformation so stark from the Roman slave I had grown up to become that it begged disbelief.
It was dinnertime; veterans and cadets alike would be queuing for the food in the common hall. I couldn’t have eaten even if I had wished to, the nervous energy around this date devouring my appetite.
I paced between the bed and the small basin on the opposite side of the room for what felt like ages before a knock on the door stopped my musings.
Approaching the door, I dried my sweaty hands on the expensive fabric of the dress and took a fortifying breath.
Zayd stood in the hall, an arm casually draped on the door frame and his usual taunting glint brightening his otherworldly eyes. Instead of his typical leather, he wore a silky black shirt; the few buttons left open at the top revealed smooth bronze skin, adorned in hieroglyphics that ran from his left ear to his clavicle. Tight leather pants and an elegant matching cloak with silver and purple accents completed his ensemble. He wore no particular adornment, though he did not need it. The sheer weight of his presence spoke of his power.
The Strategos gave me a slow once-over while a slow smirk revealed a pointy canine and that one dimple on his left cheek.
“Hello, Wael. I see you found my gift.”
Gods, why did his voice have to affect me so damn much?
“Yes, thank you,” I managed, despite the weight of his gaze.
He extended his hand, and I hesitantly took it.
“It’s beautiful,” I said as my finger brushed his.
“Oh no, Wael. The dress is nothing compared to the breathtaking beauty of its owner,” he murmured in my ear, pulling me closer to him.
“I never thought a piece of fabric could arouse jealousy,” he muttered, casting another appraising glance.
“Jealousy?”
Zayd turned pensive.
“Mmh, the way it is hugging your curves is sinful and proprietary.”
Unsure of how to deal with such praise, I changed the topic.
“So, has the date officially begun?”
I needed to start getting some answers out of this infuriatingly handsome man before his charm crept over my defences, crumpling them from within.
He beamed. “Impatient, are we?”
“I just want the answers I was promised,” I replied sternly.
“I shall inform you as soon as the date has officially started. But first,” he stalked behind me and entered my quarters, in search of what, I wasn’t sure, “Do you own a coat?”
The question caught me by surprise.
“Erm, no.”
“Ok, I will be right back.”
With that, he disappeared into thin air from the centre of my room.
Eset spare me.
Zayd reappeared at the threshold of the room, right where he stood when I had first opened the door, and passed me a heavy midnight blue cloak.
“This will do. Put it on.”
I did as instructed, mainly because I hated feeling cold, and if his attire suggested anything, it was that we would go somewhere frigid.
Once on, I wished I wasn’t wearing it. The cloak smelled of him: of warm winds, midnight bonfires, and rain-soaked deserts.
“How—how did you do that?” I pointed at the spot in the middle of my room where he had vanished from.
“Are you always this impatient?” he asked, amusement tinging his words.
“Well, excuse me very much if I wish to know how the fuck a two-meter man disappears out of thin air!”
The general laughed, a deep and genuine rumble that lit his bright eyes and replaced my irritation with the need to hear that sound again and again.
“If you let me finish, Wakhashem, you’d know by now that what you saw is called konshu.”
He grabbed my hand and pulled me closer, till our bodies were pressed against each other, each hard indentation of his moulding to a soft curve of mine.
“What are you doing?” My voice was a breathy whisper.
“Konshu means travel or traveller in the Kemetic language. It represents the power to materialise through space.”
I waited for him to continue, unable to trust my voice while in his arms.
“I wanted to take you somewhere special for our date, therefore, I will konshu us there. All you have to do is hold on tight. You may experience cold as we are moving through space, hence the coat.”
“Wait!”
Panic gripped my limbs.
I didn’t trust the man, and he was taking me somewhere, possibly on the other side of the world, with no means of returning on my own. He must have seen the terror in my eyes, as his own softened.
“Wael.” His huge hand caressed my cheek and chin, dispelling some of my dismay.
“Don’t be scared. Never of me. I shall return you right here as soon as the date is finished. Though, if you keep staring at me like that, I’ll do anything in my power to never make it end.”
I nodded, not trusting my ability to talk with so many emotions coursing through my body. I had never known myself to be the speechless type, but it seemed this man, once again, brought out unexplored parts of my personality.
As it often happened around him, I found myself unable to reconcile the spiteful traitor I had heard whispers of across the empires with the patient and kind man standing in front of me.
I let him adjust his hold on my hip and waist, which only served to bring me closer, my head falling into the crook of his shoulder where his intoxicating vetiver fragrance assaulted me, before he whispered in my hair, “Hold on tight.”
The world around us spun and twisted, a high pitch ringing resounding all around us, causing me to further increase my grip on Zayd, squeezing my eyes shut and hoping it would end soon.
I was endlessly grateful for the general’s thoughtfulness, because I would have frozen my delectable ass off if it wasn’t for his warm coat or tight embrace, which seemed to be the only thing keeping me upright. Of course, I’d never admit that to the smug and overbearing male holding me.
After what felt like an eternity of twisting and turning suspended into nothingness, the ringing in my ears slowly subsided, and I heard Zayd’s soft voice.
“For as much as I love you draped all over my body, I’d prefer it if it was a choice you made out of interest rather than dread.”
His words took a minute to sink in, and with much courage, I looked around.
Oh, Gods. Oh, no.
I was indeed shamelessly draped all over Zayd’s body; my arms had found their way to his neck, my fingers held his shirt in an iron grip, my legs had sneaked around his waist and locked behind his back, and what made it worse, was the Strategos’ knowing and taunting glint as he looked down at me.
Hastily, I tried to untangle myself from his enormous frame, and I would have fallen as ungracefully as a sack of sand on the ground if it weren’t for Zayd’s hold on my elbows as he helped me straighten up.
“I am sorry,” I said, mortified, sure my face showed exactly how much.
“Don’t apologise, little goddess. Nor should you be embarrassed. At least you haven’t thrown up all over me like most people do the first time they konshu.”
I glared up at him, convinced I’d have preferred just that, rather than grabbing him as if he were my only salvation. A rush of heat coursed through my veins at the reminder of his hard planes beneath my locked legs.
It took me a moment to rouse myself from the haze my first konshu created before I managed to remember I was in an unknown land.
I looked around, uncertain of where we had landed. It seemed we were standing in a canyon, at a high altitude, judging from the lack of surrounding landscape except for a small patch of grass with scattered date palms and a shimmering pond, near which we were standing.
An oasis, perhaps?
The temperature was warmer than in Athens, and I gladly soaked in some of its heat after the bitter chill experienced during the konshu. The lush green and golden hues of Athens made way for the sandy expanse surrounding us, a familiar russet land that stretched as far as the eye could see.
“Where are we?” I asked tentatively.
“We are on the highest peak of the Jebel Barkal. The Holy Mountains.”
I couldn’t believe my ears.
“We are in Kemet,” I gasped, still not trusting that any of this was real.
The back of my eyes burned, and my hands tingled with the knowledge that I had finally returned after all these years.
Home.
I was home.
I took a lung-filling breath and looked at the starry sky. I hadn’t admired this view or breathed this air in decades. I couldn’t remember how tepid it could be; even in the midst of autumn and on a tall mountain, the air seemed to warm my lungs with long-forgotten promises. Homesickness and nostalgia warred with the boundless and unmitigated joy of simply being... home.
“Indeed, we are.”
I turned to Zayd; awe clogged my throat and threatened to dampen my eyes. I hadn’t been back to my homeland since the war, and for a precious second, the air smelled of freedom, and my heart filled with hope. Hope that it wasn’t too late for me to still experience a life filled with this untameable feeling of joy and wonder; that, despite all I had been through, I could still find love and amazement in the simple things of life.
A light-hearted giggle escaped my parted lips.
“Why?” I blurted through the knot of emotions that had lodged itself in my throat.
“Because,” the Strategos turned toward me and grasped my small hands, suddenly swallowed by his rough palms and deft fingers.
“The nostalgia that has burdened my soul since leaving Kemet recognises herself in your eyes.”
His lilac gaze was like a brand that burned and scorched everything in sight, including all the questions I had memorised and all those hard-crafted plans of mine.
A simple touch from this man, as innocent as holding hands, made my whole body come alive with need. A need so parching it could only be quenched with release. And Gods, that’s all my treacherous body had been craving since that night at the den; all it seemed to focus on in his presence.
“Plus, that laugh and this sparkle in your eyes are more than enough reasons for me.”
A soft smile curved his lips as his eyes found my mouth.
“But why here?” I murmured, angling my head to better explore the scenery.
“I couldn’t risk anything north of Aswan; we don’t know how south the Romans have conquered. However, tonight, it would have been worth the risk.”
He unfastened a bag hidden under his cloak and ventured towards the palm trees.
“Why tonight?” I asked, perplexed.
“Don’t you know what day is today?” He looked back at me, his hands extracting a thick woollen blanket and a few rattan chests from the bag he had brought.
“Erm, it’s the tenth day of the tenth month,” I stated, not sure where this was going.
I helped Zayd spread the burgundy blanket on the banks of the reflective pool, where the sun’s last rays shone brightly before retiring behind the valleys, leaving way for more shining stars.
“And do you know what today represents?”
I rolled my eyes, ensuring Zayd could appreciate the gesture, before answering, “Obviously not, or I would have said.”
His only reply was a playful smirk before he started opening the chests he’d brought.
One held food—traditional Kemetic flatbread, soft cheeses, nuts, fruits, and cured meats, while another, longer and slimmer box, held a bottle of red wine, and the last one held an object I never thought I’d see again in my life: a Heset.
“Today,” the general’s long-awaited reply finally came, “marks the anniversary of Eset’s Rebirth. The day she acquired her powers by saving Ausir from the Duat. Today is the day of the first Queen, and,” he continued while placing the different delicacies on small pottery plates on the blanket and filling two glasses of wine I hadn’t noticed before, “every three years Amun gifts Egyptians with a show of lights dedicated to our Queen.”
He handed me one of the chalices and settled on the enormous blanket before patting a free spot next to him on the burgundy wool. I gingerly sat and looked up at his amethyst eyes, a sight more precious than any night sky.
He played the Heset, a familiar and melancholic melody enveloping the oasis.
“I thought Gods and Goddesses were born, not made. I mean, if Eset acquired powers on this day, does that mean she was powerless before?” I asked, popping a dark olive into my mouth. The combination of briny saltness and fruity sweetness combusted on my tongue.
Zayd clanked his glass with mine in cheers and supped his wine before serving himself some bread and cheese. I followed his lead, and Gods, the wine was delicious—sweet and light—and the food created an explosion of flavours that I was sure my palate would not soon forget.
Zayd’s gaze found the sky once more. His moonlit eyes were pools shining with their own life, reflecting the stars and glittering brighter than the creek we were sitting next to.
“The Northern Gods have always wanted humans to believe that Gods were born because if your spot on the food chain is allocated at birth, there is nothing that one can do to reach the top of said chain. However, in Egyptian lore, Gods and Goddesses are made—of course, except for the Netjerits, who are already born with powers inherited from their parents. It is believed that the first Gods and Goddesses were made. It is said their transformation, or rebirth, was only achievable through strife, pain, and harrowing experiences.
“Eset was special. Thanks to her parents, both of whom were Gods, she was born with certain inherited powers associated with life and birth, but she soon became the most powerful Goddess of the whole Kemetic Pantheon. I guess she had to. To save her husband and mate, Ausir, she undertook an arduous journey to the Duat, where she was remade so that she could remake him. We don’t know how exactly, but we do know, according to her teachings, that anyone can develop magical powers, including humans, if their desire and necessity run deep enough.”
“That is...” I didn’t really have the words to express how shocked I was by this information. Though nothing should have surprised me anymore after what I had discovered during Chione’s class, it seemed much of everything I had been taught was turning out to be a lie.
“So why don’t the Northern Gods want other Gods to be made? Competition? I just don’t understand how one can have so much power and only want it for themselves.”
“Oh, Wael, because the very foundation of power is that it only has worth when you have more than others. That’s why Egypt loved Queen Eset so much. She never abused that power, never made others feel like they were less than her, and always strived to teach our people how to create more power for themselves. She wasn’t a power hoarder like so many before and after her. She taught everyone that the same divine spark that grows trees and moves mountains lives in every creature and that, if cultivated, it can result in incredible transformations.”
At that, he chuckled, a beautiful and rich sound that reached his eyes, illuminating his entire face.
“She was so hated in the North. They couldn’t understand how an empire could be successfully run by a woman. They thought if she was the most powerful of us, we must be weak as a people. They thought that a reign of peace and justice was a fragile one. They believed that without conquering and squandering other lands, you are just waiting to be crumpled by others stronger than you. Until the Gods War, that is.”
Zayd took a long sip from his chalice, seemingly done with the conversation. I believed I was, too. Scared that Zayd’s charm could induce me to forget what I was doing here in the first place, I decided it was time to start with my questioning.
I turned towards the sky; the evening had faded, and the last ring of light was battling against darkness and starlight on the horizon.
I looked back at Zayd and realised he was a sight much more intriguing than the creeping night sky. The moonlight scattered across his features, further enhancing his sculpted jaw. He looked more relaxed than I had ever seen him, and I internally cringed at the thought of robbing him of this peace—of anything.
“So, you promised answers,” I prompted, trying to scatter my anxious thoughts.
“Indeed,” he sighed, “though if I were you, I’d get to it before the show steals your breath.”
His voice was rueful and dark, his gaze snugged to my lips, coaxing a shiver from my very core.
“From whom do you trace your lineage?”
If I wanted to know more about my enemy—though Zayd didn’t feel like one right now—I had to learn as much as possible.
“I trace my lineage back to Kek, God of Darkness, Ausir, God of the Duat, and Seth,” his gaze locked on mine, “God of Chaos and Violence.”
His features looked relaxed, but I saw the tick of his jaw and the tension that appeared to strain his shoulders. I knew Seth wasn’t a beloved God in the history of Kemet. Many saw him rather as a stain. But looking back, hadn’t it been for Seth’s betrayal, Eset might have never found her power. If he thought his lineage would scare me off, he did not know me very well.
Despite the dreamy haze induced by his lilac eyes on mine, I thought about what he said.
“Wasn’t Kek a Goddess? In Chione’s book, she is represented as female.”
He smiled softly. The hand that wasn’t holding his wine sneaked onto the blanket till it found my palm and stroked it. It was an innocent touch, one I felt down to my toes, causing them to curl in my boots.
“Kek was intersex, both represented as male and female in scriptures and depictions. They were a very isolated deity. They couldn’t conceive on their own, due to their particular type of intersexuality, so Kek asked Hathor for help. I mean, the Goddess of pleasure, love, and fertility could have impregnated a rock if she wished, so it was no hard feat for her to impregnate a woman who carried Kek’s twins, one boy and one girl. Only Kek’s son carried on his lineage by spawning Netjerits of his own. Though most of Kek’s line has now been wiped off the earth, both females and males inherited his powers throughout the years, thanks particularly to his intersexuality. I very well may be one of Kek’s last, if not their final, living descendant.”
A comfortable silence took over the small oasis; the only noise that of nature around us.
“What powers do you possess?” I asked, somewhat fearful of the answer. The more I lay here with Zayd and his soft caresses, the less confidence I had in my ability to kill him.
“Mmh, where should I start?” His features dripped contemplation while he turned his head to the constellations above, as if they may hold all the answers.
“Well, from Kek, I inherited what it’s called Zaraytara, or shadow wielding. I can manipulate darkness and, of course, see in the dark.”
That caught my attention because that last part sounded a lot like me.
“From Ausir, I have inherited the ability to metaphysically travel to the Duat, also called Waytul.”
I interjected, “So, can you speak with the dead?”
He smirked. “Only if they died in the last few days.”
My eyebrows shot up. That sounded like something only a God could do. Zayd continued, undeterred by my surprise.
“While from Seth, I acquired a power called Harkalsharu, which allows me to generate and control fire and shapeshifting, also called Mughyr. Oh, I almost forgot, I can Taraymun.”
At my perplexed expression, he clarified, “Which means I can incite storms.”
He took a long sip of wine, his muscular throat working with the action, while I inquired, “So your canines, are they part of your Mughyr powers?”
He nodded, “I was born with them and these.”
He pushed a few strands of hair covering his ears, showing off pointy tips.
“I can shift and appear human, but my natural form is this, so when I am experiencing intense emotions or physical pain, I am less inclined to expend energy trying to appear like someone I am not.” 
I was finally comprehending the sheer power of this man, and I only came to respect him more. Most of those power-hungry individuals I had met in the Imperium would have already razed the world to the ground if they possessed his kind of powers. I wasn’t afraid, but rather astounded by his self-control.
“I don’t want you to fear me, but I have an additional ability.”
He caught my gaze and held it, his constant caresses now reaching up to my elbow.
“It’s called Rayyal.”
He was silent for a moment, likely assessing if I had heard of such a thing before he went on to explain.
“I can access people’s minds and scramble them, if you will, erasing all that they were.”
That did scare me, but not for the reasons he thought. I was worried that if he could read minds, he could uncover me before I had a chance at fulfilling my task.
I hesitated. “So, can you read minds?”
The corner of his lips lifted, showing off those straight white teeth, those amethyst pools never straying.
“No, Wael, I cannot read minds. However, when I access someone’s mind, I receive impressions and memories. These are not of their or my choosing, but what I perceive is always connected to an emotional experience, be it positive or negative.”
That allowed me to breathe a little easier and steady my rampant heartbeat. How could one man be so powerful? Was this how it felt to be a God? It must have.
I held his consuming gaze, a fire igniting in the pit of my stomach, further fed by his languid brushes on my forearm.
“What else?” he demanded, as if he was waiting for my interrogation to come to an end before starting something that, right now, seemed inevitable.
I had to focus hard to remember my line of questioning.
“What do you want from me? I mean, why are you training me?”
His gaze searched the starlit sky once more, the stars above mixing with the ones in his eyes. “I am creating an army of Netjerits to reconquer our land.”
It sounded like a noble cause, but I had the impression he wasn’t done. A long sigh preceded his next words.
“Thoth prophesied that a Netjerit would emerge after the Gods War and become a deity in their full power, much like Eset. We don’t know much about this Netjerit or this prophecy, only that it has been taken seriously enough by the Imperium to persecute and erase as many descendants as possible. So now, whenever I encounter one, I do everything in my power to help them access their powers, hoping one more powerful than the others will emerge.”
That was surprising; in all my years in Rome, I had never heard of any prophecy, until...
Master Titus’ last words came to mind, but I quickly pushed them aside, chugging them down to his delusional state.
“Couldn’t that be you? Don’t get all cocky on me, but you sound pretty powerful to me.”
A savage smile graced his full lips before a more sombre expression shone through. “No. The only clue that was passed down about this Netjerit, is that they are a descendant of Eset, carrying her powers.”
That made sense.
“I thought the royal line ended twenty or so years ago with the fall of the empire.”
He nodded, “Maybe, but Gods work in mysterious ways.”
That they did.
Hesitantly, I moved on to another pressing question, attempting to formulate it in a way that wouldn’t raise suspicions.
“So, with all those powers, can you die? I mean, are Netjerits still hailed by sickness, or can they still be poisoned effectively?”
I cut a tentative glance to Zayd, my heart rallying in my chest.
He grinned, “Trying to kill me, Wakhashem?”
He joked about it with such light-heartedness that I knew he didn’t suspect a thing.
The lump that swelled in my throat, making it hard to swallow and draw breath, was one made of thorns, spines, and treachery. It felt as if iron-clad hands were squeezing my already hollowed soul out of my chest when I smiled sweetly and said, “I’d never dare.”
He took some time to reply, his gaze forlorn and to the stars, as he gave me exactly what I needed—though it wasn’t what I wanted at all.
“We have very long lifespans, sometimes reaching up to a thousand years, or more if we are lucky. We have stronger immune systems and therefore we aren’t afflicted by sickness, except for infections. For example, a healing wound that is left untreated can result in death. But we can absolutely be killed, as any other human, a fatal injury can end us. Poisons work the same way they do with humans, except the quantities. For example, if you need a single nightshade berry to paralyse and kill a human, you’d probably need three of those for the same effect to occur to one of us.”
Darkness descended upon the canyon, the only illumination that of the moons, the beams of the silver orb and her rosy sister shining dazzlingly upon Zayd’s features, ostensibly also attracted by him.
“Who do you suspect I descend from?”
The question wasn’t planned, nor did I ever intend to ask it, though it couldn’t hurt to know his thoughts on this. Under Zayd’s assessing gaze, I could do nothing but hold my breath, the flame in my core burning hotter.
“Are there any other abilities you haven’t shared with us?”
I wasn’t sure how he could have surmised that from a simple glance, but I decided not to lie.
“For as long as I can remember, I can see in the dark.”
He nodded, as if it confirmed something he had already suspected.
“Seeing in the dark is a distinct feature of the primordial Gods, the ones that came before any Netjerit walked this Earth. It is the same with fire and warmth, which are usually associated with the main goddesses. I suspect you might be Nut’s or Nephthys’ daughter. Or even both.”
I followed suit and took a sip of wine, my tastebuds awakening once more at the burst of flavours. The name of the Goddess of Death and Darkness brought me back to the story I had read in Titus’ leather book, the one of Lylah Anwar.
“I was named after the legend of this girl, who was saved and named by Nephthys. I am not sure if it means anything.”
Zayd suddenly stopped his soft ministration on my arm, his eyes turning serious.
“Where did you read it?”
I did not know the exact reason behind my hesitation in telling Zayd of Master Titus’ last gift, but I suspected it was the interested gleam in his eyes, so I lied.
“Oh, I can’t remember. It must have been an old Kemetic legends book.”
I drank more vigorously from my chalice now, hoping to erase any trace of deceit from my face. As soon as the general returned to his soft caresses, I released the nervous breath that had gotten stuck in my lungs.
“So, what happened to Theron and the other two paladins of justice?” I taunted, trying to change the topic.
Zayd’s eyes darkened, his features hardening. I could tell the reminder of the other cadets made him angry, from the tense set of his jaw and the way he seethed, “What they deserved.”
I sighed. “You promised me answers, and I am not in the mood for games, Zayd. What happened?”
He took a long sip of his wine before answering, “When Akil found them, they seemed to have been in a pain-induced slumber. I am not sure what you did to them, but Akil suggested it may be a rare power called Alamuy. It’s the unique ability that allows its wielder to activate pain receptors in the brain of their opponent. No physical pain is derived from this kind of torture, but believe me when I tell you, sometimes the greatest damage is the one that happens up here,” he pointed at his head.
I took a shuddering breath, not sure what to do with the information he had just given me.
“Still, what they did to you required a much more severe punishment.”
His gaze hardened.
“I am struggling to understand. I thought you said I tortured them with this weird power. What more could they possibly deserve?”
Zayd slowly downed his wine, his adam’s apple bouncing with each swallow of his muscular and tattooed neck.
“Choking a sleeping cadet normally results in expulsion. But because I entered their minds and saw their thoughts...”
He shook his head with a grimace, as if doubtful I’d comprehend his next word.
“They were vile and pathetic. The worst kind of man. I can’t have that in my squadron.”
His eyes returned to me.
“And?” I probed.
“I fucked their brains up and sent them back home with enough coins to feed their family for the next ten years. Believe me when I tell you, humanity won’t miss their indecent and violent thoughts. Nor will my army.”
I looked up at the constellation dotting the sky, unable to decide how to feel about the news.
The silence that enveloped us was calming and peaceful, only interrupted by Zayd minutes later.
“Come here.” His rough voice was softened by the pleading look in his eyes as he patted the empty spot between his legs on the blanket. It was a terrible idea, a warning my body didn’t heed.
As soon as I sat between his stretched legs, his arm snaked around my waist, pulling me impossibly closer. My back snugged against his chest, trapping all the air in my lungs. His long fingers splayed on my stomach, causing shivers of pleasure to fire through every nerve ending. Every soft indentation of mine fitted against the hard planes of his, like water tacked between the crevices of a stone.
His nose caressed my neck, inhaling deeply, as he murmured, “You know, it was your scent that brought me to you that night in the den.”
I was left rather speechless by the display of affection. I had never been one to look for tenderness or care in my sexual partners, but Zayd was yet again serving me something I did not know I would ever crave.
Sometimes, it felt as if our bodies knew each other, following any cue the other left behind, but our minds hadn’t caught up yet. At least mine hadn’t.
“And what do I smell like?” I asked breathlessly.
“Mmh, you smell of desert rainfall, sweet incense, and holy temples.” His darkened voice sounded impossibly rougher and deeper.
“You smell of ancient things I thought I had long forgotten.”
With another swipe of his nose on my neck, his stubble scratched the soft skin behind my ear, lighting a fiery path wherever he touched.
“You smell like home.”
I raised a single sceptical brow and commented, amused, “I thought you said I smelled like vanilla, jasmine, and amber.”
His answering laugh melted my insides and rearranged them, tightening them pleasurably.
I fucking loved that laugh.
That thought gave me pause. I swallowed, hoping to dislodge the knot of apprehension in my throat.
“Relax,” Zayd’s silky tone managed to ease some of the tension before he peppered soft kisses all over my exposed neck, where his breath had previously teased.
“What does Wael mean?” I sounded winded, as if I had just finished our morning training rather than sitting under the stars, enjoying an excellent wine.
Zayd suddenly turned me in his arms with a swift motion. My body was average in size but packed with muscle, and I found Zayd’s easiness in handling it both disturbing and exciting.
Heat crept to my neck as I gazed into his hypnotic eyes while straddling him. The position had parted my gown, exposing my legs to the chill, which was immediately replaced by the general’s powerful hands rubbing my thighs in slow circles. Our coats had long been discarded, the wanton heat between us powerful enough to ignite a bonfire.
“It is a unique word that bears multiple meanings.”
I felt as if I was ensorcelled and could do nothing but surrender to his spell-binding presence.
“It can mean shelter and refuge,” he started without interrupting his ministration, his lips mere centimetres from mine.
I drew my arms behind his neck, grazing his silken hair, which tonight fell in dark curls reaching just below his shoulders. My body took the lead, instinctively brushing the soft strands from his scalp to its ends.
An indecent sound escaped Zayd’s lips, a growl of sorts. It only served to intensify that scorching flame in my stomach, causing liquid heat to melt into my core and spread all the way to my chest.
“What else?” I whispered.
I had so many more pressing topics to discuss, but they seemed to die on my tongue every time my gaze clashed with his. His eyes looked like portals to the stars; their glittering depths seemed to hold all the answers of the universe.
“It also expresses the feeling of being sheltered; it means to find your own safe haven, in a thing, a place, or a person.”
I furrowed my brows hesitantly, wondering how a kiss in a shabby and astringent-smelling tavern could induce the feeling of security Zayd was describing.
“Sometimes feelings don’t come with an instruction manual, Lylah,” he sighed as if he read each of my thoughts with no need for me to voice them.
He rarely used my name, and I couldn’t decide if it was a good or bad thing.
“Sometimes a feeling is just the Gods’ way of urging us in the right direction.” He looked as if he wanted to add something more but resolved to caress my cheek instead. The gesture was imbued with such tenderness and care that I froze, muscles stiffening, before my brain had a chance to adjust. I tried to snap out of his enchantment and return to my line of questioning.
“What does that other word mean? Wakassham or something...”
Amusement softened his features. “It’s Wakhashem, and it also possesses different connotations.”
The corner of his lips kicked up again.
“For one, it can mean little fool or hellcat.” He gently booped my nose.
“But it also means vengeance, and though I believe they all fit you perfectly at different times, you exhume vengeance from every pore, my Dark Queen.”
I couldn’t escape those intense purple orbs if my life depended on it. His gaze moved from my eyes to my lips, so slowly I thought he was committing to memory each dimple and flaw, before his hand moved from my jaw to my hair, where its hold intensified, his fingers entangling with my long inky strands.
He moved closer, and I knew at this exact moment that if he kissed me, there would be no turning back, no escaping this free-falling, stomach-clenching, heartwarming feeling.
The kiss in the den could be juxtaposed with me drinking for the first time, with the fact I did not know he was my target, my mission to freedom.
As he moved closer, the moonlight reflecting on his dark hair, I let him kiss me, nonetheless.
Somewhere along the way, I had decided to throw caution out the window. Drowning in those amethyst pools seemed like a worthy way to die.
His plush lips pressed tenderly on mine, and when his tongue requested entrance, I opened for him.
He tasted like lightning, shadow, and madness, with a hint of sweetness from the wine. Kissing him was like balancing on a crumbling stone precipice, sure that falling would result in pleasure and death, but revelling in it all the same.
It wasn’t long before we both became frantic, our bodies looking for purchase anywhere they could: his hand in my hair, the other clutching my thigh so passionately I was sure to bruise, my hand in his hair, the other to his heart, grazing the exposed, and impossibly soft skin of his hard chest.
An exotic heat blossomed between my thighs as his hand explored higher, closer and closer to my aching centre, till we were but two delirious beings driven by a sole seductive force. A force words could not explain, nor attempt to.
When his long fingers grazed the wetness gathered between my thighs, he hissed, and I moaned. Mine was a breathy and shocked whine, while Zayd’s groan was gritty and coarse.
No touch had ever made me feel so rapturous and crazed.
This relentless hunger for each other was something new to me, so when he slipped his calloused fingers past my soaked slip, I could do nothing but expel a breathy yes and grind harder on his hand.
A rough growl left his lips, that now travelled past my neck and shoulders, kissing, sucking, branding, scorching everything in their way. Just as he caressed my bundle of nerves and slid the tip of his finger into my eager core, a loud thundering noise rang out.
I gasped, unsure of what was happening.
Zayd removed his fingers from between us, grasping my waist instead, causing me to slide lower, just to find the hard bulge of his pants teasing my wet entrance.
I made to move, certain whatever spell was cast had broken when Zayd had stopped kissing me, but he only held me tighter, as he passed a lewd gaze over my dishevelled body.
He bit the corner of his bottom lip and groaned, “And here I thought you could never get more breathtaking than when you look at the world with violence and vengeance blazing in the depths of those golden eyes.”
Those magnificent lilac orbs returned to mine as he rubbed his thumb on my bottom lip and added, “I seem to be often wrong about you, though.”
He just didn’t know how much. That thought sobered me up.
He didn’t wait for me to ask what was happening or about those rumbling noises in the background; he immediately explained, “Amun light show is starting. He calls everyone to attention with the noise generated when strong winds hit the canyon in a certain way. You know, like most Gods, he is a teeny tiny bit dramatic.”
Amusement danced in his gaze, and though his words meant we should probably look at the sky and the incoming divinely promoted show, we couldn’t seem to stop staring at each other. I was so aroused, confused, and guilty for what had happened and what was yet to come.
And yet, the furious beast that lived inside me was silent. My violent thoughts quieted. My anxious nerves settled.
At this moment, I didn’t think I’d ever have the strength to move forward with the plan. The tightly closed box at the bottom of my heart rattled and jolted.
As my mind looked for answers in those amethyst portals, his expression turned serious, almost angry, and his jaw tensed as he uttered his next words, carving pieces of my fractured soul with them.
“I have endured much throughout life. I have rid the world of many souls, not always justly. Many mistakes stain my history. Yet, when I look into your amber eyes, I know it was all for a reason. I am probably crazy for feeling this way in such a short time.”
He laughed, a rich and beautiful sound that lit his eyes like shining stars. “But you make me feel like it has all been worth it. Like I had to experience all that I have just to meet you in that squalid den. And I never, ever refute a blessing from the Gods.”
My heart purred and hopped in my chest at his words. Gods, I shouldn’t have felt this way. This was dangerous for both of us, and I should have tried to put as much distance between us before it was too late. A nagging voice reminded me that we had long passed that point, and I could do nothing but begrudgingly agree with it.
The box rattled again, louder this time. Remembering what I had to do to him, I internally cringed at his heart-melting words, knowing that nothing good ever went where I wandered. I was his bad omen, nothing more. Even if I desperately wanted to be.
Before I could say anything, Zayd’s strong arms manoeuvred me as if I weighed nothing, the swell in his pants now resting between my ass cheeks.
I was a fucking assassin, honed by years of training and torture, and yet I had never felt as pliable as I did in his muscle-corded arms.
He passed me my chalice, still half full of sweet wine, and laid his chin on my left shoulder, all this while without letting go of my waist.
“Enjoy the show,” he murmured, and his tone felt all wrong.
This was the voice reserved for a lover, a sweet caress, not the arrogant tone I was used to hearing from the Strategos. Confusion took over my mind once again, and I only hoped he could not read my thoughts in my expression.
“Tell me about you and those mistakes you mentioned. I mean, I heard from Neith that you guys met under harsh circumstances. How does a man like you end up enslaved?”
I’d hoped that if I heard about his faults, maybe I could rationally convince myself that killing this man was for the best. A deep noise rumbled off his chest, reverberating across my torso.
“I...” he sounded hesitant, and I almost felt bad for asking and ruining the mood.
The only noises accompanying our date were the trickle of water in the pond and our intake of breaths as wisps of coloured light appeared on the starlit horizon. At first, it looked as if small reflective beams of light danced in the sky, but as the show appeared, I could see their grandeur and magnificence.
Zayd’s answer came unbidden, my eyes glued to the sky.
“Let’s just say I wasn’t there when it counted, and I trusted the wrong people,” he sighed.
A few moments later, he added, “What you see is called Aurora Borealis up north.”
I turned in his arms, my gaze catching his.
His scar, the one I never seemed to notice, looked a stark pink under the coloured lights.
“You mean this doesn’t only happen here once every three years?”
He shook his head, repositioning me so that I was forced to look at the light show once more.
In the expanse above the canyon, the celestial dance called Aurora Borealis intensified, painting the night sky with ethereal hues. Ribbons of iridescent green, violet, and hints of crimson swirled and cascaded like cosmic brushstrokes, weaving a luminescent tapestry that seemed to bridge the earth below with the wonders of the universe. The vibrant lights flickered and shimmered, casting an otherworldly glow upon the darkened canyon walls, as if nature itself had opened a portal to a realm where magic and wonder coexisted in perfect harmony. The celestial spectacle whispered tales of divine mysteries, inviting those below to gaze upward and marvel at the boundless beauty etched across the canvas of the night.
As the lights danced closer and closer to the Holy Mountains, Zayd’s warm hands returned to my thighs, stroking closer and closer to my needy core.
The fire he had ignited before hadn’t been doused despite the impressive light show and the cool air caressing our bare skin. I held the breath in my lungs hostage when his fingers grazed my clit once more. Tendrils of dark shadows were dancing around my legs, tickling the soft skin.
His hands moved higher, right where I wanted them, and when he skimmed, spread, and stretched the skin around my swollen bundle, a throaty and heady groan poured out of me.
My body was wrung tighter than a pulled bowstring, and I was certain something would explode out of me soon. The Strategos didn’t indulge in any warnings before two of his fingers speared through me, his thumb stroking my clit in possessive brushes, while his shadows’ grip intensified, pushing my legs farther apart, giving their master easier access.
All at once, the breath I had been holding whooshed out of me, and I was certain the frantic beat of my heart could be heard all over the canyon.
Zayd’s lips worshipped my neck and shoulder, his firm fingers pumping in and out of me persistently, as he growled low in my ear.
Despite experiencing intimacy in the past, my body felt inept in Zayd’s skilled hands. A simple touch had never burned so brightly.
His thick length swelling under my backside only intensified the sharp feeling of rupturing at the seams just to be remade anew that I was experiencing under this starlit sky.
When his other hand released my waist—a tendril of dark shadows taking its place—just to knead one of my breasts, the material of the gown creating blissful friction, I let go completely, taking pleasure like I had never allowed myself to do before.
I reached a peak so high, I came crashing down in a wave of decadent desire; my fall softened by a cloud of blissful pleasure.
And it was right here, in the arms of my enemy, the arms of the man I came to care for but would have to kill, that I shattered completely.
Lights burst under my eyelids, blending with the ones dancing in the sky, as all the liquid heat my body had produced flowed out of me, coerced by his capable hands. I was blissfully ruptured and remade by his virtuous hands.
I was sure of one thing, and one thing only, as I came down from the heights of ecstasy: I had never come this hard.
I had experienced pleasure before, but a touch had never felt so freeing. I had tasted the stars, felt the Gods, and came back to earth rebuilt.
While I was regaining the lost awareness of my body and surroundings, I wondered if the freedom from the empire that had enslaved me would ever feel as liberating and unfettering as the one elicited by the touch of the man holding me tight.
His shadows caressed me until my breath evened out, slowly removing their tendrils, and, as they disappeared, I immediately missed their warmth.
Zayd deliberately drove his fingers, the ones that had ruptured me so completely, into his mouth, sucking them.
The gesture was so erotic and vulgar that I was sure it wouldn’t take a lot of work from his side to make me reach that glorious edge again.
A raw and rumbling noise that could rival those of Amun vibrated out of his chest and reverberated across the length of my spine, increasing the spark of excitement that danced in my lower stomach.
“Fucking divine,” he gritted through clenched teeth. His rich and darkened voice was another shot of whatever drug he had already injected into my system, making me frantic for more of this. More of him.
I shifted in his arms, intent on reciprocating the pleasure he had just gifted me, but before I could slide my arms lower, he held me tighter and shook his head.
“Next time,” he murmured, voice rough and hair wild.
I tried to hide my shock, though I was certain he read it in my expression, because he proceeded to explain, “Tonight was about you, my Wael.”
Undeservingly, I felt a bone-deep disappointment at the missed chance to return the pleasure. I wanted to beg for his touch as much as I wanted to embed a scimitar in his chest.
I ran a trembling finger over the scar cleaving his eyebrow and trapped my bottom lip with my teeth, uncertain of what to do. I had never been pleasured without having to give anything back.
As I gently caressed his carved jaw, high cheekbones, and every line in between, a soft purr emanated from his chest, spurring me on. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the soft strokes I ministered.
My hand returned to his scar, and the question bubbled out of my chest instinctively, “What happened?” I whispered. 
“I trusted the wrong people,” he repeated.
The words were a spear to my chest, straight for my wretched and bleeding heart. I knew I should have stopped then, returned to camp and gotten the night over with. I couldn’t be one of those people. I couldn’t add to this man’s pain and betrayal, though I knew I had no other choice.
Life was a series of cruel events.
Oh Goddesses, I am fucked.
As I moved my traitorous hands to his neck, right over the hieroglyphics adorning his bronze skin, a deep rumbling noise echoed from his chest, and I dared to ask, “What do they mean?”
Zayd peered at me through heavy-lidded eyes.
“You don’t know about the holy glyphs?”
I shook my head but continued softly brushing those symbols, which ran from under his left ear down to the back of his hand.
“Every time you speak with your Netjers, the conversation is somewhat reflected in these symbols, in a way that only you and your ancestors can understand. It’s like a secret message, a reminder of all that has been shared with our lineage.”
He swiped a long strand of hair from my shoulder.
“One day, when you speak with your Goddesses, you will have them too. Distinct colours for each different deity.”
It was incredible how, despite my life of studies and research, I still knew nothing about the world. What hurt the most was that the more I learned about my culture and land, the more I felt I knew nothing of my roots.
“So, what colours do you have, except these black ones, which I am assuming are from Kek?”
I distracted myself from my dark thoughts.
“You assume correctly. I also have Ausir’s dark teal glyphs on my back, and Seth’s purple ones on this other shoulder and chest,” he declared, popping open the first few buttons of his tunic, to reveal Seth’s marks on his densely packed chest muscles, right over his heart.
His chest, much like his arms and hands, was vastly scarred. Thick and thin cuts peppered it, marring it with signs of innumerable battles and challenges he had faced.
“They are beautiful,” I voiced with reverence. The violet of the glyphs created a marvellous contrast on his ochre skin.
As I skimmed my hand over the eye of Ra’s glyphs etched onto his heart, I could feel the power infused in the symbols; I couldn’t comprehend it, but it was clear these weren’t mere decorations.
Our golden and lilac gazes cut to each other once more, like they couldn’t go long without snagging the other’s glint. Zayd’s intense and haunting stare never failed to make me feel naked, as if my lonely soul had been bared before the both of us.
It never failed to chafe at the sturdy armour built around my heart. His looks were sharp enough to hollow lungs and buckle joints.
The array of foods he had laid before us was mostly eaten. My stomach was content, but I found myself hungry for a totally different reason. Zayd soon changed the subject, though our eyes never left each other.
“I would love it if you decided to join our sedjem.”
At my confused expression, he clarified, “Our army of Netjerits. We have a mission coming up soon, and it’d be nice if you could assist us.”
I couldn’t get more attached than I already was, though I also found it hard to resist the spark of hope in his amethyst eyes.
“Sure. What is the mission?”
The Strategos’ features assumed that particular sombreness I had learnt to recognise as his serious expressions: plump lips pursed, eyebrows lowered, and darkened gaze.
“Apprehending one of the biggest slavers of the Imperium.”
I might not have wanted to get involved more than necessary, nor get dangerously closer to Zayd, but after my many years of enslavement, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity of ridding the world of its scum. Nor could I ignore the spark of excitement prompted by this vengeful proposition.
Because if there was one thing I understood and cherished above all else, it was revenge.



CHAPTER XXX – FAROUK
To have peace there must be strife; both are part of the structure of the world and requirements. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
Helga’s ginger mane danced with her steps as she approached the cot in the infirmary. She made sure to be here for my second check-up with Miss Chione, and I was more than glad for the company.
She was gorgeous, with her mint green eyes framed by constellations of freckles and lovely porcelain skin. But her beauty wasn’t the reason I liked her; it was mainly the kindness and tenderness she had shown the past few days while I was recuperating.
The sting of the iron piercing my shoulder was a phantom pain I was still learning how to deal with.
With her here, everything seemed lighter; I did not have to think about the few times I froze on the spot while recollecting the memories of that night. Lylah’s panicked gaze and her anguished screams often accompanied my thoughts, and I welcomed any distractions.
Helga glanced at me, a soft smile gracing her lips and crinkling the corners of her eyes, while Chione moved on to inspect the healing of the scar.
It was now but a mere cut from clavicle to shoulder. It was also an earned scar, like the one I carried on my back after saving my brother years ago. Well, if living a life paralysed from the neck down could be called saving.
Scars were badges of honour, medals etched onto skin, and I couldn’t be prouder. To be fair, I hadn’t exactly saved Lylah, but who knew what might have happened if I hadn’t shown up? And just with that thought, my mood was lifted, the smile I returned to Helga a genuine one.
After a silent assessment, Professor Shoshan brought a sturdy walnut chair near my cot and sat comfortably in front of me.
“So, you are all set, Farouk.”
I nodded and made to stand, but she stopped me with a gentle hand on my knee.
“Though I’d love... I’d love to speak to you,” she cut a glance to Helga, who was cleaning the mortar and pestle used to produce the scarring balm I had to apply for the rest of the week.
“In private, please, dear.”
Her accent was rich sounding, with cascading rhythms that reminded me so much of home—of my sister Jemiha. Oh, how I missed her delectable milk rice and roasted fish! How I missed sitting on our front door’s patio enjoying the spectacular sunsets of the Mafkat, as we teased and consoled each other.
A quick throat clearing from Chione jolted me back to the here and now. I offered Helga another tender smile before she closed the infirmary door behind her.
I refocused my attention on the Netjerit sitting in front of me, just as she mused, “So, how are you settling in?”
I doubted that’s what she wanted to ask me in private, but I was glad for small talk, nonetheless.
“I am well. Almost back to my old self,” I encouraged.
“But there is never really any going back, is there? We can only move forward, and scars, like most things that happen to us, change us,” she beamed.
“And change is often a good thing.”
I nodded, unsure where this was going.
“So,” she took a lung-filling breath, and continued, “I have a proposal for you.”
I waited patiently for the healer to continue.
“I am sure you know by now that Lylah is a Netjerit. We still don’t know whom she descends from, but divine blood runs through her veins as surely as the sun will be setting tonight.”
I nodded, perplexed by the course of this conversation.
“The general, the sergeant, the lieutenant, and I have been putting together an army of Netjerits and other warriors alike, who are ready to sacrifice—well, everything, for the liberation of our land.”
She cleared her throat, opening and closing her plush lips, before words left her. “I was wondering if you wished to join us. Zayd will propose the same to Lylah—if he hasn’t already.”
She grasped my chestnut brown hands. Hers were a few shades darker and with deep mahogany hues. They were softer than I would have thought, considering her age and profession. They reminded me of my mother’s; hers were just as gentle and silky, though I guessed people could afford tenderness before the invasion.
Chione went on, interrupting my nostalgic thoughts.
“We will share the details of the first mission with a few new joiners this afternoon, so you can think about it till then. Maybe talk it over with Lylah.” She smiled, showing off straight rows of white teeth.
I nodded, my decision already made.
I needn’t time to think about it. I wouldn’t let the opportunity to fight for the liberation of our land from the oppressors go to waste.
“I will be there, and I am sure Lylah will be, too.”
Chione rewarded me with another broad smile.
***
Lylah and I were walking to the secretive room inside the armoury, where the meeting would take place.
A door, one we hadn’t even noticed the first time we had trained inside this building, was nestled behind the training room door, which successfully hid its mysterious entrance. I guessed secrecy was of the utmost importance when it came to these meetings.
I was feeling equal nervousness and excitement, while Lylah seemed calm and collected, as if we were going to a bar, catching up with old friends.
I envied her composure. Envied her heavily loaded glances when her eyes narrowed at their edges, transforming them into pools of crackling embers, ready to burn you alive. She had the rare ability to look down her nose at any man who towered above her. Despite all those sharp edges and her strong attitude, she seemed to be dealing with a lot of self-loathing. That much was clear.
We reached the room a few minutes early. Chione and Akil already sat to the right of the class, while a few other cadets with distinct Egyptian features I had seen roaming around camp filled the front seats. There were a few northern folks, but the majority present were, indeed, compatriots.
Lylah, non-conformist as usual, sat in the last row of chairs, dumping her crossed ankles on the table in front of her with a loud thump, uncaring of the indignant looks of the others. She was the portrait of boredom.
By the time Zayd entered, followed by Helga’s sister, the room was filled with a few dozen cadets, including me, Lylah, and our four professors.
Unsurprisingly, Zayd’s eyes homed in on my friend and stuck with her for the remainder of the introduction.
Of the participants, only me, Lylah, and a dude I thought was called Merion were part of the recruits; the rest were either veterans or second and third-year cadets, and as always, Lylah was the only female amongst them.
Apparently, the four professors had been acquiring soldiers for their secret army for about ten years, since before Zayd became general. As of now, the resistance was made up of one hundred and sixty-seven soldiers, of which a little over fifty were Netjerits.
After the introduction, Neith Karras stood in the centre of the class, moving on to the description of the target.
“Hello, everyone. Let me start by saying this is no simple mission.”
Her stance exhumed power, no matter that she was no Netjerit herself; confidence and strength were acquired through battle and blood, and I could tell she had more than enough courage to feed an army.
“We will try to apprehend Lucius Theodosian, the biggest slave trader on this side of the world.”
Gasps and murmurs filled the small room, and one louder voice asked, “Theodosian? Isn’t he related to the Roman Emperor?”
Akil nodded and replied, “He is the third-degree cousin of the emperor. But no matter, he will be in Athens on the sixth and seventh days of next week. Though he doesn’t go anywhere without being heavily guarded, thanks to Neith’s spies, we are privy to his itinerary in the city.”
Lylah seemed almost bored with the conversation, but I could tell her mental gears were turning, and that brain of hers was up to something.
Neith went on to present Lucius’ planned schedule before she asked, “Any ideas? We have been after this guy for a long time; by catching him, we could help free thousands of slaves. If you know anyone who has been enslaved, just remember, this guy is probably behind it. Failure is not an option.”
A few cadets brought forth ideas that sounded as impossible to orchestrate as they were to succeed.
Only after an hour of bickering, Lylah stood and announced, “I have a plan. If you can get me into the Exotic Paradise, I can get him out alone.”
I turned to my friend, while Neith’s lips curled, “Zayd knows the manager; he can probably get you in there.”
She looked at the Strategos. “Right, Zayd?”
I could tell he was sceptical about Lylah’s proposal, “And what is this plan of yours, Lylah?”
“If you know the plan, it won’t work. You are going to have to trust me. Just get me in there on the night of the sixth day, and he is yours,” she remarked.
With that, she turned and left the room.
What a badass.
Neith stopped Zayd from following her out and reasoned, “If she has a plan, we should try to follow it. That’s why she is here, isn’t it? If we want her help, let’s trust her. Go and speak with Tamarya to make sure she can find a way to get us in on that night.”
The general looked to Chione and Akil for support.
“I agree with Neith on this one, brother,” said the Syntagmatarchis, as the history professor nodded.
“I’ll speak with Tamarya, then,” Zayd left, pissed and bothered, but at least he could take a loss when outvoted.
***
In the evening, Lylah visited me in my room after dinner. We spoke about her plan, and once she shared a few details, I completely understood why it was best if the others—a.k.a. Zayd—were not privy to it.



CHAPTER XXXI
To the great and supreme power which made the earth, the heavens, the sea, the sky, men and women, animals, birds, and creeping things, all that is and all that shall be, the Egyptians gave the name netjer. — The Egyptian Book of the Dead
Iawoke from another recurring dream, sweaty and breathless, bright golden eyes chasing away my sleep-muddled brain. Removing my humid and slicked hair from my face, I took a deep, calming gulp of air and walked to the window.
The early dawn light danced upon the candied dew stuck to the trees and the grass outside, its reflections creating a beautiful array of colours that flooded the space with a pastel glow.
I’d have to go and meet Zayd soon for another one of our trainings. It had been almost a week since our date, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t keep him out of my mind, and unfortunately, it seemed, out of my fantasies, either. I took another lung-filling breath; the air I expelled clouded the cold window with non-distinctive figures.
I knew I couldn’t fully trust the general, but he had proven to be nothing like the tyrannical monster the Imperium had made him out to be. He clearly held love for our ancestral land, which led me to doubt he had anything to do with the attack on Kemet that had started the last war and crumpled our empire.
A treasonous thought came unbidden, like a whispered confession. I might not trust the general, but I certainly didn’t trust the Imperium, either.
Doubts and thoughts coalesced as I dressed and braided my hair. Before exiting the room, I took the midnight blue coat I hadn’t returned since the konshu. To be fair, I was quite loath to do so since Zayd’s intoxicating scent permeated the velvety material. Rationally, I knew I had no right to keep it. I had no right to keep this kernel of happiness he had planted in my soul, either. No right to keep his soft smiles and kind words for myself when I still had a plan to carry out.
May Eset forgive me. I am a monster.
What heartened me was helping him and the sedjem with their mission. I could at least do that. Not that it would take anything away from my wrongdoings or absolve me from the life of misery and regret that awaited me at the end of the tunnel, but I could at least help him rid the world of another monster, one that was far worse than me.
Everything was moving according to schedule, and I couldn’t wait for tomorrow when I would finally get my hands on Lucius and feed him some of his own medicine.
I was the perfect cadet for this mission, not only because I had been a slave and harboured a special kind of hate for flesh traders, but especially because I had been forged and trained for decades to do exactly this.
***
“Good morning, little goddess.” His hoarse morning voice elicited a sticky and pleasurable heat to travel to my extremities, blush colouring my cheeks. I ignored the warmth he provoked and his musky fragrance, instead reaching the centre of the arena, ready to perform my stretches before beginning my meditation.
Zayd stopped me with his next words, “Today we are going to try a different approach.”
He moved closer and instructed me to shut my eyes. His presence had always sent my nerve endings on high alert, and it had been even more so since our date. I was struggling more and more to contain those erratic feelings in that box that had Zayd’s name in big, bold letters etched on it.
Determined not to let his effect on me show, I cut the tension in the air with a soft inhale and fought hard to regain complete control of my bodily reactions.
These unbridled sensations he caused were my worst enemy, and I realised I’d have to fight those first and foremost if I wished to defeat him.
Once I did as commanded, he went on, “I have thought about the times your powers have manifested, and I realised it always happened while you were fighting or right after.”
He was so close, walking in a steady circle around me, that when he released a breath, it warmed my forehead, his crisp vetiver scent drugging me immediately.
“I am wondering, Lylah, where do you go when you fight? Do you have a special place within your mind that you access? Most great fighters do.”
I nodded, unsure if I should talk.
“Good, very good. Now, as I mentioned multiple times, connecting with the Gods is an experience that requires presence. Presence can be provoked by powerful emotions, such as pain, panic, fear, and,” his next word was a hot whispered breath that caressed the shell of my ear, “Pleasure.”
He resumed his steady pace, oblivious to the exertion required of me to keep myself upright and my mind in check.
“But it can also be attained through meditation and concentration. I’ve seen you fight, and I believe you do so with an indomitable presence, which you strive to reach inside yourself before a battle. Would you agree?”
I nodded again, another breath of his tickling the back of my neck.
“Good. I want you to visit that place within your mind now. That special place where no distractions are welcomed, only absolute imperturbability and self-awareness.”
I did as he ordered, reaching that sacred spot inside myself.
“Now, ask Nephthys to show herself. Tell her it is time to converse with her long-lost daughter. Convince her that you are ready for this, that you are worthy of this. Believe it.” Zayd’s voice was now a faraway dream, a guide into the dark recess of my mind.
I lost touch with anything but those whispered words, sent into the unknown, hoping someone would answer—hoping my Goddess would.
I was about to lose hope when a tingling sensation spread from my lower stomach to my nape, causing a full-body shudder.
Seconds, or aeons, went by before a flash of indigo eyes appeared in the darkness—I couldn’t tell if things were happening inside my mind or in real life—I guessed our reality was what we believed it to be.
I audibly gasped when slender hands reached out and enveloped my cheeks.
“Hello, daughter.”
The voice was a susurrated caress carried across time and space on phantom wings. I could feel my heart beating out of my chest as more light was shed on the striking figure before me, defining her huge indigo eyes, framed by soft features, and waist-length onyx hair.
She was slim, with light caramel skin, clad in a simple dark purple sleeveless gown, and dark tendrils of hair dancing around her on an invisible wind.
The Goddess floated impossibly closer, her arms coming around me and crushing me into a wholesome hug.
And then I was nothing and everything all at once.
Suspended into this great womb, this conscious darkness that breathed life into the realms and all its creatures.
This void was eternal. Limitless. Alive.
I had finally returned to the Motherwomb, one that birthed all that ever was, is, and will be. And I was connected to it—a crucial part of it, even.
The only sound was that of my beating organ, pumping loudly in my ears. But I possessed no corporeal form here.
The pulsation, with its rhythmic thumping, must have been the heart of entire universes with their millions of living creatures, whose souls were all interconnected through this portal existing beyond time and space, simply brimming with infinite possibilities.
A sob built in my throat, but it did not burn as I would have expected. Because again, I had to remind myself, I had no tangible body here.
I was but a spirit returning home after a long journey.
Nephthys murmured unintelligible words in my ear and concluded, “May your path be guided by a starlit sky and a blessed moon,” before disappearing into the unknown, leaving me breathless, wholesome, and absolute for the first time in my sorrowful life.
I waded back to my body through what felt like a veil of syrupy dew that somehow wanted me to stay there.
Return home, it whispered.
As my consciousness wandered back to my body, I glimpsed a shimmering surface reflecting in the darkness of the void, a tunnel of spinning lights and a circular library stretching as far as the eye could see, built on many levels; its end I could not gleam.
A painful pinch on my forearm shook me from my vision, my eyes snapping open too fast, the bright light of day blinding me for a moment.
“I saw her,” I mumbled, frantic to get the words out.
“Take a deep breath, Lylah.”
A familiar voice and a warm hand on the small of my back guided me back to reality.
“Deep breaths. Just like that.” Zayd was watching me with itching intensity, a spark of pride dancing in his amethyst eyes. I did as instructed, filling and emptying my lungs in a stable rhythm.
“Just like that. Good girl.” His warm hand massaged my back as the other moved closer, holding a glass of fresh water.
Where the fuck did he pull that out?
Still, I drank greedily, the cool water soothing a heat I hadn’t realised had spread through me, my temperature too hot for the brisk morning air.
Once I recollected my calm demeanour and my breathing evened out, lilac eyes found mine, and it was startling to know that a simple violet gaze had the power to make me feel safe, that a single look from this man could ease my worries.
He smiled proudly and said, “Let me see your glyphs.”
The look of admiration in his eyes never faltered.
I did not deserve that look; no matter that I had just gotten proof I was indeed a Netjerit, daughter of the Goddess of Darkness and Death, his praise and respect weren’t something I would ever deserve.
I took another calming breath and revealed what the Goddess had told me, no matter how confusing her directions might have been.
***
The next day, I was in a surprisingly good mood.
It might have had something to do with the talk I had with Nephthys and the power I’d felt infused in me ever since, or perhaps it was my new glyphs shining a dark purple in a straight line from my right armpit to the inside of my elbow.
They looked pretty cool, though I was fully aware that I would have to hide them from the Romans, especially my next mark: Lucius Theodosian.
I couldn’t wait to get my hands on him later on that night, I thought, as I prepared all that I would need for my plan to succeed.
I dressed up in what could only be called a crimson mosquito net, which I had hand-picked as attire for the night.
I looked at my reflection in the mirror, spotting clear differences between this girl and the one staring back in Caligo.
Her eyes weren’t shadowed by dark smudges, her face was fuller, and her eyes brighter.
“Life looks good on you, girl,” I murmured to myself.
A knock resounded, shaking me from my thoughts, and I jumped into a matching silk robe before Neith entered the room. The lieutenant’s eyebrows reached her matching auburn hairline as she assessed my clothing.
She moved closer, a small pouch in her fair hands, as she said, “I am not sure what you have in mind, Lylah, but count me in.”
Her lips curled, and I cast her a small smile of my own.
“I brought you some supplies.” She spread the dark leather pouch on the bed, expensive hairpins, and paints for the face spilling out.
“I might not be the best person to paint your face, but I’m here to help.”
It was my turn to frown. “In what capacity exactly? I mean, if you don’t know how to use them, that is.”
I pointed at the material displayed on the bed, restraining my grimace.
Neith chuckled before replying, “I have been in pleasure houses before. I’ll make sure you fit in. I have a pretty steady hand and a sister.”
Her gaze clashed with mine. “The alternatives are Zayd and Akil since Chione is teaching a class.”
The look of feigned offence in her eyes told me exactly how terrible the other options were.
“I’d rather be poked in the eyes by you, thank you very much,” I conceded.
Her lips curved mischievously. “That’s the spirit! Plus, I am pretty sure Zayd would much rather poke you somewhere other than your eyes.”
My eyes widened in mock surprise, and my mouth went agape in an exaggerated display of shock.
Neith only chuckled.
She picked up a black kohl bottle and applied it with precise hands to my eyes and lashes, without, in fact, poking me.
Then came my cheeks, which Neith dusted with a glittery pink powder, and lastly my lips, painted in soft strokes with a crimson stick, matching my outfit.
Upon assessing the lieutenant’s work on the long mirror, I crooned, “Are you sure you chose the right career, lieutenant?”
She chortled, “Trust me, for as much as I like dusting glitters on pretty girls, there is nothing more satisfying than gutting a foe from cock to neck.”
I snorted at that, gaze meeting her hazel one in the reflection of the mirror, and we laughed. A genuine, hearty laugh.
The sound escaping my lips was foreign and unfamiliar to my ears. As I wiped a joyous tear from my face, I wondered when the last time was that I had done so. Perhaps before the war. I surely had nothing to laugh about during my time in Caligo.
Neith must have realised the direction of my thoughts because she asked nonchalantly, “Are you nervous?”
Her deft fingers moved on to my hair. She pinned a few curled strands on the crown of my head.
“Nah, after what you just told me, I’m in the mood for some gutting.”
She found my eyes in the mirror, the goldish copper of mine shining brighter than usual due to the black kohl around them.
“If you are anything like me, what you are feeling is excitement. Just don’t let it get to your head. And if you need anything, remember, Zayd and I will be there, too. Ready to get you out.”
I rolled my eyes. “Did he ask you to check in on me then?”
She knew exactly who I meant.
She snorted. “Absolutely not. He tried to persuade me to change your mind. Don’t look at me like that! All I promised was that I would remind you that we are there if you need help.” She rolled her eyes too, her expression a mirror to my own, “That overbearing fuck needs to chill out.”
I chuckled at her crass words in agreement.
The crinkling of her eyes enhanced the slim scar that missed her left oculus, seemingly by sheer luck. I raised my chin at it, thinking if there was a right time to ask about it, it would be now. I only hoped she wouldn’t be as stingy with her answers as Zayd had been.
“What happened?”
“What, this?” She pointed a finger at the presumed scar.
I nodded, keeping my head as steady as possible since she was still working on my hair.
“I got it during the war for Svearike.” A beat of silence.
I had heard of that land. A thriving Nordic place that was wiped off the face of the earth during a cold winter.
“I was born there. My father was the King of a bustling village, and my mother was a daughter of the Wilds.”
At my furrowed brows, a sad smile curved her lips before she clarified, “Daughters of the Wilds were women that lived in deep harmony with nature. Some might call them healers or priestesses, some might even call them witches. But to us, she was a daughter of Freyja, our Goddess of war, hunting, and love. Neith, my name, is one I chose for myself after I met Zayd. She is the corresponding Egyptian goddess to Freyja.”
Her eyes turned sorrowful.
“One cold winter, the Imperium reached out, requesting a tithe paid in gold or slaves. We did not possess gold or slaves in our lands. We were but farmers, gatherers, hunters, even warriors, but never because we had to and always because the Gods blessed us so.”
She kept brushing the same strand of hair, absorbed in her story.
“We opposed to such a thing. Why pay tithe to an empire that had done nothing for our own? With no shared goal nor provisions?”
She shook her head, her eyes still fixed upon a point on the far wall, as if the scenes of her story were replaying in front of her.
Her attention turned to a new strand of hair.
“They attacked at night, with no warning or announcement. The fucking cowards attacked the most exposed villages first, the ones filled with women and children.”
Her eyes went distant, “They raped and murdered. They spared no one. Not even my parents. The only reason Helga and I survived was because we had the wit and luck to escape on a horse through the chaos to the inland cities, alerting the others. Not that it did much to save them. Svearike was conquered in a few months, and my race and my people ended up either killed or enslaved. Thankfully, I had managed to send Helga off to Greece before they took me and brought me to Rome to become a courtesan.”
A dry laugh left her. “After I chewed off too many noble dicks for their liking, they sent me off to the mines in Bulgarsi, where I met Zayd.”
The heaving breath she expelled was a sound I felt in the recesses of my soul because it knew her pain.
I could do nothing but see the similarities between what had been done to her land by the Imperium and what had been done to Kemet by the Hellenes. At this moment, I truly understood the immense repercussions of conquest. It wasn’t only our lands and our people that perished but our culture and heritage, too. We were but lost children roaming this world without a home.
She went on, “My mother and her love for the wilderness, for a life of freedom and peace, are what pushed me to rebel. To honour not only our people and their lives but my mother’s fierceness, too.”
The corner of her lips kicked up as she concluded, “And, as they say, the rest is history.”
“I had a dear friend from Svearike.”
My eyes prickled and burned at the thought of her. But she would have wanted nothing more than to live on in our hearts. Her light deserved to be remembered.
“Annika. She was a fierce and loyal warrior. She was so brave. And kind.” I felt a rueful smile spread on my lips, and as Neith squeezed my shoulder, I looked at her hazel eyes once more and felt our shared anguish. Our shared histories.
And I was sure that, if things had been different, if we’d met under other circumstances, we would have become very good friends.
Once I was ready, I thanked Neith for her help and for keeping my mind off things. I took a few minutes for myself to prepare mentally before I left the camp.
***
Exotic Paradise was a fancy pleasure house on the outskirts of Athens. The name itself was as revolting as it could get, but what was even worse were the hungry stares of the queuing patrons before I could round the corner to reach the performers’ entrance at the back.
Fucking disgusting.
At the thought, an uncomfortable shiver ran down my spine. If I planned to survive the night, I’d have to get used to them, as well as swallow the bile that threatened to fill my mouth at the scent that wafted out of the place when the guard held the door open for the pretty performer in front of me.
Smoke, stale bodily fluids, sex, and alcohol; that’s what the Exotic Paradise smelled of.
I forced a smile, probably nothing short of a grimace, at the guard when it was my turn to provide identification. He was a stout, middle-aged man with oily sable hair and a long pipe clutched between his thin lips.
He gave me a once over and grunted, “Never seen ya before.”
I nodded and offered in my sweetest voice, “Correct. It’s my first night.”
I tried to sound excited, though I was cringing internally. “I am here as a substitute for Rhea. She fell ill.”
I struggled to keep a soft expression at my meek voice.
The guard offered another grunt before opening the door. As soon as my feet reached the polished black marble floor and the door shut behind me, I was fully assaulted by the hideous scent of the place.
I asked one of the performers in the back—a pretty blond girl with a kind smile—to point me toward the manager, whom Zayd had already informed of my arrival. I made my way through drunken patrons to a room located at the end of a long corridor, the smell of arousal and sex rendering the air moist and stuffy.
I knocked and waited for an invitation before stepping foot into the room.
It was a rectangular space, furnished with crimson and fuchsia accents. It felt like each piece of furniture had its own style and origin; nothing really matched in the ostentatious room, except for the colours, as if the designer had travelled the world looking for the gaudiest ruby pieces and collected his loot here.
“You must be Lylah.” A melodic and sensual voice reached me from the far-left corner of the room, where a dangerously beautiful woman sat, a half-naked man on each side of her.
Her dark brown hair and matching brown eyes looked resplendent even in the dusky light, and her sun-kissed skin was just a shade lighter than mine.
I wasn’t sure why I had expected an old crone to be the manager and not the rare beauty in front of me.
She wore heavy golden jewellery, red lipstick matching the room, and a tight corset. It was, in fact, so tight that the majority of her considerable breast spilt out of its embrace, demanding attention. She wore fitting silk pants—though I had never seen a woman doing so if not in battle—and just that minor detail increased the respect I had for the unknown female in front of me.
She was smoking some type of rolled-up herb. Her expression relaxed as smoke wafted out of her mouth, blurring her face and twirling in the dark waves of her hair.
“Aren’t you a pretty little thing, eh?”
She gestured for me to move closer with a hooked finger.
I had never encountered such a sensual young woman who was confident in her skin and wielded her beauty as a weapon. As if she knew that a single kiss, a simple touch, could slice a man sharper and deeper than any blade ever could. I suppressed a smile, thinking that Mistress Octavia would have been so in awe of a creature like her.
She stood, and there was an unspoken grace and sensuality to her movements, aside from her generous curves.
She approached me and grasped my chin between her crimson-painted fingers, turning my face to the only illumination in the room, inspecting me as if she might find some lost secret in my features.
“Hathor’s tits, you are a descendant, too. You look young. Are you sure Zayd sent the right person for tonight’s job?”
She released my face. Too fast for my eyes to catch, she took hold of a strand of my hair, tauntingly twisting it with a ring-adorned finger, as if assessing its softness.
I could not tell how she had surmised I was a daughter of the Gods until I spotted a cluster of dusky pink glyphs all over her chest and neck, only visible when the light hit the tattoos from a specific angle.
Somehow, I knew this was a test on her part. She was checking if I was ready for the mission.
I smiled sweetly. “I am sure if Zayd thought you were better suited for the task at hand, he would have requested your assistance. But alas, here I am, Tamaryn.” I injected all the authority I possessed into those words.
I took hold of the rolled-up leaves she was smoking and inhaled a long puff before winking at her and leaving the room.
Tamarya beamed; a bright and mischievous grin that made her eyes glimmer. And my excitement with it.



CHAPTER XXXII – ZAYD
Love is like the sun. It can burn you, but also give you life. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
My boots were near silent on the black marble floor as I weaved my way through the drunken and sex-addled patrons. I selected a velvet cushioned seat near the stage that wasn’t illuminated by one of the ostentatious chandeliers swinging from the pine green ceiling and ordered an inconspicuous jug of mead from a passing half-naked waitress.
I had always hated this place, the gaudy red and fuchsia furnishing, the dark green walls, the oppressiveness of the smoke, and other odours I’d have rather not dwelled upon. I came purely if, and when, absolutely necessary, and only because I knew the value of the information Tamarya could provide.
Today I came because of Lylah and her reckless plan.
I was never one to cower in the face of impossible challenges. Gods, I was the first of the hetaireia that usually pushed for such risks. But the thought of her here, surrounded by the hungry looks of men who would rather take from her luscious body than give to her beautiful soul, made me want to crush skulls and disembowel bodies.
I grounded my teeth so hard it was a miracle my jaw hadn’t given out. It didn’t help that my cock had been as hard as alabaster for the past fucking week.
Eight days, to be precise.
Eight days since our date.
Eight days since I had last touched her, tasted her.
Eight days with intoxicating thoughts of her and only my hand to quell the possessive beast she had awoken in me.
She hadn’t sought me out since then.
Since the softness of her skin, the addicting taste of her release, and the sound of her moans had left an indelible mark on my soul.
Her presence brought me peace and konshued me home to a time when Kemet was a safe and joyous place, and we didn’t have to worry about oppressors and wars.
Lylah sang the song of home straight to my heart. A song I hadn’t heard since my mother and sister had died.
Her amber eyes were a kind of brand I couldn’t erase even if I’d wished to. And the way they glowed when I had brought her to Kemet, brighter than the midday sun in an arid desert, her grin more luminous than Eset’s light...
It was the fire that lurked in those eyes that had lured me to her; it was the pain and anguish that she hid behind that fiery demeanour that I craved to crush.
I wished only to give her more of those moments, more pleasure. More of me.
If I felt this overwhelmed by a simple touch, I couldn’t imagine what tasting her, being in her, would do to my sanity. It would certainly be my undoing.
She would be my undoing.
The memory of her tight, silken warmth clamping around my fingers as she came was a torture of its own.
For Seth’s sake, even her snarky and better-than-thou attitude was a fucking turn-on. My aching shaft twitched in my leather pants, reminding me how uncomfortable the night would get if I didn’t get my thoughts in check. I quickly rearranged the bulge in my pants, refocusing on the task ahead.
She is already my undoing.
My teeth ground harder, and only after heaving a few deep breaths and chugging half of my mead did I manage to calm the uninhibited need coursing through my veins.
It would have been easier if I didn’t like her as a person; if all I had to deal with was physical attraction and this uncontrollable need to fuck her. But yesterday, after she had spoken with Nephthys, I could do nothing but admire her and be proud of her success.
The Goddess had revealed to her that Akil would have to travel to Rome to find the lost daughter of Wedjet, Medusa. So far, we all thought Akil would be sent to Rome to deal with the assassin sent to kill me, but it appeared we had been wrong.
I was awed by how quickly she had gotten the hang of this. I still remembered the first few times I had been in contact with my Gods; their messages had sounded and felt like a garbled mess, but she had managed it on her first try.
More than anything, the whole thing reassured me that she belonged with us, with my hetaireia, and that filled my heart with hope for the future.
Waiting for Lylah’s plan to unfold, I sat for an hour on the uncomfortable burgundy velvet chair, drinking while patrons indulged in sexual activities and naked women and men crossed the hall or frolicked around the dark columns.
During that time, at least four of Tamarya’s employees offered to satisfy my needs. To be fair, I had to give my utmost respect to the girls who had approached me; they had more balls than most men who acted skittish and meek whenever around me. No matter how beautiful and fearless they were, how much skin was on show, how much they coaxed me with their sweet words, I wasn’t stupid enough to believe any of them could stifle my hunger for the only girl who seemed to send blood rushing to both my heads, so I politely rejected each time.
I glimpsed a dark auburn mane amongst the fray. Neith was sitting a few rows back, eyes gleaming, a beautiful brunette straddling her waist while she kneaded her perky breasts.
She winked at me, and I rolled my eyes, suppressing my smile. If there was anyone who knew how to enjoy themselves during high-tension missions, it was Neith.
Tamarya finally made an appearance, her wide hips swaying left and right with each determined step.
She sat on my lap to avoid suspicion and whispered in my ear, “He is here,” before taking her leave.
I cracked my knuckles and turned towards the dark doors of the hall, impatience rising. This was our one shot at apprehending this fucker. He deserved a slow and horrific death, but not before we gleamed as much information as we could. I only hoped Lylah knew what she was doing because Lucius had come prepared.
He stalked into the room, surrounded by an entourage composed of four imperial guards, three female slaves, and another two bodyguards. He was a slim, middle-aged man, boasting an expensive navy suit and more jewellery than a nobleman’s wife.
Tamarya herself showed the slaver to his table, located in the middle section near the stage. I had a perfect view of his pale and serious face, those icy eyes, and his greying hair. He drank an expensive amber liquor, liquid sloshing down his obnoxious salt-and-pepper goatee.
I marked each of his movements, and I could tell my sister was doing the same, the perky tits of the brunette bouncing in front of her face a long-forgotten distraction.
I was not sure what would come next; my only job was to sit not too far from the stage and keep him in sight.
Not long after Lucius’s arrival, the stage curtains opened, revealing a gorgeous blonde on the wooden dais, who went on to introduce a band of musicians and a new performer for the night.
“Isfet will grace our stage tonight. She is also in high demand, so remember first come, first served.”
The girl left the wooden platform as sensual, rhythmic music filled the hall.
My mind was still snagged on that dancer’s name. Isfet was an ancient Kemetic term used to describe the opposite of the Maat. It represented chaos and violence, and I just couldn’t wrap my head around such a choice for a dancer’s name.
The melody soon changed into something slower, more familiar, almost. It reminded me a lot of the tavern music in Egypt, when belly dancers would still grace the streets of our motherland, and it wasn’t deemed illegal to play or dance to our folk songs. The empty stage held my attention hostage, like my brain knew something would happen soon.
As if my thoughts had summoned her, a performer clad in a red silk robe appeared on stage. Her body and face were fully covered by the high hood and long crimson trail of the robe, which, if I had to guess, would soon come off to show us what was hidden under it.
The dancer chose the sudden swell of the music to time the start of her performance. Her movements were soft and graceful, almost hypnotising. During an unforeseen pirouette, the ruby robe flew off the girl on a phantom wind, revealing a lace bodysuit that hugged her light-brown curves.
She wore a bloodred number that draped over her upper body and arms in delicate lace motifs, teasingly concealing her most intimate areas while converging in a single strip of material on her ass, leaving most of it exposed.
I swore to any God that would listen when golden eyes clashed with mine from the stage. Lylah was dancing with a sensuality unbecoming of a warrior, and, Seth help me, if it didn’t send a rush of blood straight to my balls and my mind in override.
My body came alive at her mere presence.
I turned to Neith, who still had that girl on her lap. She winked knowingly, her amusement palpable. I would have a chat with her when this was all over.
If I survived.
I wondered how my teeth hadn’t grounded into fine powder yet, just as the generous curve of Lylah’s ass was put on full display thanks to a half spin. The ends of her long, inky hair caressed her round hips just before she spun again, her gaze immediately finding mine. There was a tugging sensation in my chest when her honey eyes clashed with mine.
The warm lights of the dais gilded her form, her skin a shimmering gold, and her hair gleaming like black silk.
All of Ausir’s power wouldn’t have been enough to scrub the memory of her in that piece of lingerie, swaying her hips while the embers in her eyes burned me from the inside out.
Oh, I would have gladly died by that fire.
Gods, I needed to get a fucking grip.
The tightness of the leather around my midsection became bruising, and I had to readjust my aching cock once more.
Lylah sauntered off stage, toward the seats spread throughout the hall. Her hips swayed, and I swore she could have sent any male on their knees with that ensorcelling gaze if she so wished.
She roamed the room, every eye in it fixed on her swaying hips and sensual motions.
The hungry gazes that devoured her every move were a distant thought because my attention was wholly consumed by her: the addicting little goddess dancing in front of me. A flash of pure red in an otherwise dark and sinful room.
She strolled towards me, and I stopped breathing.
As she straddled me and brushed my neck, similarly to what she had done during our trip to Kemet, my lungs forgot how to draw air.
With much effort, I removed my white-knuckle fingers, which had now atrophied around the mead cup from clutching it so vigorously; it was a miracle it hadn’t broken yet.
Her plush red lips were tantalising, and I wondered how they would look stretched around my—
“Play the game, Zayd,” she instructed, while moving a hand of mine on her backside. The silkiness of her skin against my calluses was more bewitching than the mightiest of spells.
“He is watching,” she pushed through gritted teeth. But for the life of me, I couldn’t remember whom she was talking about.
It was just me and her, my fingers on her soft skin and her warm breath on my neck, until a pinch on my arm reminded me what we had come here for. Who we had come here for.
She hissed, “I know this might come as a surprise to you, but you are meant to look pleased, not angry.”
I wasn’t mad. I was a rabid and starved beast.
And the knowledge that this wasn’t some kind of fulfilled fantasy but just another mission had barely doused this burning need. But if she wanted me to play, I could do that.
I grabbed her hair, hard, and pulled her head backwards, snarling in her ear, “If you wanted to please me, you should have visited my room at night with this cute ensemble where I could have returned the favour, Isfet.”
I grasped her thighs, forcing her to straddle me, my shadows and storms writhing and pushing against my skin, begging for release. Smothering them was no small feat.
With gentleness I didn’t know I possessed, I grazed my nose across the column of her neck, where her scent was strongest, and inhaled.
I groaned. Her sweet, floral and smoky fragrance enveloped all my senses, overriding them, overriding every rational part of me. I nuzzled harder into her neck as if her paradisiac smell was all I needed to survive. As if it were the very air I breathed. Just having her in my arms halted the constant roaring in my mind.
She raised her chin, baring more of that gorgeous throat to me, and I intuitively pushed Lylah harder on my erection.
She gasped when the heat of her core rubbed against mine. She audibly swallowed, the slim column of her neck bobbing with the movement.
It was my turn to smirk at her reaction before she whispered on a breathy moan, “Keep going.”
Only the force of all the Gods combined could have stopped me then. I licked her exposed neck, my tastebuds coming alive, making her blush in the process.
I knew then that I would leave this world a happy man if I got to see that rosy flush blooming over her face for the rest of my days. I would give her anything she wanted and more, just to see it again.
The music changed, and another performer breached the stage. But my eyes were still fixed on the one in my arms. My brain wouldn’t focus on anything but her. Her warmth, her taste, her luscious skin, and my throbbing cock pressing against the curve of her ass.
I was about to worship her shoulder and breast next, but our bubble of pleasure burst when a man approached us.
“You are so very beautiful.”
I had to put to good use all the discipline taught to me by centuries of experience, not to kill him on the spot. Not to let my shadows crawl to his neck and squeeze until he was nothing more than dust. I needed all my self-restraint to contain my lightning and storms from drenching him wet and frying him to cinders. I increased my grip on Lylah’s waist.
She must have sensed my forbearance slipping because she said, her eyes never leaving mine, “Thank you. I am with a client now.”
It was that word—client—that roused me from my filthy thoughts and brought me back to the mission in play right now. I wasn’t sure how she’d managed it, but the man complimenting her was, in fact, Lucius, who looked flustered at the lack of attention from both of us.
I smiled viciously at the little goddess in my lap. She must have known he was a man used to getting what he wanted and was exploiting that weakness.
Smart girl.
I played right into her plan. “Yeah, she is with me. I have already paid for the night.”
I looked him over for the first time. “Too bad for you. You don’t know what you are missing out on.”
Lucius’s eyes took on an evil glint. “How much.”
It wasn’t a question.
Lylah had the rare ability to ignore anyone and anything, making them feel nonexistent, dismissed, and worthless of her attention. It was a behaviour which normally grated on my nerves, but seeing it used on this piece of shit brought me more delight than expected.
She licked the column of my neck as if the man hadn’t talked at all. I suppressed a smirk while indulging in suckling a new spot behind her ear.
“I said, how much.” Lucius’s tone turned icy.
My shadows reacted before I could. The entitled prick had extended a hand toward Lylah’s nape, intending to grasp it and force her attention.
Just the thought of his vile hands on her whetted my rage into its darkest depths. Depths I hadn’t dared dive into since—better not go there.
My shadows had groped the hideous man’s wrists, his eyes turning into widened disks, reflecting his fear. I released him, aware that we wouldn’t get him to follow us if his precious life felt threatened, and pushed my surging wrath down, back to its darkest pit.
I snarled, with a voice that wasn’t mine, but that of the feral beast inside me, “She. Is. Mine.”
Even Lylah spared a concerned glance my way at that tone.
She turned in my lap before repositioning her ass on my erection once more and looking at the man from head to toe. Her imperious gaze made him bristle and shift uncomfortably on his feet.
Gods, this woman.
She made Lucius fucking Theodosian bristle with one look.
“As he said, I am booked for the night, but I can try to see when I could fit you into my schedule.”
Lucius laughed, dark and hollow.
“A little whore like you will see if she can fit me in her schedule? You have a mouth on you,” he smirked cruelly. “I know exactly what to shove into it to teach you some discipline.”
I would torture this man with appropriate care tonight, if only for the words he had just uttered to my dark queen.
A menacing grin appeared on her lips now, before she ground harder on my shaft and looked at him through curved lashes.
“I remind you that you came to me. If you wish to shove anything in me, you can do that by booking a session. I promise not to shove anything right back. Now,” she smiled sweetly and turned again in my arms. I was more than happy to let her take the lead, seeing how his jaw slacked and his fury rose at her words.
“Let me care for the client who is paying me for this time and get the fuck out of my face.”
His face turned red, redder than Lylah’s lacy body.
I shifted her in my arms, guiding her so she was straddling me again. I made sure her legs were well positioned, before grasping her ass and standing, knowing all too well that walking away from him would be the final nail in the coffin.
Carrying her like this without getting lost in her warmth and scent was a challenge on its own.
She distracted me by murmuring, “Go toward that door.”
I noticed the deep oak door behind the bar, hidden from sight by a slim veiled curtain. The pleasure house boasted hidden rooms and alcoves throughout it, offering its patrons privacy and space for their nightly activities, should they want it.
I was about to grasp its handle when I realised Lucius had followed us, two of his guards flanking either side of him.
“I will pay you triple what he is paying. I am only here tonight.”
Lylah extracted herself from my arms with ease, her absence leaving a cold imprint behind.
“You will have to convince him.” She removed a speck of dirt from her nails, the gesture bored and uncaring. “I am a woman of my word. If you have an appointment with me, I am bound to you.”
She cast me a smile that conveyed her entire plan. “Though maybe he is inclined to share or to give up our time together for some coin. I really do not care.”
Lucius’s attention turned to me, his cold eyes assessing, considering their new prey.
I grabbed Lylah’s nape to bring her closer, her curved back snug against my chest. A show of possession would rile him up a bit further. And if I had to be honest, I just couldn’t keep my hands to myself when she was standing nearby in that piece of lace.
“I am inclined to disagree. After all, your availability is limited, and I have been waiting for tonight for a long time,” I purred while rubbing my nose on Lylah’s neck. Seth be damned, she was more addicting than the poppies from the East.
“How about we go in there and have a little chat? I am sure we can find a compromise,” Lucius insisted, motioning for the door. I shrugged, not wanting to show our hand.
“Lead the way, Isfet,” Lucius pressed.
She gave me a victorious smile as I opened the door, and at the sight, my dick twitched once more.
Lylah turned to Lucious’ guards still standing outside of the dark corridor she was leading us into, her features were sculpted in submission, but venom shone in her eyes when she stated, “I trust you know your place. Only clients breach this door, so unless you are interested in paying for a threesome, you shall wait here.” With that, she smacked the door in their faces and turned to us.
“This way, gentlemen.”
She led us down a dark and empty corridor, the only form of light coming from a few candles scattered across the space. The lack of illumination did nothing to hide Lylah’s considerable rear as she sashayed ahead. I was certain the ends of her sable hair cascading well past her waist and brushing the small of her back, where little was left to the imagination by the lacy cloth she wore, were purely designed to taunt me and test my resolve.
Lucius didn’t question where she was leading us as Lylah’s hefty curves snagged his focus. Not choking him to death right then and there was no small feat. His eager and hungry gaze was one I couldn’t wait to wipe off his face.
A few turns and one corridor later, we found ourselves ushered into another room. This was bare save for a simple wooden chair and matching table. It wasn’t until after Lylah locked the door and removed its key, hiding it in the hem of the ruby lace cupping her left breast, that a hint of worry showed on the flesh trader.
His eyes widened slightly, and the stink of his dread permeated the room. Lylah’s features had instead switched back to her familiar lethal gaze, and right then, I saw it.
The shift of dynamics in the room.
Predator turned prey; prey turned predator.
The world was convinced that a girl like her had to be nothing but weak and meek. Nothing more than prey. So, she showed them what they wanted to see. The world kept underestimating her; in their eyes a lamb instead of the wolf, and in the process, they failed to notice she had grown sharper teeth and claws, becoming the worst predator of them all.
Cunning, ruthless, and invincible.
My chest swelled with pride as I took her in, still in that sexy outfit. My little goddess was full of surprises.
Another twitch in my pants was caused by this dark queen before I marked another shadow in the corner of the room.
His truffle and lemongrass scent announced him before his curly head and hopeful eyes became visible.
“You brought Farouk?” I asked Lylah.
“I brought you, so don’t wail like a baby, or I will make sure Farouk gets to be the client next time.”
Gods, this woman.
Lucius interrupted Lylah’s glower with his mumbles, “What... What is happening? Who are you?”
She grinned savagely. And it was then I saw her. Really saw her.
Lylah and I weren’t that different. Some feral part of me recognised the beast of darkness that lurked in the shadows of her soul, and that was the mirror of my own.
She dared a glance at Farouk, as if scared he would run from this side of her. When her gaze clashed with mine, I conveyed as best I could, I see you, all of you. And I am not afraid. Her eyes softened imperceptibly.
“Look, I do not know who you three are, but let me remind you, I am the cousin of the Roman Emperor, and he does not take lightly to people fucking with his family. You fuck with me; you fuck with the Imperium. So, I suggest you let me go. Now!”
Lylah’s smile never wavered.
“Where is the fun in that, Lucius?”
He looked around as if she was a crazed woman, hoping to find some backup in me and Farouk. No such luck.
“Sit,” she hissed at the slaver with a slight dip of her chin. I could tell he was tempted to challenge her order, but a simple show of power from my side convinced him otherwise.  
“Come, put this on.” Farouk tossed a simple dark coat to Lylah as if he also couldn’t bear to see her body on display in front of a Theodosian.
Lylah did no such thing. Instead, she toyed with a small dagger between her fingers, one I couldn’t figure out where she had stashed on her body, especially considering she only wore that tight, red, lacey thing.
She stalked closer to the slave trader, positioned a naked foot between his legs on the chair, and pouted softly, “Oh, let’s not cut our entertainment short. After all, a hard dick is so much easier to cut off than a soft one.”
She bent forward even more, her lips brushing Lucius’ ear now. “Plus, I heard it hurts so much more.”
Her feral smile rivalled my own, the beast inside me somehow purring at her mention of violence.
An errant shadow concealed by the dim light of the room slipped from my fingers and brushed its new goddess’s cheek. I didn’t fail to notice how her eyes softened as she leaned into that touch, but that was that.
As her eyes returned to her prey, wrath and menace coloured them once more. At her words, Lucius’s eyes filled with worry; fear a palpable aura around him.
His swallow was audible, only interrupted by the lock on the door unlatching and the unmistakable sound of the metal hinges squeaking open and closing behind me.
I turned, shadows ready to strike, but it was only Neith.
“Did I hear you mention dick-cutting? Having fun without me?”
Her spiced-cherry scent was drowned by the stink of alcohol and arousal, but there was no mistaking the glint of satisfaction in her eyes at the sight of Lucius in this room with us.
Neith started circling him in slow strides, her hands clasped behind her back, while Lylah simply stood there, arms crossed and expression lethal. They were running the show, and I was more than happy to let them.
Neith sneered, “I see you’ve gotten cosy.”
My eyes were fixed on Lylah. She smirked haughtily, and her prey shouted, spit flying out of his mouth, “My guards are outside, and they will come in any minute now. You will all die! You whores will all die!”
The two women looked at each other and laughed earnestly, as if he’d just said the funniest thing in the world.
Neith rolled her eyes, and Lylah bluffed, “So, a few minutes is how long you can normally go for? I feel sorry for you, Lucius. That’s pretty pathetic, considering we know how much you spend on whores. Seems like money thrown to the wind if you can’t last more than mere minutes. But don’t worry, we won’t get interrupted today. This whore here,” she pointed at a menacing-looking Neith, “has just taken care of your entourage.”
She moved closer, the tip of her dagger now dangerously close to his crotch, as Neith seethed, “No one is coming to save you, Lucius. Sorry to disappoint.”
These two were a dangerous couple. Neith and Lylah, two prey-turned-predators.
I would have much preferred to be on Eset’s bad side rather than theirs.
I exchanged a look with Farouk, whose scowl told me he had just come to the same conclusion. Though his face had blanched, his dark eyes sparked with amusement.
“You whores will pay for this,” Lucius’ answer lacked conviction this time.
Lylah twirled the dagger on her pointy finger, her gaze returning to the emperor’s cousin, whose face had gone ashen as she casually enquired, “What is it with men and their hackneyed insults? Whore? Really? That’s how far you can push your creative mind?”
She looked him over. “Anyway, it’s time to talk, Lucius. Better put to good use that mouth of yours.”
“I won’t tell you anything, you bitch!” he seethed, perspiration gathering on his forehead.
“Oh, Lucius. When are you going to learn? I haven’t met a single man who hasn’t caved at the threat of castration,” she slowly twirled the dagger on his crotch to drive the point home, “and you won’t be any different. Talk, or your little appendage will be there first to go.”
Lylah grinned wickedly, delight simmering in her gaze.
Even Farouk and I tensed and grimaced at her treat. So much so that Lucius thought he might find an ally in one of us, but I crossed my arms and let Lylah lead the interrogation when his desperate gaze connected with mine.
“Oh, Lucius. It seems it’s time to say goodbye to your little friend here.”
His eyes widened in fear. “No, no. Okay. I will tell you what you want to know!”
“Oh yes, you will. Let’s just hope Neith here has the patience to wait for your two brain cells to cooperate. She isn’t known for her tolerance, if you know what I mean.”
Seth, help me!
My balls tightened, and I reined in a groan. When she talked like that, every move unwavering and dripping with confidence... I yearned for her in a manner I thought would be reserved solely for revenge.
As I watched the two women get to work on Lucius, I made a note to myself never to get on their bad side.



CHAPTER XXXIII
Vivamus, moriendum est. — Seneca
Let us live, since we must die. — Seneca
Iwalked back to camp in content silence. The city and the forest surrounding the barracks slumbered, the only noise to accompany my perilous thoughts that of my steps.
The others had carried Lucius back to camp a few hours ago, but I needed some time alone to clear my head and calm my racing heart.
Tonight felt truly incredible. Apprehending the flesh trader was nothing short of satisfying. Finally, putting to good use years of teachings from Mistress Octavia felt riveting and empowering. However, my mind seemed keen on circling back to him.
Zayd.
Touching him was all part of the ruse, yet I wondered how it could have felt so real.
When he’d said, she is mine in that husky voice of his, I wanted nothing more but for it to be true. My brain played on repeat, his rough calluses scraping over my skin, his nose sliding up the column of my neck, and the way those amethyst eyes lit up with mischief and desire when I had taken over the interrogation.
He wasn’t threatened by my darkness, but rather aroused by it. And my body could do nothing but respond in earnest.
Naked as the day I was born, except for my silk robe, I wended my way through the grass patches outside the thermal baths, only a towel in tow. It was late enough that I was confident my solitude wouldn’t be interrupted.
It wasn’t that I was shy or modest because I was one of the few women in this camp, but I required the quiet to go over my plan. Time was running out; I still had barely a week till Adrianus demanded proof of death.
Not only that, but this mission had become a burden to carry. I couldn’t go a single day without shame and remorse slithering through my limbs. I needed to get it over with before my conscience compelled me to stop.
Hence, as I selected a jasmine-scented soap and submerged in the warm mineralised water of the hidden pool, I went over my next steps religiously.
Again and again and again.
Until each detail and risk was forever etched into my mind. Preparation was my only weapon, my only edge. I knew in my bones I would hate myself for my actions. But I had made my decision; I’d have rather loathed myself than gone back to my life of slavery. So, I went over my plan one more time.
It wasn’t long after I had gone over my mission for the umpteenth time when footsteps echoed in the dimly lit cave, freezing me in place.
Who could be here at such a time?
The steps waded closer as if they were aiming right for this pool.
Like a vision emerging from the steam, Zayd’s form appeared.
He prowled closer, gloriously naked, save for a scrap of cloth that hung low on his hips.
Despite the humidity in the air, my mouth dried as I took him in. Really took him in.
He was a wall of rippling muscle from his powerful neck to his wide shoulders and perfectly defined abs. His slim waist dipped into V-shaped lines that hinted at his manhood, all wrapped in silky bronze skin, decorated with those black and purple swirling glyphs and countless scars. Blood had caked and dried on his arms, neck, and face, making him a thing of nightmares and dreams.
A beautiful monster.
“Taking in your fill?”
His words shook me out of my gawking so fast that I almost snapped my neck in the process. I blushed. I fucking blushed.
“You are the one stalking a naked lady in the night.”
I tried to fake nonchalance and went back to scrubbing my perfectly clean arm just to give my trembling hands something to do.
“Or perhaps I just went in search of a new goddess to worship, and here you are,” he murmured in a timbre a few octaves lower than usual.
I could tell he had moved closer, his warm rain-soaked desert fragrance tickling my senses.
I mused, concealing a twinge of mirth, “Still creepy.”
Zayd smirked smugly, a hint of fangs making an appearance. At the sight, liquid heat pooled to my navel, and I suppressed the urge to clench my thighs shut.
Zayd’s attention snagged to my bare body as if he had just realised I lay naked in the pool. His eyes widened slightly before darkening.
“I would have thought you had seen enough tonight,” I teased.
His eyes returned to mine, before he said roughly, “Never.”
I furrowed my brows. “Never what?”
I glanced at his huge hands, now fisted uncomfortably at his side.
“I will never get enough of you.”
He looked like a beast ready to pounce, a predator before snaring his prey. Something about the weight of his gaze made me certain I was said prey.
“There are at least another twenty pools in here,” I observed.
But his deep voice interrupted me, “I like this one.”
And with that, he removed the cloth around his hips too fast for me to look anywhere else in time and submerged in the water next to me.
Mother Eset, have mercy on me, keep me strong against temptations.
All of a sudden, the pool felt too hot and too small. His calf brushed my knee, and my brain went haywire. When he lowered his head to the water just to slick his onyx hair back with his powerful hands, exposing his pointy ears, I only fell harder for his allure. Drops of water stuck to his dark lashes like dew on flower petals, framing his starlit eyes.
He moved closer with an outstretched hand, and I plastered my body against the edge of the pool. His naked body skimmed my own, bringing my heart to a speedy gallop I was sure he could hear despite the noise of trickling water. His hand brushed my neck as he leaned forward, and I was certain he would kiss me.
To my dismay, he did not.
Instead, he grabbed the bottle of soap located on the rim of the pool just behind me and got to work leathering his skin. I observed him while he worked. If he felt my eyes on him, he did not comment on it.
The moonlight filtered through the open crater at the top of the cave, gifting him with a silvery and ethereal glow that caressed all his features. I admired the droplets of water sticking to his long and curved lashes as if even they were loath to part from him. I observed the drops of steam that stuck to his muscular chest and trailed down his abdomen, as if chasing every sculpted, muscular line of his. His tattoos shone with a light of their own, only adding to his unearthly beauty.
He was dangerously stunning.
Being here with him, in the warmth of the pool, sharing this moment under the moonlit night, felt too intimate. Something stirred in my chest, making it feel heavy.
This sensation he caused was the reason I kept escaping him. The reason I did not let myself explore all the fantasies that came to mind with the thought of him.
I had to remind myself, I did not feel.
I was an instrument of war and ruin; whatever this complicated emotion was, I couldn’t feel for my target.
A warm voice in my chest told me to have him. Just once. But I pushed that voice down, down, down, in the pit of my wretched heart with the rest of the unsolicited and burdening feelings this life of mine enticed.
I did not deserve him. Not having him would be a small punishment for what I had planned to do to him, and I could not—would not—allow myself to enjoy him while I could.
What we did during the date was simply a mistake, one I would not make again.
Determined to confine Zayd and my wildest fantasies of us to the back of my mind, I turned, intent on exiting the pool.
Before I could climb out of the water, the air of the cave became laden with an electrically charged sort of energy. It felt as if a deeper darkness had descended. Shadows that previously huddled in the corners of the cave seemed to brave the moonlight, while a few lightning sparks kindled around the space here and there.
Like a thunder announcing the storm. A lighting heralding a tempest.
I gasped and faced Zayd, unsure of what was happening.
His hands were fisted so hard that the skin around his knuckles was white. He appeared not to be breathing as his eyes remained fixed on a spot near my collarbone.
“What?” My voice was breathless, and a primal part of me screamed at me to run as far and as fast as my legs could take me.
Something about the rage that filtered through his eyes and the powerful energy that filled the space compelled me to shrink under its weight, yet my inner beast revelled in his dark beauty. In the darkness that lurked in the depths of his eyes, contending with the freckles of golden light.
I knew Zayd was a force to be reckoned with, a child of the Gods, but I had never seen him like this; he was pure, undiluted power.
A small voice of reason coerced me to run because this—he—was no ordinary predator.
Despite the immense urge to escape him, I stayed and whispered tentatively, “Zayd?”
A sharp intake of breath and a furious growl were my only answers before his hands repeatedly balled into fists and relaxed as he tried to steady his trembling limbs.
“What’s wrong?” I attempted again, scanning behind me for threats.
When he spoke, his voice was guttural and dark; it seemed to crawl from the deepest abyss of the Duat, casting a shadow over the word he spoke.
“Who.”
It wasn’t a question, more like an order.
I furrowed my brows and shook my head, confused by what he meant. His hands shook slightly as he took hold of my shoulder and turned me so that he was facing my back.
I could tell he was restraining himself when he tenderly ran his fingers over a raised blemish on my shoulder blade.
Oh!
He was asking how I had gotten my scars.
They were so normal for me that I sometimes forgot how gruesome and ghastly they could look to others. I had about five thick scars that ran from my shoulder blades to my lower back and a bunch of smaller ones around my column.
“Who did this to you.” he pushed through clenched teeth.
Again, not a question, an order.
His voice reverberated with a dark, unearthly resonance, sending shivers down my spine, while his grasp on my shoulder turned bruising.
I shifted, hiding my back from him. As we were both standing, the water lapped around my slim waist, baring my breasts. Unlike most men, who would have eagerly taken their fill, Zayd’s gaze was still stuck on my collarbone, as if he could see the lesions through the skin of my chest, all the way to the other side.
But then again, he had always possessed the unnatural ability to suss my deepest thoughts and, like the moons, shine a light on my most hidden crevices.
“It’s hardly fair to tell you when you have been nothing but vague about your own scar.” I pointed to the damaged skin around his left eye.
He snarled, and I felt the echo of that staggering sound down to my core, where slickness had already gathered. I had never liked a possessive male, but, Eset knew, Zayd had shown me just how little power my rationale had over my bodily reactions, especially those coaxed by him.
Before he spoke again, a hint of sadness—or was it fear?—clouded his eyes, darkening his irises to a misty violet, reminiscent of foggy skies imbued in the light of dawn.
“Fine. Do you want to know how I got this? How this,” he pointed at his blemish, agitated, “represents my biggest failure and deepest regret? Because being reminded of it every time I see my reflection is not enough. I must lay it out for you to analyse and pick at so that you may judge me before you even get to know me?”
His words were an anguished growl, and his eyes carried more shadows than could be blamed on the cave.
I never thought I would see such a vulnerable side to this man. He had always looked and sounded so confident and assertive, like an immovable and indestructible mountain.
But I guessed no matter how strong one looked, we all carried heavy burdens; some simply hid them better than others.
I raised an aquiver hand to that beautiful face that, right now, revealed so much hurt, cupping his jaw. He shuddered and closed his eyes before delicately grasping my hand to keep it there.
His warm breath fanned over my palm, like the gentlest of caresses.
“I would never judge you, Zayd. I...” I sighed and decided that, despite my conviction to keep as much distance between us as possible, I could gift him at least this: my honesty.
This wasn’t for me; it benefited me in no way, but for him, I could do this. I could scratch the surface of my pain and offer him a kernel of truth.
Looking into his sorrowful eyes, I recounted, “I was a slave for the Roman Empire before coming here.”
It wasn’t a lie. It wasn’t the whole truth, either.
“I think that by now, you understand me enough to know I am not good at following orders. I am stubborn and hot-heated, which, when you are a slave, doesn’t bode well.”
His stormy eyes softened, and he whispered, “At least you know.”
I scoffed, grateful he’d managed to lace some humour in his voice this time. I tried to remove my hand from his prickly jaw, but he only held it tighter, as if he required this grounding touch as we delved into our shadow closets.
Perhaps I did, too.
His gaze turned searing.
“Go on.”
I could have burned under his intense stare, and I could do nothing but talk to weather the scrutiny.
“These,” I pointed at my back, “are the result of my disobedience, of talking out of turn, or simply breathing too loudly.”
I shrugged with a sad smile, as if they were nothing more than a scratch.
His gaze hardened. “You still did not answer my question.”
I sighed loudly. “His name is Dominus Augustus.”
He nodded in understanding.
“He will pay for what he has done. I will hunt down anyone who dared hurt you. I will need a list, but I am glad to start with him.”
My lips curled upwards, imagining Zayd taking his revenge on my old master.
The vision shouldn’t have turned me on as much as it did.
The general tugged at my hand as he went to sit on a rock formation inside the warm pool that served as a natural seat. I could do nothing but follow him, pliant in his arms, as he gripped my waist, drawing me to him.
I ended up straddling him, and because we were stark naked, I forced my brain not to think about the considerable assets exposed beneath me. I was grateful for the muted light, which helped disguise the blush of my cheeks.
Only Zayd’s sad eyes drowsed the kernel of desire this position aroused. His gaze never left mine, making the circumstances more intimate than anything we had ever done, but his attention was trained on my face.
He stroked a few strands of wet hair behind my ear before gathering enough courage to talk.
“My mother was the sweetest woman that ever lived. I loved her dearly. On the contrary, my father was the embodiment of evil. He thought to be a credible descendant of Seth, one had to not only carry his power, but his ambition for destruction, too.”
Zayd shook his head, clasping more hair strands behind my ear as if the motion soothed him.
“He did not know my mother carried the genes and powers of Kek and Ausir because, in a woman, their powers wouldn’t necessarily manifest. When I started exhibiting those powers, he was highly displeased. Even though I still possessed Seth’s magic and blessing, he could not accept that I wasn’t a pure child of Seth. A mutt he used to call me.
“I lived a very secluded childhood. My only companions were Akil, who was my teacher, and my older sister, Nahalia.”
A stormy smile appeared on his face, softening his sharp features, as he recounted his troubled past. “We were inseparable: two bodies, one soul. Growing up, I did everything in my power to spare my mother and sister my father’s wrath, though my mother was very good at redirecting his anger towards her and hiding any sign of his assaults. I did my best to exempt at least my joyful and innocent Nahalia from his cruel whims. I did my best to piss him off whenever he wanted to go after them, so that he would take out his evil streak on me, and me alone. His so-called punishments went beyond simple beatings.
“When I was old enough, I took my sister and ran from home. Though I still came back to visit my mother at times, I was old enough to decide I did not want my father in my life.
“When my little brother was born, my father only became angrier. His second son did not acquire any powers at all, and that was a grave shame to him and his name. It happens, you know? Powers skipping a generation or two... But my father, unable to accept it, was certain my mother had cheated on him.”
Zayd expelled an anguished sigh.
“I knew it was only so long before he would kill her. He had come close in the past a few times. I could not let him.”
Zayd took a deep breath and rubbed the invisible yet palpable ache from his chest. He looked more exhausted and exposed than I had ever seen him, and, at this moment, it was hard for me to reconcile the vulnerable man in front of me with the infamous Greek Strategos. I wondered how many had seen this side of him.
“A few months after my brother was born, I took him and my mother to a safe house, one I had been building with the help of Akil and Nahalia, hoping that one day it would be ready to hide my family from the wrath of my father. We successfully moved there and lived joyously for a few years. Looking back, those were probably the happiest years of my life.
“One day, I met this Roman woman who was beautiful and kind. I was young and naïve, smitten with her foreign beauty. I fell in love, or so I had thought.
“I introduced her to my family and brought her to my house. A few weeks after that, she invited me to Rome to meet her family. The day we left, just before we reached the Mediterranean coast where a ship was awaiting us, I felt it. It was an awareness, a phantom ache I could not place. I told her I had to return home and check on my family. Her guards, who had escorted her during her visit to Kemet, attacked me then. I managed to evade them and return home, but it was too late.”
A melancholic wistfulness clouded his already stormy eyes.
“A burned down house and the remains of my slaughtered family was all I found upon my return.”
A lonely tear escaped the corner of my eye, mingling with the steam of the cave and the water of the pool. 
“While I was mourning them, collecting their scattered pieces of flesh to allow them at least an honourable burial, I was surrounded by a Roman platoon, guided by none other than the woman I thought I loved, and my father.”
At the mention of his sire, his expression morphed from sorrow to anger and rage.
“They had sold me and my family to the Imperium. That day, I fought with hate in my heart and vengeance in my mind. But I was tired. I had been travelling non-stop for the past few days, and I was exhausted. My family was gone, and I felt defeated before the fight had even started. I killed my father, though they still managed to imprison me and bring me back to Rome to turn me into a slave. The scar was caused by Meridia, the woman I gave my heart and trust to, just to be betrayed and enslaved by.”
My heart grieved for Zayd and his loss as I listened with rapt attention. Pain laced through me at hearing his story of assault and anguish. I thought I had it bad, but I couldn’t imagine a parent doing what Dominus did to me to their child.
I experienced a fury so violent toward this evil woman, who had offered Zayd betrayal in exchange for his love, one that threatened to burn down worlds, much as a dragonflame—if such a thing existed—would.
But then I thought about what I would have to do to him in a few days’ time, reminding myself I was no better.
Sure, Zayd and I might not have been in love, and I wasn’t going to enslave him or kill his dear ones, but was I really any better than Meridia? No.
I was just a different kind of monster.
The realisation sliced my heart like iron claws, and the knot that formed in my throat made my next words sound more emotional than I’d wished them to be.
“I am sorry for what you have been through.”
I also brushed some of his soaked strands from his face, my nails lightly scratching his scalp.
But then, a realisation hit me.
“Zayd, how old are you?”
I looked up into those starry eyes, disbelief taking over my mind. If he was born when Netjerits were still a big part of Kemetic society, that meant he was at least forty years old.
“I am three hundred and thirty-three.”
He said it with such ease, as if he hadn’t just confirmed the most preposterous thing.
I had to kill a three-hundred-year-old Netjerit.
Fuck.
Before more doubts and fears could scramble my brain, I looked for the reassurance I did not deserve in those amethyst orbs.
Despite his age and power, Zayd could be rather sombre and vulnerable. But worst of all, his sorrowful eyes looked at me with such hope in them.
Hope I would have to squash.
Unwittingly, I muttered, “Let’s make a deal, Zayd. I’ll avenge you, much like you would me. If this Meridia is still alive, I will kill her slowly and painfully.”
Wicked delight shone through the smile I offered, hoping to lift his spirit.
“Say it again,” Zayd murmured low, as if scared the cicada outside could hear us.
“What?” My brows furrowed in confusion.
“My name. Say my name like that again, and I will take any life you want me to.”
I caressed some more of those inky coils, content to merely touch him for as long as faith allowed me to, and he purred. The sound reverberated in my chest, causing shivers of pleasure to run down my spine and gather in my core, where small fluttery things had already taken flight. I just hoped we wouldn’t soar so high we would not survive the impact when we crashed.
“Zayd,” I indulged him, and the sounds of satisfaction that rumbled from him were worth it.
So, I said his name again, the sound like a prayer that echoed in the stillness of the empty cave. His eyes had closed, his full lips posed in a placid smile as he held me close.
After some time, as if he wished to change the topic, Zayd asked me, “Why aren’t you asleep yet, little goddess?”
I raised a brow despite his closed eyes.
“I could ask you the same thing,” I rebutted.
His whispered words caressed my naked flesh, causing a pleasurable shudder and goosebumps to spread all over my exposed skin.
“It’s been decades since my last peaceful slumber. I often come here to think when I am particularly tired, and sleep evades me.”
I replied softly, “I came tonight for two reasons. One, I needed to scrub the terrible smell of that place off my skin. And two, after tonight’s success, I am a bit high on adrenaline.”
He chuckled before we fell into a comforting silence, interrupted only by the water lapping at our waists and Zayd’s soft purrs.
His hands wrapped around my midsection, and the position became even more intimate, headier, making it harder not to take notice of Zayd’s silk-wrapped cock beneath my core.
He must have heard my sharp hiss and my audible swallow when his manhood skimmed my most intimate parts because he said, “Don’t worry, my Wael. We don’t have to do anything. At least not tonight. Tonight was for truths and nostalgia.”
Before I could think better of it, a breathy “Why?” escaped my lips.
The arrogant prick smiled proudly before he sat straighter, gifting me another heat-pooling caress that made my empty core clench on water.
“Because once I start, I won’t be able to stop.”
***
What felt like hours later, we exited the pool, our skins crinkly from the long bath, and our inner beasts soothed by the other’s presence.
Once we were both wrapped in our towels, Zayd turned to me.
“Stay with me tonight. Not to do anything more, I just want to hold you while I attempt to sleep.” He grasped my hand in his rough calluses.
“Please.”
The glimmer of hope in his eyes was the reason I agreed to this madness. Or at least, that’s what I told myself as we walked back to the general’s room, hand in hand.



CHAPTER XXXIV – CLEITUS
In helping others, we help ourselves; in understanding others, we understand ourselves. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
We entered the dimly lit cave that posed as a sleeping room. Amarah lit a few distributed candles, sending balls of fire to ignite them. With the improved illumination, I could see the crimson silk sheets that covered the behemoth of a bed located in the centre.
Much like the rest of the space, it was a small cavern, with a rough-hewn ceiling and walls. Animal pelts haphazardly covered the floors, and a huge brazier warmed the space from the far end of the room. There was an ancient-looking mirror to the left, jewels, books, and scattered weapons to the right. On the wall opposite the entrance, there was an arch that led to another dark corridor.
The room inspired warmth; it was dark and sensual. And it smelled like her: spicy cinnamon and sweet freesia.
“The lavatory is through there,” Amarah pointed at the dark hallway in front of us. Said that, she started getting undressed.
I turned to allow her privacy, cheeks flaming.
“Fire flows through my veins, Princeling. I tend to sleep naked. Don’t mind me.”
I swallowed audibly. This woman—this goddess—was like no one I had ever met before.
She was crass, uninhibited, careless to societal standards, immodest, and boastful.
She was everything the women in Athens, especially the nobles, detested. She possessed all the qualities most men in Greece would find distasteful. And perhaps, that’s all this attraction was: escaping those same social standards that were imposed onto me since birth.
A small smile played on my lips, imagining Amarah and my mother in the same room, going head-to-head.
Amarah’s perky ass appeared in my line of vision. Twin dimples were carved on her lower back, the mouthwatering indentations highlighting the curvature of her buttocks. She sashayed to the lavatory stark fucking naked. My eyes widened when I took in her figure. She was small, but Aphrodite kill me, if her curves, wrapped in luminous bronze skin, didn’t make me instantly hard.
I shook my head, thinking back to my fallen soldiers, my brothers. How could my body even feel these things after what had happened today? And for the very woman that had killed them? I immediately felt disgusted with myself.
I waited for Amarah to return before walking to the adjacent cave that served as a bathroom, keeping my gaze on the ground.
There was a small creek running the length of the stone floor and a natural pool against the main wall, where water trickled in thanks to a natural waterfall that ran through the rocky wall. The water was surprisingly warm, and I soaked my body in it, tense muscles relaxing.
After scrubbing off the residual dirt from the trip, I relieved myself and went back to the bedroom with only my undergarments on, leaving my chest and legs bare.
The cave was warmer upon my return, and I was glad I had left my washed clothes drying in the bathroom.
Amarah was already splayed on the bed under the red silks. Only her shimmering, moonlit hair and a calf were visible. Her breaths were even, hinting at a deep slumber.
I joined her under the covers, her freesia and cinnamon scent so thick in the air, it made me dizzy.
As soon as I did, I realised the heat of the room didn’t come from the heart in the corner, but from her. This fragile-looking creature burnt with the same fire of a thousand suns. This fire sprite was small in size but not in power.
I gazed at her, silver hair fanned around her, reflecting the lights of the candles like a beautiful crown. In sleep, her traits looked soft, innocent even. With her large eyes closed, the biggest feature on her face was her full, heart-shaped lips.
The calming embrace of sleep found me while I marvelled at her beauty. 
***
I must have awoken in paradise.
At least that’s what it felt like as my nose picked up the deliciously spicy and floral notes in the atmosphere. I lay on something soft, something even silkier clutched in my hands. I squeezed gently, trying to remember where I was and what I could be holding onto. It was so warm here.
A soft female noise roused me, and something velvety shifted between my legs and chest.
What the fuck?
My eyes flew open, my heart immediately lodging itself in my throat.
The first thing my eyes brought into focus were two fiery orbs with slitted pupils.
Amarah.
Despite the size of the bed and the fact we had fallen asleep on opposite sides, she was now in my arms. Her naked chest brushed mine, and desire rippled through me at the sensation. Her face was centimetres away, her expression amused. She looked even more breathtaking with her sleep-mussed hair and half-lidded eyes. And she was so warm.
I shifted and realised, with much embarrassment, that the soft thing I was clutching in my right hand was indeed her ass cheek.
My face was likely ten different shades of red, and not only from the heat emanating from her.
Hades, bury me!
One of her legs was folded between mine, and it took me a moment and a few attempts to untangle myself.
“I am sorry,” I murmured, abashed, as I removed my hands from her unbearably silky skin.
“No need to apologise, Heirling. You were simply looking for warmth. And aren’t we all?”
She winked and stood.
I didn’t divert my gaze fast enough to avoid another fill of her luscious form. I looked away and took a few deep breaths, my engorged shaft demanding attention I couldn’t give it.
I ran for the bathroom, splashed cold water from the creek on my heated skin, and dressed in the still-humid clothes I had laid down on the rim of the bathtub.
When I returned to the sleeping chamber, Amarah was, thankfully, dressed and cast me a curious look.
“Why, pray tell, are you embarrassed, Princeling?” she smirked.
“I’m not,” I lied, though even the muted light of the cave couldn’t hide the blush from my face.
Her smile widened.
“I told you, there is no need to lie to me, Cleitus. Anyhow, we have more pressing matters to discuss, important contracts to sign, and a world to save,” she tossed over her shoulders while exiting the room.
Denwen, Khuzaymah, and Nephthysia were in the same vast opening we’d left them in last night. Amarah reached them and patted her children affectionately.
“First things first: breakfast.”
She rounded the dragons, who eyed me suspiciously—or at least Khuzaymah did as her spined tail twitched nervously—and disappeared into one of the dark passageways. All the corridors looked the same to me, but Amarah always seemed to know where she was going, despite the lack of landmarks and the faint light.
I offered a smile to the dragons I was left with, or the closest thing to it I could manage, though I was certain it appeared more like a grimace.
Khuzaymah fucking terrified me.
The other two dragons seemed more intent on devouring whatever prey they had hunted this morning. Denwen didn’t seem like a fan either, but instead of eyeing me with hate and wariness, he ignored me.
His long tail, shaped like a spiked ball, hung calmly by his side, while Nephthysia’s arrow-like one moved gently from side to side, as a dog would if excited.
“Good morning,” I attempted while shifting on my feet.
Good morning, Heirling. How was your rest?
I never thought
I would be relieved to hear Nephthysia’s voice in my head. But here we were.
“I rested well, thank you. And you?”
Good. Even though my brother and sister here woke me up at first light, thinking I would be interested in sharing their absurd anxieties and predictions for our trip out of the island. As I explained to them already, anxiety is a fool’s errand.
The dark dragon eyed her siblings, annoyance clear in her midnight blue eyes.
Khuzaymah growled at the dig of her sister, steam rising from her nostrils. Denwen released a grunt, followed by a huff that sounded a lot like a chuckle. But I knew nothing of dragons, so maybe I was way off here.
One thing was evident: dragons’ interactions weren’t that different from ours. All that bickering brought forth bittersweet memories of my brothers.
Trying to push the thoughts from my mind, I muttered, “I guess sometimes anxiety keeps our arrogance in check. Remind us that we aren’t invincible. Keeps us humble.”
I cleared my throat, trying to suss the effect my words had on the dragons.
“I mean, not that you guys are... not that you guys are arrogant or anything,” I added quickly.
He isn’t as dumb as he looks, then.
That was Denwen. He possessed a distinctively male voice, deeper and rougher.
“Thank you?” I hated compliments disguised as insults. They reminded me of my terrible mother, but I wasn’t about to contradict the God-Eater. I was pretty fond of all my appendages, thank you very much.
Khuzaymah took a step closer, and I had to exercise self-control not to flinch or move backwards.
You find anxiety useful, Little Prince?
Another step closer.
Oh, Gods, I was about to get eaten.
Let me give you some, then. I am watching you. One wrong move and you are dead, contract or not. You betray our mother, hurt her, or even think to use her like the rest of the men on this wretched planet have, and you will feel the wrath of our entire household unleash upon you. Don’t think for one minute I forgot the wicked ways of men. Especially arrogant males like you, young, handsome, and powerful, who think they can take from anyone and everything without consequences. I will be your consequence if you decide to fuck with us.
Khuzaymah, relax, warned Nephthysia.
Was that an eye roll?
Luckily, before the angry purple dragon could take another step, Amarah returned with a tray of food and steaming tea.
I expelled the breath I had been holding hostage when I saw her. She wore her usual revealing leathers today to match her confidence.
“Sit,” she gestured toward the same protruding rocks on the floor near the main brazier. I followed her, glad to put distance between me and the violet dragon.
The tray contained an assortment of dried fruits, such as dates, figs, and apricots, various nuts, a few fresh jujubes, and two bloodred pomegranates.
I thanked the Queen of Dragons and sipped my amber-coloured tea. It was delicious, strong and bold in flavour with cinnamon and vanilla notes in there.
“What is in this?”
My father was a tea and spices enthusiast. Thus, I had tried some of the finest spices and teas from all over the world growing up, but this was absolutely delectable.
“It’s a brew I mix myself. It contains own-grown black tea, rose leaves, cinnamon, cloves, and vanilla,” she replied between mouthfuls.
“It’s delicious,” I offered with a smile.
Only once crumbs littered the breakfast tray did Amarah bring it away, vanishing into a corridor that I assumed led to the kitchen—if such a thing existed in this labyrinthine cave.
She returned shortly after with a long papyrus, a quill, and some other supplies in tow. Unbeknownst to me, all seven dragons reached the high-ceiling hall. I wondered how such enormous beasts could move so silently.
***
A few hours later, Amarah and I finally came to an agreement. We had gone through most of the points seamlessly until we touched on the clause concerning her responsibilities.
She wanted to make sure her allegiance was not with Hellas, but with me. Hence, she refused to spell out her duty to protect my empire at all costs, insisting that her protection would extend to me and me alone. She said things are never certain and that my empire may turn its back on me, and in that scenario, she would not be able to interfere.
I understood her point, but why would Hellas turn its back on its heir? It worried me that she might have known more than she had let on.
“How about this, Cleitus? I will agree that my dragons and I will protect you, as well as anyone under your command and loyal to you. So, in the event that one of your subjects rebels, or should the Empire’s regency be given to someone else, I’ll retain my full power to wipe them off the face of the earth.”
“Fine,” I agreed.
We both read the contract one more time.
I was ready to sign it when Amarah stopped me.
“Oh no, Heirling. This is no mere legal contract. Our covenant will be blood-bound.”
“Blood bound? What does that mean?” I asked warily, not liking the crude name.
“A blood-bound covenant is only rescinded with the death of one of the parties. And should any of the parties overturn it, they would die. It is a binding agreement; no legal court can ever come between you and your responsibilities toward me and my dragons. And vice versa.”
Gods, there is no going back now.
She used one of her long and sharp nails to pinch the skin of her thumb open, and steam rose from the pierced finger. A drop of blood swelled on the surface before Amarah pressed it onto the papyrus, where her signature would have gone if this were a normal contract.
Astonishingly, I noticed her blood wasn’t crimson-coloured like mine; it was more of a steamy substance that looked like boiling lava. The same fire that shone in her eyes seemed to flow through her veins.
As she etched her bloody print onto the document, she stated, “May the covenant bind me and my blood to forever uphold it. I, Amarah, Queen of Dragons, sign this contract willingly and understand in full the responsibilities and duties written therein.”
She handed me the papyrus and took hold of my right hand. She pressed her pointy nail to my thumb with enough force to break the skin. A drop of crimson blood appeared, and I followed her ritual, pressing it onto the distinctively rough texture of the papyrus.
I chanted, “May the covenant bind me and my blood to forever uphold it. I, Cleitus Callisthenes, Heir of Hellas, sign this contract willingly and understand in full the responsibilities and duties written herein.”
When I removed my thumb, two pigmented prints stained the paper. Mine bloodred. Hers a charred ash print.
“It is done. Now my dragons will go looking for your friends while we prepare the burial of the others.”
I gazed at our fingerprints, forever inked in blood.
***
While most of the dragons were gone, Amarah guided me through the preparation of my friends’ corpses for the ascension ritual. My heart wept when my gaze collided with their familiar faces.
I was surprised to see both Homer’s and Ptolemy’s bodies in perfect condition. They looked as if they had just fallen into a deep slumber. The only tell of their souls’ departure was how cold they were.
Who are they?
Absorbed in my task of cleaning them, I hadn’t noticed the three younger dragons sneak up on us. I wasn’t sure who of the three had spoken, but I answered, nonetheless.
“They are my brothers, Homer,” I pointed at his gold-brown hair, “and Ptolemy,” I turned to his auburn mane.
Brothers? Like us?
This time, I was pretty certain it was Osirion who’d talked.
My voice was flat when I answered, “Yes, just like the three of you. We were brothers.”
I suppressed a sob.
I am sorry, Prince.
I smiled sorrowfully at them.
Since Amarah had gone to get more mummifying balm, I was left alone with the three smaller dragons.
Goddess, I couldn’t imagine one of you dying, murmured Sethi, his dark orange tail swishing from side to side like a flame in the wind.
I saw Horu slap his brother with his wing.
What? I am just saying it must be hard.
If a dragon could roll their eyes, that’s exactly what Osirion and Horu would have been doing right now.
I reined in a smile at their brotherly antics. They reminded me of us when we were younger, always bickering.
It would be especially hard for you, Horu. You would die of boredom without us, huffed Sethi.
Probably. Though, I’d prefer that than dying of starvation like you guys would if I died. I am the best hunter amongst you, countered Horu, his green eyes lit with pride.
I am glad we weren’t here when Haku fell. Horu’s much softer words piqued my interest and made me turn to the three brothers.
Shh, we aren’t meant to talk about him, whispered-shouted Osirion, as he pushed his green brother to the side.
You talk too much, Horu; you never know when to shut your snout, agreed Sethi, shaking his head.
“Who is Haku?” I asked, returning to the task at hand.
The three brothers seemed to deliberate in a silent exchange.
Osirion moved forward, his bluish scales reflecting under the sconces closer to me.
He is the reason we were even born. Sethi shook his head, apparently unhappy that the others had decided to open up about it. Horu moved forward, too.
Haku was our brother, the only fallen dragon. He was killed by Zeus’s thunderbolt during the last battle of the Gods War.
Sethi added, We never met him, though. We only heard tales about him from the others.
The reddish dragon joined his brothers, who now stood mere meters from me. If you know what’s good for you, you won’t bring him up with our Mother. She has suffered enough, warned Osirion.
I liked how they defended their queen. They seemed to have an undying and unyielding loyalty towards Amarah, and I found myself glad she had someone in her corner in this lonely life.
“I won’t. Don’t worry,” I promised solemnly.
I had now applied essential oils to both Ptolemy’s and Homer’s skin, which Amarah explained stayed rosy and unaffected by death’s grip thanks to a stabilising spell she had cast yesterday.
I hadn’t known she possessed magic. I was quite shocked to discover that spell magic hadn’t left this plane with the Gods. I had learnt during my studies that, except for specific and contained powers gifted at birth to descendants of the Gods, spell magic left this world with Hecate and Eset, Goddesses of Magic. Yet again, my teachings proved skewed.
Amarah returned shortly after, not before the three brothers gave me a warning look. I let her lead the mummifying process, as I had no knowledge or experience on this topic.
We were taught mummification was reserved for Gods, Goddesses, kings and queens, but Amarah insisted she remembered a time when everyone was considered sacred enough to befit this rite.
In my anguish, I was glad I could offer my brothers a burial worthy of a deity. They deserved nothing less.
***
Mummifying was fucking horrible. I had been collecting spurts of vomit in my mouth like a scribe gathering scrolls.
Every time Amarah suctioned and removed another organ, I had to contain the urge to throw up all over the cavern floor. I was sure the colour of my face matched Horu’s scales.
Just as the queen of dragons applied the last bandages to Ptolemy, I heard a scuffle and what sounded like human cries coming from one of the corridors.
“Do all men sound like newborn ostriches nowadays?” asked the silver-headed beauty without taking her eyes off the jars containing my friends’ intestines.
Before I could register her dig, Denwen, Nephthysia, and Khuzaymah each dropped one of my shrieking brothers on the rocky floor.
“Zeus! Are you guys alright?” Leonidas, Demetrius, and Euripides, who stood in a fighting stance, turned their confused and worried gazes towards me.
“Cleitus? What in the Underworld is going on?” demanded Leonidas, keeping his stance, as if his sword could do anything against the three enormous creatures and their godly fire.
It shouldn’t surprise me that your ignorant friends fought us all the way here. Wedjet knows I forgot how foolish your race becomes in the face of danger.
At
Khuzaymah’s voice, the three males looked even more perplexed.
“Okay, everyone, can I ask you for a moment to explain to my brothers what is going on?” I cleared my dry throat.
“Please.”
I directed that last word toward Amarah, who I knew was the only one her children would listen to.
“Sure, everyone out. We will return in a moment to finalise the burial.”
Amarah and her dragons left, too silent for their sizes and my taste.
“Who the fuck is she? What the fuck is going on, Cleitus?” Demetrius didn’t waste any time interrogating me. His dark hair, usually slicked back and well cared for, was wind-mussed and wilder than his wide eyes.
I stopped them all with a raised hand. I was still their prince, whether they liked it or not.
In the silence that ensued, I gathered the courage to tell my soldiers what had happened since we had separated days ago.
***
The looks of grief and turmoil that graced my friends’ faces once I answered all their questions were ones I would have paid to see just mere days ago. As we often did, we had a running bet about who could come up with the most inventive prank, and I was sure I would have won if only this wasn’t the truth of the situation we were in.
“Let me get this straight. You made a blood-bound deal with the Queen of Dragons, the very same person that killed Ptolemy and Homer?” Euripides’s disconcerted expression let on just how much he disapproved of my choices; his blond hair shone a bright gold thanks to the fires in the cave.
“Yes. And brothers, I promise, if you saw what that dragon showed me, you would have done the same thing. What is coming...” I shook my head, incapable of putting the vision into words.
“If what Kamara showed me is real, we need to do something about it. The world as we know it will never be the same. We need to do anything in our power to stop it from plunging into such darkness and chaos.”
Leonidas nodded. I knew I could count on him. Ptolemy, Leonidas and I were like actual brothers in every sense of the term. We had been raised together in the palace, and I knew his trust ran so deep he would follow me to the end of the world.
“How many dragons?” urged Demetrius, surely calculating all possible scenarios.
I assessed my friends; their looks were raggedy and their eyes tired. I could only imagine the fear of not finding us at the meeting spot, of not knowing what to do.
“Seven. And don’t piss them off. Especially Khuzaymah—the purple one—trust me.”
***
As promised, Amarah and the dragons returned to the hall shortly after. The three younger dragons approached my friends immediately.
Are you also Cleitus’ brothers just like them?
“Yes,” replied Leonidas, who seemed more than happy to engage with the three younglings.
“I am guessing you are also brothers?” he asked.
They nodded in unison.
“And who is the strongest? The funniest? And the smartest?”
He smiled, and the bickering that ensued cut the tension in the air like the sharpest of knives. It showed my sceptical soldiers and the distrustful dragons that we weren’t all that different, despite being two distinct species.
“The mummification process usually takes up to seventeen days. Time, we do not have. I sped up the process with some old spellwork, and your friends are now ready for their burial. Where do you wish to do that?” Amarah asked as she explained to Leonidas, who had instantly taken a liking to the Dragons’ Queen, what she was doing with the clay vases containing our friend’s organs.
“How do you know how to mummify? How do you know spells, for that matter?” Leonidas immediately attacked her with a million questions, while Demetrius and Euripides discussed in hushed voices in the corner of the cavernous hall. I knew it would take them some time to adjust to the dragons and their queen, but I had hoped they would show a bit more interest in our brothers’ burial rite.
“I spent my younger years with Anubis, who was a dear friend of my mother. I assisted him with thousands of burials and mummifications. Once my first dragon egg hatched, I moved in with Thoth, where I followed my education. I learnt spells from the very God that created them.”
“Wait, I thought Eset and Hecate were the Goddesses of magic, not Thoth?” Leonidas cut her off; his usually light brown eyes and hair looked black with the lack of sunlight.
I rolled my eyes at his curiosity; at least one of us didn’t seem too ruffled by the whole ordeal.
“They were. Thoth was the God of writing, wisdom, and magic, too. He discovered the real magic of words and how, if used correctly, they have just as much power as the intrinsic kind of magic Eset and Hecate had. He is the God of spells. Where Eset and Hecate only required thought to generate magic, Thoth could reach similar goals through the magic of words.”
Her hands looked small and delicate as they finished applying the last bandage to Homer.
“Here, they are all done.” 
***
The burial was as brief and as emotional as they had come. After a long discussion amongst ourselves, the boys and I decided to bury Homer and Ptolemy in a clearing at the top of the White Mountains, where legend narrated that one of the dwellings of the Gods was once located. It was worthy of the two Greek warriors, forever buried on Mount Olympus.
To my friends’ surprise, the dragons accompanied us. Horu, Sethi, and Osirion even threw a few precious stones they had collected throughout the years into the coffins.
Evidently, it was a big deal: dragons did not share their hoarded treasures. The young dragons explained that to navigate the realm of the dead—the Duat—and reach the Aaru, the Kemetic afterlife, Homer and Ptolemy would need to pay for the ferry to carry them there. The precious stones were their means of payment.
We had a very similar belief in Hellas’ lore; instead, we put two coins on each of the deceased’s eyes as payment, but the precious stones—worth a thousand times more than our copper coins—were a beautiful gesture I would not forget.
Amarah gifted Ptolemy and Homer with what appeared to be leather books.
“They are the Books of Death I wrote for them,” she beamed at me. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I was grateful to the reptiles’ queen, nonetheless.
After we all pronounced a few words in their honour, Amarah concluded the ceremony, “Gods and Goddesses of the Duat, I, descendant of your power and blood, ask that Maat and Anubis be patient and just during the weighting of their souls. May they remember that the deaths of these young men are a symbol of resistance and alliance between an old empire and our very blood. May their death bring peace to this nation and many others. May their souls reach the afterlife.”
My heart was filled with pride and gratefulness towards Amarah and the dragons.
While people saw them as monsters, they were nothing but kind and compassionate—well, except Khuzaymah, but each rule had an exception—toward the very species that had ostracised and persecuted them.
Real monsters would have damned the world despite the knowledge of what was coming, while these beasts opted to risk their lives attempting to bring justice.
And just like that, I felt I had another mission on top of saving the world: offering Amarah and her dragons a place in it. I would prove to the empires that scales, talons, and fangs don’t make monsters. A lightless soul does. And these dragons and their queen had shown that theirs were made of pure dazzling light.



CHAPTER XXXV
A heart weighed down by the burden of guilt is heavier than any stone. — Ancient Egyptian Belief
Ihad never envisioned finding it hard to complete a mission. Especially not for the reasons I did now. I had never known myself to be the emotional type, but since arriving in Athens, I felt like who I was had been tested. And perhaps it was okay to admit I had changed.
As a slave, the importance of being who they made you to be, of fitting the mould, had been drilled into us.
The status quo had and always would be of the utmost significance in this game of dominance and power. Therefore, I had grown up dreading change of whatever kind, as it’d always meant consequences. Being a slave already hinted at least one deity hating my gut; I did not need any more setbacks than that in my miserable life.
But looking at Zayd sleeping in my bed for the second night in a row, I dreaded the repercussions of what I was about to do more than slavery itself.
He looked so peaceful as he dreamt, all softened and mellowed features, dark eyelashes fanning over his cheeks.
During the last two days, I came to know him intimately. Well, maybe not in the physical sense of the word, but in every other way that mattered.
I became intimate with the pattern of his breathing, with the little noises and muffled grunts he made when he was experiencing a nightmare. I learnt how to brush his scalp to make him succumb to slumber and how to stroke his chest when he was troubled in his sleep.
To my dismay, the general had been keeping his word, and nothing had happened between us, except... well, sleep.
The first night we had arrived in his room after the thermal baths, I gently brushed his hair back and forth, and he fell asleep in a matter of minutes. I followed him into a peaceful slumber right after. No nightmares seemed able to find me between his arms.
We woke up with our bodies tangled in a compromising position, and that was that.
Last night had been much of the same, just in my room instead of his. I awoke to Zayd tracing the stretch marks around my hips. My tunic had bunched around my waist, and he seemed mesmerised by the mismatching lines around my body. He called them beautiful. He said they looked like rivers in the middle of the desert.
I argued that they interrupted the softness of my skin, and to that, he only answered, “And thank Gods for the rivers interrupting the land.”
I rolled my eyes and smiled secretly, too.
Before I could exit my room for our lesson under the light of dawn, he had kissed the thickest and ugliest scar on my back, right between my shoulder blades, with a reverence I had never experienced before. My heart soared when he peppered soft kisses all over my damaged back.
Tonight, though, my nerves threatened to get the better of me. I had to leave him for a few hours to initiate the plan I had been working on for weeks. I left camp, sent that owl to Adrianus, and thankfully found Zayd still fast asleep in my bed upon my return at the crack of dawn. His scent still clung to me, only making the task that much harder and more torturous.
My chest squeezed to the point of pain when a sleepy arm of his draped over my waist involuntarily, as if, even in his subconscious form, he chose me. A low rumble emanated from his chest when he pulled me close to him.
A seed of doubt had settled in my heart, burying deeper roots the more time I spent with the general, but I kept yanking them out like wild weeds.
I had been thinking about possibly running so I wouldn’t have to do what I was about to, but I was certain the Imperium would find me. They always did. Plus, I had no money and no means to get documentation for my escape.
It was all fucked, and I concluded that the choice fate presented to me was between Zayd’s life and my freedom.
I chose my freedom, though I knew I would regret it for the rest of my life. That was my weight to carry, my punishment for what I was about to carry out.
Anyway, I couldn’t turn back now even if I had wanted to. The plan was already in motion; I might as well roll with it.
Zayd roused from his sleep, drawing me closer and inhaling my scent as if checking I was real and not a mere sleep-induced vision. His morning voice was so deep and husky and, quite frankly, arousing.
“I could get used to this,” he smiled.
Under the weight of his words, my withering heart shattered into a thousand shards of glass that cut my chest open from the inside out.
I wanted to scream at him to run from me, from what I was about to do to him, but I lost myself in his hypnotic eyes instead: the pale lilac of a dusky sky decorated with sparkles of gold that glowed like fireflies dancing at twilight. A lavender field under a starry sky.
“I have a surprise for you today, Wael,” he yawned.
I wanted to tell him that I, too, had a terrible surprise in store for him and that he would probably never be able to gift me whatever he had planned. But I smiled instead. I would enjoy the sight of him and this comfort between us for as long as fate would allow me to.
***
Zayd got up and left for the bathing room. I took a deep sniff of his vetiver fragrance that was now smeared all over my bed before getting up and dressing in my usual leathers.
“I don’t have time to train you this morning, Wael. But I can check if Chione or Akil are available,” Zayd called from the bathroom before I heard water splashing, and he returned bare-chested to the room.
Gods, those abs!
Pushing thoughts of his ethereal beauty aside, I answered, “Don’t worry.”
I knew none of his cabal members would be here this morning. If my plan was working as it should have, Akil, Chione, and Neith were on the other side of the city, taking care of the little explosion that went on last night in a small imperial armoury. I had made sure no one was in before I started the fire that consumed most of the empty building.
I knew we were the closest camp to the incident and that Chione and Akil would be called out to assess the damage and the injured. I took a gamble and hoped Neith left with them, too.
“I think it would be nice to take a day off. I have talked to Nephthys multiple times now, and I feel confident I can reach her if I need to.”
That was the truth. It was still a novel experience not feeling alone and being able to contact my ancestor when I wished to. I had never benefited from having someone in my corner till arriving in Greece, and now I had a friend and a caring Goddess looking out for me. And I only had Zayd to thank for that.
The Strategos dressed in his usual dark fighting leathers that hugged his body in a tantalising manner before he hugged me from behind. Nothing may have happened between us, but these touches of affection had increased in the past days, especially in the privacy of our rooms.
“Ok, Wael.”
I turned in his arms and took this as an opportunity to thank him for all he had done for me. It was the only goodbye I could afford.
“Thank you, Zayd. For helping me connect with my Goddess and helping me find my hidden powers. I will forever be grateful for that.” It was as much honesty as I could allow myself.
His eyes softened, and he smiled—that maddening smirk that showed off his sharp canines and that infuriating dimple—while brushing a few strands of hair from my face and cupping my jaw. His caresses had always ignited an electric current that shot its way right to my heart, but with the weight of my plan on my consciousness, it felt like a paralysing feeling having his warmth on me.
“It was my pleasure. I know there is still much you are hiding from me, but it’s fine, Wael. I will be here when you are ready to talk, even if it takes you a whole life to do so.”
With those words, he kissed me.
It was a sweet and chaste kiss, not one of our usual passionate clashes, just a peck, but it caused my heart to beat with renewed vigour.
“I’ll be back in a few minutes with my surprise,” he beamed, flooding the room with the light of a thousand moons, brighter than the dawn outside.
As I admired his muscle-packed figure moving away from me, the burden of my mission hollowed my chest, creating a searing pain that made it impossible to draw breath.
Master Titus used to say that the price of freedom was mostly death, but right at this moment, as Zayd’s glorious form disappeared from view, I was certain I was paying a much steeper price than that of my own demise.
***
I immediately got to work. It was futile retreating now that everything was already put into motion. No matter how hard my heart screamed at me, stop! Don’t do this, I had to.
I reached under the bed where I had stashed the potion and its antidote. I quickly drank the latter, spread the thick red-purple paste over my lips and fingers, and waited for the Strategos to return.
Since my first walk in the forest surrounding the camp, I had noticed the various poisonous plants and fruits its greenery offered. A plan soon took form, and, in the past weeks, I had been collecting ingredients and preparing a concoction of belladonna, hemlock, and untreated cassava.
One thing I had learnt early on while experimenting with various poisons as part of my education was that one should never prepare a poison without knowing its antidote. Once one created a deadly concoction, they needed to have its counterpart in handy, too.
I only hoped my plan worked.
The noise of the latch on the door let me know the general was back.
My heart was a thunderous beast in my chest, and before I could change my mind, I kissed him. It was a messier kiss than the one he had given me mere minutes ago. It felt feral and passionate, perhaps because I knew it would be our last.
He grinned as we disentangled from the kiss, “If I knew a surprise was all you needed to kiss me with such passion, I would have brought you something sooner.”
I offered him a sad smile at that. I was a treacherous liar.
The betrayal I had just served him broke my heart and blackened my soul to the point I knew I would never recover from it.
This culpability was a visceral thing that lived and breathed inside me, draining me of my very soul.
He mustn’t have noticed the residual paste that stuck not only to my lips but to his now, too, nor the regretful look plastered on my face as I broke off the kiss, because he asked excitedly, “Remember our promise from the other night?”
I nodded, remembering what I had vowed to him in the cave.
“Well, I held up my part of the deal.”
He wiggled his eyebrows enthusiastically.
“What do you mean?”
His voice lowered, becoming softer, more tentative, “Yesterday, I konshued to the Imperium and kidnapped the Dominus responsible for your mauling. I had some fun with him. Returned the favour. But I thought you might want to be there when he slowly and tragically dies.”
The smile he gave me was wicked. But I couldn’t hear anything over the roaring in my ears.
He did what?
“Zayd, I...”
Goddesses, did he discover who I was, then? If so, my plan couldn’t have come at a better time. Before I could dive into that thought, Zayd swayed.
He raised a hand to his temple as if a headache had blossomed.
“Come, sit,” I said while guiding him to my bed.
The concoction had taken longer to attack his demigod system; a normal human would have already been spasming on the floor right now.
“I am not suuuure...” he slurred, a hand going to his lips to inspect the paste smeared there.
“It’s okay.” I let the full brunt of my regret show in my features.
The poison had taken root. There was no need to lie. I could at least offer him a piece of the truth before I left him forever.
“I am so sorry, Zayd. I do hope you find happiness and joy wherever life guides you next.”
Warm tears stung my face now, but I did not look away.
Not when Zayd threw up, nor as I helped him lay back down on the bed.
His eyes were frantic and wild, searching mine for answers I could not give him. I caressed his face. He closed his eyes and leaned into the touch before the paralysis took over completely. A lone tear escaped my eyes and fell onto Zayd’s lips as I murmured, “If it’s any consolation, I would have chosen you over anything. Except for my freedom.”
I took the sorry excuse of a letter I had written to apologise, or at least try to make amends, if that was even possible, and slid it under Zayd’s pillow. I had already left one for Farouk—abandoning him was also much harder than I had anticipated—last night.
Everything was ready except for my heart, which wept in anguish and stewed in guilt. Though guilt wasn’t a strong enough word for what I was feeling.
My decision had cracked my vulnerable organ in all the wrong places. A permanent fracture that no time or glue could ever fix.
***
The knock on the door told me Adrianus had managed to acquiesce to my request. I had sent him an owl last night with a small message informing him that if he wanted proof of death, he would have to come here himself. I wouldn’t have been able to carry Zayd’s colossal form around Athens unsuspected.
So, while the others were still out, dealing with the diversion I had created, Adrianus arrived at the military camp.
“I hope you aren’t wasting my time, serva,” was his only greeting. I had cleaned my face and made sure no trace of tears was visible. But when I looked back at Zayd’s lifeless form, fresh ones threatened to fall.
Fuck, I really did this. And there is no going back.
“So, I did what the empire required. When am I free?” I pressed as Adrianus examined Zayd, checking his vitals.
“You did it, eh?” His voice slithered up my spine unpleasantly. The tone made me sure he was surprised I had completed the mission successfully, and his vile smile raised the hair at my nape.
Something was wrong. I just couldn’t understand what.
Yet.
“Yes. I did it. Now, my freedom.”
“Relax, slave. Remember what the emperor said: you may have a second task to complete before you can seize your freedom in earnest.”
Fuck... I forgot about that!
Proculus turned to me, seemingly pleased with the state of the Greek general.
“Your second and last mission before you are officially a free man. Ehm, free woman,” he corrected.
I refrained from rolling my eyes.
“Is decided and will be carried out tonight. Everything is already in place.”
“Ok. What is this task, then?”
My heart had a fast-paced beat of its own now.
Adrianus walked closer, with a mean look on his face. He wasn’t a huge or intimidating man per se, but his energy gave me the fucking creeps. I suppressed a full-body shudder at his proximity and raised my chin. I had dealt with worse than him.
He extended an intricate dagger and passed it to me.
“You will dress as a servant of the Imperial Palace. I have already organised your entrance for today. You will go directly into the emperor’s sleeping quarters and kill him. How to get out of the city is up to you. Once that’s done, you are free to go and do what you want. No further report or rendezvous is needed. You will be free.”
He smiled wickedly.
“You want me to kill the Greek Emperor with no preparation but a meagre dagger?” I all but shouted.
Fuck! This is suicide. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. 
And then a thought caught me unbidden: had I gotten rid of Zayd just to die today?
Adrianus’ smile broadened, and I experienced the deepest urge to shove the thick stick that was clearly up his ass just a bit higher, impaling the fucker on the spot.
“The Imperium has requested that you kill him. And you shall, or your life is forfeited. That was the deal, slave.”
He made sure to highlight the last word with his tone.
He was a fucking snake. But what was my choice? I was a slave. I had none.
“Here is the formal attire for palace servants, so you may blend in. The emperor will expect you to check on him after his dinner. Don’t disappoint.”
Adrianus made his way to the door, seemingly done with me. He turned at the last minute, just before closing the door behind him, and flashed me a baleful smile. “Good luck, slave.”
***
I dressed in the linen tunic and skirt I had been given. I made it a point not to look at Zayd’s inanimate form on the bed; it would only have distracted me from my suicide mission, stabbing me deeper. I gazed at my chest; I could almost see the knife protruding from my heart.
I resumed my task of getting changed, thankful the clothes were simple and comfy. Not my first choice for a dangerous mission such as this one, but it was better than a cumbersome gown.
I hid the dagger around my thigh, near the slit of the skirt for easy access, and put on the sandals Proculus had provided.
They were brown, with thick wooden soles and dark leather strips that had taken me a few minutes to fasten around my legs until they reached my knees.
I allowed myself one last look at Zayd. At this man who had taught me so much and made me feel safe and wanted in the span of a few months. I allowed myself a kiss on his now stiff lips while a lone tear traced my cheek and fell on his chin. This was our only goodbye, one I did not expect would hurt so much.
It broke my heart into so many jagged pieces, I was sure I would never be able to put them back together. I would never feel whole again.
I had known, before I went through with it, that it would be difficult and that I would hate myself after this. But I had weighed the options and preferred hating myself as a free woman rather than respecting myself as a slave.
I didn’t realise just how much I would regret that choice until now.
I touched his soft lips and looked at him long one last time, trying to ingrain his features into my mind for later use.
I left him in that room, the one with the few belongings I would never see again if I wanted to seize my freedom.
I thought about the gorgeous kalasiris Zayd had gifted me, his precious Ney flute, and the leather book from Master Titus. Those were probably the only items I was truly loathe to part with, but I wouldn’t have wanted anyone else to have them but him.
I left the Strategos in my old room, along with the scattered fragments of my wrecked heart and splintered soul.



CHAPTER XXXVI – AKIL
The heart knows what the eyes cannot see. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
The air felt stiff and silent this morning, and it had nothing to do with the stench of smoke and burnt metal that filled the atmosphere.
Something was wrong; I could feel it in my bones. I just couldn’t pinpoint what.
I cut a heavy glance at Chione, who was raining in the jets of water she had created to put out the fire. She felt my eyes on her and turned my way.
“What’s wrong, brother?”
“I am not sure. But a sinister danger is lurking in the city today.”
A shiver ran down my spine as I tied my longer strands of hair.
Chione inclined her head and closed her eyes, as if the wind himself carried whispered secrets to her and her alone.
Her eyes shone a bright aquamarine before returning to their usual colour. “Something is definitely amiss. Maat suggests you have a chat with Thoth. I am not picking up on much else. The Gods remain silent.”
She bestowed her attention back to the task at hand just as I sat on the ground and took a few deep breaths, intent on contacting my divine ancestors.
The peaceful embrace of the void held me tight, like a mother with her newborn child.
“Akil Taher, my son. The time has come. Today, you shall willingly hand yourself to the Roman authorities. A first daughter of the Gods awaits you in the Imperial Dungeons. Her survival and your success in freeing her are imperative to the resistance’s cause. Do not fear the pain and suffering ahead. Remember, fate deals us the worst hands before gifting us the sweetest triumphs. Now go, son. Medusa awaits you.”
Thoth’s brown eyes shone a deep orange before he clapped his hands, and my eyes opened to a late afternoon sun gilding Athens.
Chione was lingering near me; I could hear her approaching steps.
“It’s time, sister,” I murmured when she sat next to me on the ground, uncaring if her beautiful turquoise gown got dirty with the ashes littering the soil.
“Rome, eh? We will miss you,” she smiled softly.
“I will miss you more. Especially since I will start my journey in the Imperial Dungeons. Not exactly a luxury retreat, but I’ll enjoy the peace.”
Her feminine laugh temporarily distracted me from my sour mood, and I joined her.
Our amusement was short-lived, waning as soon as we spotted Neith galloping towards us at a fast pace.
Too fast a pace.
Tendrils of auburn hair whipped by the wind framed her wide-eyed face.
“Guys, have you spoken with Zayd today? Evening is upon us, and no one has seen him yet.”



CHAPTER XXXVII
In the pursuit of wisdom, the truth may sting like a scorpion’s bite, but it is a medicine for the soul. Embrace the discomfort of knowing, for ignorance is a darkness that veils the path to enlightenment. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
Iweaved my way through the sunny streets of the capital. I was numb. Numb from my decisions and their consequences. Numb because no heart nor soul of mine seemed to beat life in my chest cavity anymore.
The Egyptians believed our soul—our Ba—resided on the right side of our heart, in the small dent near our right lung.
Now that my soul was gone, I believed them.
I was empty and hollowed out.
My decision had wounded my heart to the point of pain. This festering lesion leaked a poisonous substance through my veins, a white-hot slithering thing scorching its way through me. It felt a lot like guilt.
On top of that horrid feeling, I was furious that I had another task—if you could call a suicide mission a task. I was entering the vipers’ nest armed with a scanty knife.
It felt like a black cloud had been following me since the consequences of my decision became tangible. A decision that made me a horrible fucking person.
I probably deserved to die for my actions, and the Gods wasted no time to present me with the opportunity of a terrible death.
Resolving to put my depressive thoughts aside—if I survived, I would have a whole life ahead of me to stew on them—I focused on the mission at hand and picked up the pace.
I moved fast, determination pushing my limbs harder. It was the second time since my arrival in Greece that I could enjoy the view of the city with sunlight flooding its packed streets. The first time was when I had arrived with Farouk, and we got those Egyptian sweets.
Athens was built to reflect and accommodate the light of the sun. The sandy-coloured stones that made up every building in this city gifted it with warmth and brightness, something that was lacking in the dark and harsh architecture typical of the Imperium. The high columns of the temples were magnificent, their impeccable geometry mesmerising under the midday sun.
Despite winter’s fast approach and the colder temperatures, the sky was blue and void of clouds. In Greece, winters were milder than in Rome, where the air could sting, and the cold was often frigid.
Basking in the apricity of Hellas’s sun, I felt its warmth seep into my skin, comforting me like a familiar embrace. I didn’t deserve its comfort, but I accepted it, nonetheless.
The Imperial Palace stood on a high hill near the coast. Its impressive size could be seen from the entire city, reminding its inhabitants who reigned over them all.
I made my way to the bay, feeling utterly inadequate and unprepared.
I was meant to be free right now. I had planned on taking a boat that would leave the port soon, but that ship had sailed, disintegrating my plan before my eyes.
I steadied my breathing and my mind. If I wanted to survive this, I needed to regain focus swiftly.
As I approached the high hill on which the palace stood proudly, I realised that it wasn’t a hill at all. It was a high cliff that jutted towards the Aegean Sea with a brutal fall on the opposite side of the city.
Its size and position seemed to defy the laws of gravity, reminding the subjects below that there was always someone closer to the Gods. I suppressed a full-body shiver and started climbing the steep incline towards the Imperial home.
I traipsed through the arid ground, only small bushes and olive trees interrupting the terrain. I tried to control my breathing and my thoughts, to no avail.
This oily and slimy feeling that flowed through me since I had left camp felt like a curse that clogged my lungs and closed my throat. Trying to get rid of it was like attempting to extract oneself from quicksand by moving faster; the feeling only gripped me tighter, constricting my airways.
I rubbed my chest, hoping to ease the ache racking through me, but again, to no avail. Between my torturous thoughts and this cloying feeling, I reached the top of the cliff in record time.
A beautiful orchard surrounded the property, its olive trees shone with a silvery sheen under the midday sun. A bright cobblestone path led the way to the entrance of the palace, with tall Mediterranean cypresses lining the walkway.
I took a moment to compose myself, embodying that place of intense focus and presence that had saved my ass more than once in battle, and approached the entrance guards.
They wore white togas under refined armour while their hands clutched elaborate golden spears. They hit their spears to the ground in unison when they saw me and announced, “Name. Reason for visit.”
Their synchronicity would have hypnotised me if I hadn’t needed all the concentration I could muster for what was to come.
“Maelina, servant of the palace. At the empire’s service.”
The guards’ spears hit the ground in unison once more before the gilded doors opened for me.
The inside architecture wasn’t much different from the outside. It was clear the intention of the architect was to brighten the space as much as possible.
The windows were located at perfect angles to reflect the outside light; the gilded columns lit up like beams of sunlight when the rays of the sun hit them. 
The colour scheme seemed to take inspiration from the city itself: sandy and golden shades, with hints of light blue here and there. The white-tiled floors were pristine and possessed blue patterns composed of continuous, interlocking shapes in a linear format. It was beautiful.
I scanned my memory for Adrianus’s instructions on the location of the emperor’s room. I remembered he told me that I would be expected to visit his chamber after his dinner was served—to retrieve his tray and check if he needed anything else before his sleep.
Since it was afternoon, I looked for a comfortable space to hide, and awaited the dark like a night predator.
***
Hours later, I moved slightly from my crouched position behind the thick column that was my hiding spot. My limbs had cramped multiple times, and more than one leg had experienced pins and needles because of the lack of movement. I came out of my spot behind the column only once the sun had sunken beyond the horizon and twilight darkened the city.
Clouds had been sparse since my arrival in Athens, but I could see a gloomy mass of dark purple and grey moving closer. It was as if Nut herself knew the chaos I was about to wreak with my actions, and she was ready to weep and rage with me.
I made my way to the third floor of the palace on silent feet. Even if I hadn’t been given any instructions as to where the emperor slept, it would have become instantly clear once I reached this floor, thanks to the four guards standing outside of a double door.
I plastered a serene smile and a docile expression on my face as I neared the guards. We went through the same tedious process of banging the spears in unison and announcing who I was before they opened the door.
This was it: the moment I would finally gain my freedom.
I scanned the bright area, my hand inconspicuously close to the slit in my skirt. The space opened to a sleeping room on one side and a small study on the other. Contrary to the rest of the palace, the room boasted no golden accents, just sandy stones and blue furniture.
The familiar fragrance that wafted through the space was a mix of cedars and sea.
The space looked almost too simple to be the emperor’s room.
A beautiful and intricate obelisk in the centre of the study was the only precious item that stood out. Further inspection revealed it was a Kemetic obelisk, the elaborate hieroglyphs etched on its surface reminding me of my long-forgotten home.
A noise coming from the sleeping room interrupted my gawking, and I made my way there. When I saw the outline of the emperor sitting on a chair that looked out to the sea, my heart rate spiked in preparation.
I grabbed the dagger’s handle, keeping it sheathed, just as the emperor stood from his plush seat and turned towards me.
His eyes widened in recognition.
Emperor Atlas Callisthenes looked like a regular man in his sixties, with his simple light blue toga and lack of accessories, golden skin, kind grey-blue eyes, a grey beard, and shoulder-length white hair.
As he held my gaze, time slowed.
Suddenly, he dropped the book he was holding, and his knees hit the ground with a loud thud as he stared at me.
“Shantara?” His voice was hoarse from age, emotion, or both; I couldn’t say.
“I am Maelina. At your service, Emperor.” I curtsied, my hand sliding away from the handle of the dagger but still close to the slit of the skirt. I could not hide my scowl at his words, though.
He shook his head vehemently.
“You have her eyes. That same fire burns in your soul.” He stood and came closer.
Tears streamed down his face now, and I was certain for a long moment that the reason behind his behaviour was nothing more than disorientation prompted by his old age.
But then he whispered in awe, “You have her poise. I would recognise her daughter anywhere in the world.”
He raised a hand, causing me to flinch, though I didn’t move away from him. He caressed my cheek tenderly before adding with a rueful smile, “I would recognise our daughter anywhere, my dearest Sekhmet.”
That name. I know that name.
Before I could recover from the shock of what he had just disclosed, a blaring alarm went off, shaking the entire palace.
Fuck!
The guards outside the door started banging on it. “My liege, we have to move you to a safe location. We are under attack,” was all I heard over the loud noises reverberating through the city.
The emperor, uncaring of the warnings coming from outside, removed a thin golden chain from his neck.
“Here, take this.”
Confusion racked my brain, freezing my limbs in place.
This was not what I had expected.
“Your mother made me promise to give this to you. I am sorry we weren’t offered more time—time to explain, time to learn about each other, and time to love each other.”
He murmured that last part while brushing my cheeks with his old knuckles, causing a sob to itch for release.
“But you can’t be here for this, daughter. Run as far and as fast as you can, Sekhmet.”
He fastened the golden chain around my neck; a beautiful, dark purple-indigo stone that seemed to glimmer and shine with a light of its own was its only pendant.
As soon as the jewel was fastened and dangling around my clavicles, a heavy power seemed to settle in the centre of my chest.
“Don’t let the Imperium get their hands on that, you hear? Now run!”
At his words, the door of the imperial chamber burst open.



CHAPTER XXXVIII – ZAYD
As the sun lives on when it sets in the warmth it has given, so too is the soul of the dead. — Ancient Egyptian Quote
As soon as Lylah’s poison took root and my physical form fell unconscious, my Ka suddenly projected outside of my body, retaining consciousness and awareness.
It was always a welcomed sensation, like taking a deep breath of fresh air after submerging for too long underwater, if not odd, due to the lack of my physical form. There was always comfort in embodying one’s true nature.
The rematch en Kermet called it Safar-Ka, which roughly translated as the travels of the spirit. In the lands of the East and the West, it was called astral projection, a skill learnt by many descendants since young. At least this was true before the last war, the one that collapsed our empire and enslaved most of our people.
As soon as my spirit sprung free of its corporeal confinement, it immediately recognised Lylah and followed her like a magnet.
Spirits recognised spirits, others’ auras becoming clear as day during the Safar-Ka. One could learn a lot about a person from their aura alone.
And Lylah’s was...
Gods, it was more luminous than the brightest star on the darkest night. It was easy to follow her; she was like a little sun, impossible to dim, even shadowed in darkness, and clad in sadness.
I wasn’t sure what she had administered, but one thing was clear: I was still alive, or my soul and spirit would have passed on to the Duat. She must have created a toxin that made my physical form appear dead; thus, my heart rate and breathing were shallow and few, only enough to sustain an inanimate body.
I guessed it was my destiny to be played by the women to whom I gave my heart.
She had been sent by the Imperium to kill me.
In my eagerness and attraction, I’d completely disregarded she may be the very slave sent by Rome to despatch of me, but the signs were there. Like a fool, I had been distracted by the golden-eyed goddess, who had consumed my every thought, blinding me to her real intentions.
What remained unclear was: why hadn’t she followed through?
I’d let my guard down for weeks, if not months now; she had plenty of opportunities to get rid of me. It would have been easier to feed me some belladonna and get it over with. Instead, she kept me alive. Perhaps it was just to torment me.
I knew she had been hiding something from me; I could tell from the first moment our gazes met. A familiar darkness lurked in those mystical eyes that seemed to long for something I couldn’t grasp.
That’s why I hadn’t pushed for something physical to happen between us: I wanted her to feel comfortable enough to open up, let me in on her secrets, and trust that I would take care of her regardless of how deep and dark those shadows were.
But there was no point in denying I had been played.
Some of my anger towards her dissolved like powdery sand on the wind when Adrianus, who fell for her trap, came over to check on my vitals. He possessed a crude and feeble aura. Stagnant. Malicious.
His haughty words made me want to choke him on the spot. When he called Lylah a serva multiple times in the few minutes he was around, I wanted to reach in my boot and free his mouth of that arrogant tongue, putting to good use the dagger hidden there.
I forgot how horrible it was to be owned by someone.
I had worked extremely hard to get over the trauma inflicted upon me during my slavery, and somehow, I could understand Lylah. She should have known she could have talked to me about this, that I would have helped her if only she’d asked.
However, I also remembered the deep sense of helplessness that had encompassed my mind when my life and decisions were not my own. I remembered how you felt when a stronger force steered your hand, often pulling it in directions opposite to where you truly wished to go. I knew what slavery did to the psyche of a man better than anyone.
When Adrianus left her in the room with me after ordering that she kill the Greek Emperor with a skimpy knife, my Ka followed him out of camp, where he met with another Roman soldier, this one dressed in full Roman regalia.
Why the fuck is a Roman soldier armed and ready for battle in the capital of Hellas?
“The bitch did it. The plan is in motion,” confirmed Adrianus to the other man.
“Do you think she is going to do it? Did she have any doubts about what the Imperium has planned?”
“No, she is just a dumb slave,” Adrianus chuckled viciously, his aura flaring a dark brown.
The young soldier asked, “I still don’t see why the Imperium took the risk of letting her come here if they knew who she was. I would have just killed her already.”
Up until this moment, I hadn’t been aware spirits could feel such blind rage. Despite her betrayal, I still felt protective of Lylah, if only because this man made me see bloodred. I wanted nothing more than to serve him a slow and painful death, to feel bones crunching and organs shutting down. He was lucky I didn’t have a body right now.
“And that’s exactly why you aren’t in charge, Gaius. You are too simple-minded,” Adrianus admonished, shaking his head.
“We just sent the rightful descendant of an empire to kill the one person who could have helped her succeed, according to the prophecy. And now she is going to kill her own father: a.k.a. enemy number one of the Imperium. We are letting her do all the dirty work for us, and before she knows it, the city will be swarming with Roman troops out for her blood. There is no way that girl is leaving Athens alive. Not tonight. Not ever. It’s quite poetic. Especially considering we planned a whole tournament just for this. Her master died refusing to reveal who she was, but our Emperor’s cunning plan exposed her and created the perfect trap for her to dispose of those who stand in our way. Including herself.”
The wicked smile that curved his lips rivalled a snake hissing before their lethal strike.
Fuck! Lylah is our Qetesh?!
She had been under our noses for months now! And what did I do? I lost my-fucking-self in her warmth and allure, instead of realising she was the one I had been looking for for decades.
Even Master Titus had tried to warn us that she would be on her way, and it was no coincidence I got his missive on the same night I had met Lylah in the tavern.
If something happened to her, I would have no one to blame but myself. Like a fool, I didn’t heed any of the signs, which now looked so obvious.
However, the most worrisome question was: how did Rome know such details about the prophecy? Had they found the completed text? I prayed for us all they hadn’t.
One positive aspect of not having a physical body was that I could reach any place with a simple thought. Though the Ka had a different perception of time, I knew it wasn’t long after hearing that damning conversation, that I was on Lylah’s heels as she walked through the capital’s packed streets, weaving through merchants and customers with unflinching determination.
I only prayed to every God who would listen that I could do something to stop her before it was too late.
***
Hours had gone by since our Qetesh hid behind a wide column in a hall inside the Imperial Palace, the perfect predator lying in wait.
Dusk had settled when her stiffened form made a move. I followed the bright glow of her aura up to the imperial suite, which I knew where was located, as I had often met with Emperor Callisthenes in his private quarters.
If this form of mine had a heart, it would have been beating out of my chest right now.
In the hours I had followed her, I understood why the Imperium had put so much faith in this girl’s abilities. She was silent and stealthy, cunning and resourceful, witty and fast. Not to mention her paralysing beauty and ensorcelling ways. She made the perfect assassin spy.
Even here, as she slipped inside the imperial suite, with the emperor himself located inside and guards stationed at the exit, she roamed the space as if she had no care in the world.
Her gaze lingered on the Kemetic obelisk in his office before a noise from the other room sharpened her features. Her hand moved in reaching distance of the dagger as she approached the old man looking out onto the sea.
I wanted to scream at her to stop, to leave immediately, but the emperor turned just in time to get a good look at her.
His azure aura was a calm and glittering sea, while Lylah’s was a flare of scorching sunlight.
The emperor’s expression morphed when he took her in, and he fell to his knees. His aura blazed a dark blue with sorrowful recognition.
I was certain this wasn’t the reunion he had imagined with his long-lost daughter, but the emotion shining through the old man’s eyes betrayed his shock. This man had been looking for his daughter for the better part of his adult life; he didn’t care how he’d found her, only that he did.
He stood once more, the tears in his eyes speaking volumes, as Lylah shook her head, as if in denial of an unspoken truth.
Despite being marred by signs of ageing, when shock and relief broke through the emperor’s expression, I could finally detect the resemblance between the two. While Lylah had taken most of her features from her mother, her expressions were uncannily like her father’s: the small furrowing of their brows, the slight pull of their lips, the tense chin.
The fleeting moment they shared was pregnant with tacit emotions, and when the door flung open, I only wished for them both to have a little more time, for this moment to last a little longer after decades of separation and loss.
Before whoever had entered the imperial suite could reach them in his bedchamber, the emperor unclasped a stunning necklace from his neck, with a simple golden chain and a gorgeous indigo stone encased in a golden scarab mounting as a pendant. He fastened it around Lylah’s neck and turned to the door, leaving Lylah confused and admiring the new jewel dangling around her neck. Her aura flared a dark purple for an instant before the uninvited guests moved into the emperor’s suite.
The first thing I noticed was the six Roman guards that strutted into the room with their gaudy red and gold armour.
The second was the small step the emperor took to stand in front of Lylah; at this moment, I knew he would die protecting his daughter.
The third thing I observed, which would have taken me to my knees if I had any, was Meridia.
The woman responsible for all my pain and anguish. Her aura was unmistakable, surly and pale in its essence.
She hadn’t aged one day since the last time I had laid eyes on her more than a century ago.
How hadn’t I known that she was a descendant too?!
Her impeccable golden hair was pinned in an elaborate bun, except for a few curled strands that framed her porcelain skin. Her eyes were as glacial as I remembered them, a magnificent pale blue that resembled an iced-out lake, cold and frosty not only in their colour. Her high cheekbones and small nose gave her an air of regality that was perfectly complemented by her clothes, abundant curves, and fine jewels.
“Hello, Atlas. What a beautiful reunion! Are you going to introduce us?” Meridia’s mocking expression resembled that of a rogue hyena ready to pounce.
Had she always sported that evil glint in her eyes?
“Eris, what is the meaning of this effable nonsense? I knew you must have lost your sanity over the years, but this level of lunacy is beyond you! Attacking your son’s empire? For what? Haven’t you already taken enough from me? You, evil fool!”
How the fuck does the emperor know Meridia—or Eris?
“Isn’t it sad that we live in a world where men classify women’s powerful moves as madness? Though, Atlas, I have no one else to thank but you for your inability to foresee my plans. I couldn’t have done it without you, dear husband.”
“Ex-husband, Eris. And I have never underestimated you. You just hide your snakeskin and perfidious ways under a ton of ass-licking and pretty gowns. But believe me, even the dumbest of us can smell your rot from miles away.”
Meridia’s expression took a dangerous edge, eyes narrowing and lips tightening.
“I was hoping your dear daughter would have been faster in her task. But alas, I will have to kill you myself. Or perhaps I will murder your slave of a daughter first, so you can enjoy the show, and only then will I give you respite. But don’t worry, dear Atlas, I promise to run this empire as if it had been mine all along.”
Her subsequent laugh was maniacal.
Was she always this horrid of a person?
Hellas Emperor stepped in front of his daughter; he spared her a sorrowful glance and mouthed RUN.
“I am happy you stopped hiding your real intentions behind fake niceties. It’s good to see the real, raw you. And Gods, you are ugly. No matter that you descend from Discordia herself, all that godly blood didn’t spare your heart and soul from their putrefaction. And now, look at you, your blight will spread to the empire you wish to rule. But go ahead, my daughter will fulfil the prophecy, and you won’t have any power against a true Goddess.”
Meridia laughed with pride. “Oh, but she can’t fulfil the prophecy. Didn’t she tell you? Her previous task was to kill the Strategos, and with him, she killed the one person who was meant to assist her. If you ask me, it was time someone got rid of that beast of a man. Your daughter is all alone in the world once more, and she has no one to blame but herself. It’s elegiac!”
Meridia clapped her hands excitedly before she continued, “But don’t fret, dear husband. Her death is in our interest as well as yours. She is a power we simply don’t understand. It is safer this way for all parties involved. Including for your son.”
“Oh, and you and the Imperium are all about destroying what you don’t understand. Aren’t you? But hear me now, Eris, I won’t let you and whatever allegiance you have with the Imperium take anything more from me. You have already killed the love of my life and, if that wasn’t enough, you wiped her empire off the map, killing, maiming, conquering and consuming. For what? Jealousy? I have to say, power and leadership do not suit you. I know you wished they did, but the Gods have chosen my daughter for such greatness, not you. And I won’t let you take her from me like you did her mother. Not now that I have found her.”
Lylah, who understandably looked confused and disconcerted, moved beside the emperor, avoiding his protection, and asked, with a confident voice that didn’t match her wide eyes, “Who attacked Kemet two decades ago?”
The emperor replied before anyone else could, his features softening in concern as they met her amber eyes, “Your mother, Shantara Eset, the fallen empress of Kemet, had a short relationship with Tiberius Theodosian.”
“The Roman Emperor?” Lylah looked equally disgusted and shocked.
“He wasn’t emperor at the time. She and I met a few years later, and once we did, she left him. It was then that he concocted a plan that spanned decades. He got the old Roman Emperor and all his direct heirs killed. And when he finally became head of the Imperium, his first act was to wage war against us and the Egyptian Empire. His revenge caused the death and enslavement of millions, and it was prompted by his inability to keep his ego in check. He never loved Shantara; to him, she was simply a possession. But she would have rather died than be owned by anyone.”
His last words were particularly directed at Meridia.
Even in my spirit form, I was reeling from all the distressing information; I could only imagine what Lylah was feeling. Her aura was now a pulsating light, erratic and unpredictable.
“My cousin can be an envious person, I will admit. But we both know Shantara should have kept her legs closed after leaving him. Instead, she got with you. You were married to me! The greatest insult Tiberius and I ever received was the news of her pregnancy! You, little girl, are the reason the Imperium attacked your land. Once again, you have no one else to blame but yourself.”
I almost missed the barely visible flinch that racked Lylah’s tense form.
Meridia—or Eris—removed a speck of invisible dust from her shoulder, as if she hadn’t just rattled this girl’s world with her words.
Lylah’s stunning eyes filled with unshed tears, but the emperor turned towards her and reassured her, “Don’t listen to her. None of this is your fault. I am sorry we do not have more time, daughter. But you must run now. Live. Live for me and your mother, who loved you so much. And don’t look back.”
Before Meridia and her guards could understand what was happening and react, the emperor cut his left palm with a hidden pin and began chanting in the old Gods’ language.
Since when can he perform blood magic?
A cerulean protection sphere appeared; I could only see it because I was in spirit form, too. But instead of moulding to his body, the bubble surrounded Lylah’s form, its magic lighting up whatever power the stone he had gifted her possessed.
Against gravity and sense, Lylah’s hair flared around her, onyx tendrils lashing around her gorgeous face. The freckles of gold that usually danced in her copper eyes seemed to consume her whole irises, making them appear like pools of resplendent gold. Indigo light shone through the stone of her pendant, reflected behind the linen of her shirt.
And her aura exploded in a blaze of pure light.
She was a goddess reborn; a reckoning came to demand retribution.
Time slowed.
Meridia shouted something, and a guard aimed his spear at Lylah, but the emperor was faster; with one last sprint, one last act of desperate love for his long-lost daughter, his old and frail body intercepted the weapon, which lodged squarely in his abdomen.
Right then, time sped up.
Lylah moved faster than I had ever seen anyone do.
She palmed her hidden dagger and unlatched her sandals with her other hand. The room was filled with Roman soldiers now, urged by Meridia to kill the barefoot girl.
Unpredictably, Lylah swung the sandals, clutching their leather strips, and hit two of the guards with the thick wooden soles. With another swift swing of her shoes, she hooked the neck of a tall guard, the straps digging into his skin as she pulled him toward her.
The unfortunate guard acted as a shield for the next few spears and arrows that were aimed at her.
The space was swarming with soldiers now. I needed to get back into my body and wake the fuck up if I wanted to give Lylah a fighting chance; she would not survive all these soldiers alone.
A sword-wielding guard charged at her, while another took hold of her hair from behind, destabilising her balance and making her fall on her ass. She recovered quickly, cutting off the wrist of the soldier who had pulled her hair, while she kicked the sword wielder in the gut before he could disembowel her. She stood strong and proud, a dazzling beam of light and vengeance.
Unfortunately, once the first soldier fell backwards, another one took his place, and with his axe raised high, he came for her quickly. She was mesmerising to watch as she slid under his legs and slashed both the attacker’s knees. The axe wielder fell face forward, his axe embedding into his skull due to the momentum of his fall.
Pushed by another’s incoming weapon, she fell backwards. Splayed on her back, Lylah planted her hands behind her shoulders, brought her knees up to her chest and pushed herself off the ground to a standing position just as two other armed guards charged for her.
They both wielded heavy swords, which made their movements slower than hers. She dodged both their hits and swung the one sandal left in her hand at one of them. She hit him in the face and wasted no time hooking his neck with the leather strap and swinging him in the direction of an incoming sword. The first guard collapsed on the ground, impaled by the second.
She promptly removed the leather straps from the dead soldier’s neck and swung the sandal toward the second. Hitting him between his legs and then swiping her dagger at his throat, too fast for him to dodge the fatal blow.
She was left with three more guards and Meridia, who was trampling through fallen bodies in the direction of the exit.
Typical of her to create pandemonium and leave as soon as things get sticky.
Lylah’s attention was caught by Meridia’s movements and the loud noises coming from outside the suite. More soldiers were approaching in mass, and her worried expression confirmed she knew she couldn’t hold them all off for much longer. She needed to find an escape before the rest of the troops surrounded her.
Because of her smaller frame, most people underestimated the power of her kicks and punches. So much so, that when in one smooth transition she swung her leg and kicked the first soldier in the head, punched the second in the temple, and threw her dagger in the third one’s neck, they all went down like sack of potatoes toppled by a strong and invisible wind.
But the girl didn’t stop there.
As she looked at a panicked Meridia, who had probably just grasped how deeply she had miscalculated the power of our Qetesh, Lylah was vengeance personified.
She was like a small box of matches: tiny but capable of extensive damage. There was no sign of fear of the repercussions of what she came to face. She held Meridia’s gaze with the defiance of an angry God who had returned to claim its plunder.
With inhuman speed and molten rage twinkling in her eyes, Lylah jumped over the two bodies that separated her from the blond monster, and, even weaponless, she found a way to enact her revenge.
Lylah grabbed the back of Meridia’s neck with one hand, and with the other, she reached through her adversary’s chest, ripping her heart out of her ravaged ribcage and holding it out like an offering to the Gods. The wrath shining through Lylah’s eyes when she looked at Meridia was unfiltered and unbridled.
It was only then I noticed the sharpened talons that substituted her nails, the pointed ears that surfaced through her dark cascading hair, the razor-sharp fangs, and the golden molten light that wholly swallowed her eyes—iris and sclera included.
Meridia’s expression was frozen in a silent scream, betraying the fear and shock she had felt before her demise.
It was poetic: killed by the very weapon they had created.
I wondered how Lylah could be covered in blood and gore, yet she had never glowed brighter. She was the beacon of sunlight in my darkness, the effulgence of her golden eyes rivalling the sun.
Lylah took a few deep breaths, her attention turned to where the injured body of the emperor had laid before two guards had dragged it out. Her eyes lost their light, returning to that beautiful warm colour, but they also lost their vitality, probably wondering if she would ever see her newly met father again.
The noises of the incoming soldiers snapped her out of whatever dark hole her mind had travelled to. Determination hardened her features.
She was alone in the imperial suite, but not for long.
She barred the door with heavy furniture; it wouldn’t hold forever, but it might buy her enough time to find an exit. With blood splattered across her face and hands, golden eyes alight, barefoot, and surrounded by dead enemy soldiers and a lifeless monster—Meridia—she looked like the Goddess of Vengeance personified. And I had never been more in love before.
With shaky hands, she looked around the room for protuberances in the walls and between objects, any bumps or buttons behind the decor, most likely looking for a secret passage.
No such luck for our Qetesh.
When she heard banging on the door and a battering ram being shoved against the gilded barrier, she ran to the balcony that opened to a gorgeous view of the Aegean coastline, giving up her search for a hidden passage.
Despite being on the third floor of the palace, the sheer drop that awaited her on this side of the building was lethal. The palace was purposefully built at the edge of the hundreds of meters high cliff that jutted into the sea.
When the door that accessed the room splintered, she closed her eyes, a lone tear tracking down her beautiful, blood-streaked face, as she whispered, “I am sorry.”
At this moment, I wanted to do nothing more than to hug her and reassure her that everything would be fine. Despite what she had done to me, I still wanted her to survive this. To live through this.
Gods, I still wanted her.
Did that make me a sadistic fuck? Maybe.
But as I saw her body shine a bright golden light before metamorphosing into a white dove and flying out onto the sea, I knew if she so wished, I would have plunged a knife in my own heart with a smile on my face and love in my soul.
I would have done anything for her.
If the emperor’s words weren’t confirmation enough, any doubt regarding her ancestry disappeared the moment she shifted into a dove.
Despite the ability to metamorphose fully, or partly, into one animal being vastly spread amongst all our Gods and their descendants, only our Queen Eset, Goddess of Healing and Magic, could shift into different physical forms. The dove wasn’t an animal associated with any specific line, making Lylah Eset’s true daughter, able to manifest powers unseen for centuries. A power such as this had not graced this world since the Gods had left it.
Just before I heard the call of my physical form pulling me towards my awakening body, the door of the emperor’s bedchamber burst open, and a procession of Roman archers aimed at the mesmerising dove, at last flying free into the evening sky.
The last thing I registered before opening my eyes and being assaulted by her vanilla and jasmine scent was the Roman arrow that pierced the pretty little dove, now free-falling into the sea.
If I had possessed a heart in this form, it would have crashed on those rocky cliffs along with her.



PART III – KEMET

A new era will be ushered into this mournful world
By the child of two Empires, Daughter of the Throne.
She is a spirit made of flame, kindled by her loss and ire;
Qetesh will purge this corrupted world with her holy fire.
*
Much blood will be spilt by the enemies of the empires
In their quest to extinguish their only rival, that is her power.
Thus, when blood swells the banks of the great Nile River,
Know your mighty and fated goddess has returned to deliver.
*
Should The Dark Knight choose love over revenge to fight for,
She’ll be reborn, a powerful goddess of vengeance and war.
Should her love conquer her fury, an ancient God’s force
Shall be gifted to her soulmate to change the world’s course.
*
She is the monster of wrath and fury that came to enforce,
The reckoning of merciless retribution for all that was lost.
As the daughter of two Empires becomes the mother of three,
From strife, pain, and suffering, she will render them all free.
*
This Dark Knight of the Souls will restore balance and peace
Thence, the longest dark night of the souls shall at last cease.
Yet, heed this warning: She’ll encounter the Great Deceiver,
A Child of Seth, echoing history, sowing seeds of doubt within her.
*
A new era will be ushered into this mournful world
By the child of two Empires, Daughter of the Throne.
—Thoth, the Egyptian God of Writing, Magic, Wisdom, and the Moon



CHAPTER XXXIX – MEDUSA
When you help someone else up a mountain, you get closer to the top yourself. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
From the darkness and loneliness of my cell, I wished upon that one visible star from the small crack in the wall. I clung to her like morning dew on flower petals, the one light in the darkness that was my life.
I consoled myself through the centuries by developing this idea that my mother had gifted me that one star; that her power and love spanned beyond realms and planets, so vast in its reach, that her daughter’s suffering was reason enough for her to extend a benevolent hand, through that lone star, a beacon of light in my murky world.
I moved closer to the wall, as if I, too, could reach beyond space and time and take hold of my gift, let her warmth and radiance fill this hole that had formed in my chest during the dark years of my imprisonment.
My movements were sloppy, my scalp hurt, and blood trickled down my nape.
Still, I clung to that dreamy star on the horizon.
***
I must have dozed off, because when I heard the dungeons’ latch open at the top of the stairs, I wondered if another three weeks had passed. They usually did not deign to bother me in between, except to deliver water and food, but to do that, they wouldn’t open the latch, only the small pothole designed for that very reason.
Every three weeks, I was called upstairs to get the lethal vipers cut off my scalp. A harrowing and painful experience, but I was pretty certain it had just happened. The still-fresh blood around my neck and fingers confirmed it had only been hours and not weeks since my last session.
Too powerful to control, they had said. However, I wondered if it was them who were simply unequipped to deal with a force like me.
At first, I wanted to give all this power away. Gods, I would have if given the chance. It had been a curse for most of my life, the reason I was here in these dungeons in the first place. But through the years, I remembered whose might runs in my veins, and I realised that the biggest fuck-you to my persecutors was to accept who and what I was; it was to embody the privilege of legacy I had been given at birth.
Daughter of the great Goddess Wedjet.
There is strength in acceptance. In accepting your roots, in accepting your demons as well as your light. And if that was the only thing I accomplished in this life, it would have been a life worth living.
“Move!” exclaimed one of the guards before I heard a scuffle.
Despite my sharp vision in the dark, I couldn’t make out who was being carried down by the two familiar guards. From his size and form, I could ascertain he was male, but his features were covered by a black linen bag pushed over his head.
I wondered what he must have done to get the honour of being shoved here, in the Imperial Dungeons.
In my century-long enslavement, only a handful of people had the misfortune of being kept around me, in this maximum security, minimum dignity kind of retreat.
What kept my attention fixed on their interaction was the fact that the man didn’t resist the guards at all, which was... uncommon.
They all fought the inevitable, one way or another. Fools.
“Let’s put him with the witch. Let’s see how long he survives,” said one of the guards, a cruel gleam in his eyes.
“Let’s see how long it takes her to eat him alive,” agreed the second one with an arrogant chuckle.
To my greatest surprise, they thrust the new prisoner inside my cell, locking us both in the two-square-meter cage.
He must have pissed off someone important.
And just like that, I
liked him.
The stranger took some time to untangle the rope constricting his wrists before reaching for the black bag covering his face and getting rid of that, too.
The handsome man that was revealed was somewhat tall, with a dark beard framing his full lips and dark almond eyes that seemed to track every speck of dust in the atmosphere. The lines around his eyes suggested he was around forty years of age. His undercut highlighted his high cheekbones and pretty lips, while the longest strands of hair were tied in a loose topknot.
When his intense gaze landed on my huddled form, I felt like he was scanning my very soul.
And then, he did the most unexpected thing.
He kneeled.
He kneeled in the ancient manner subjects reserved for their Gods when they still walked this Earth. One knee on the ground, a hand splayed on one’s chest, and the other forearm and hand in a vertical line in the middle of one’s face, so that mouth, nose and forehead were slightly covered by that hand.
I bristled, confused by what was happening.
“Medusa, Daughter of the great Goddess Wedjet, is that you?”
His velvety and warm voice pierced the silence, the darkness, and something else inside my abandoned heart.
He kept a kneeling position as he talked.
I hadn’t been addressed by my full birth name since I had been enslaved centuries ago, and it felt like soft hands were attempting to soothe a raw and open wound.
My mother always used to say that there was power in names; that’s why our strongest demons were the ones we couldn’t admit to. And tonight, as this stranger uttered those words, something reignited in me. Like he had just offered kindling to a dying brazier, and I couldn’t be more grateful.
“Yes, and you are?”
My voice sounded raspy and unused.
“I am Akil Taher, at your service.”
I chuckled—if the hoarse sound I made could be called that. The urge to laugh had long eluded me, scarce as the reasons for mirth in my recent memory.
“At my service? Mister Taher, I trust your eyes can see where destiny landed your unlucky ass because it isn’t in a mansion; these are the Imperial Dungeons. I don’t see what kind of services you may be able to provide me with. And please, stand. No need to bow for a prisoner.”
He stood, his imposing figure taking up most of the cell in height and energy.
“I understand your cynicism, but it wasn’t destiny that brought me here, Medusa. The Gods did. And we don’t have much time; I hear they are planning on moving me in a couple of hours for processing,” he said.
“Time for what?” I interrupted, scowling.
“Time to finally rescue you out of this shithole.”
I laughed then.
“I like your optimism, Mister Taher.”
“Please, call me Akil.”
“I appreciate your optimism, Akil, but I believe you have overestimated your capabilities. The master of this land has discovered a process that makes metal—like the one that makes up this very cell and my cuffs—immune to magic. Even with my magical abilities and... whatever you have to offer, we won’t get out of here.”
“Good thing I don’t have cuffs, then.”
He smiled, moved closer, and sat in front of me.
He smelled of agarwood, sweet citrus, and old books, a scent that brought me back to those ancient libraries of the far East, calming my racing heart.
He took hold of the hem of his pants, and from the internal stitching, he drew a thin, pin-looking object. He extended his hand, asking permission to take hold of mine.
I rolled my eyes and gave him my bound wrists. A few clicks and ticks later, he had my handcuffs removed. I rubbed my reddened and sensitive wrists as he got to work removing the metals from my ankles.
“Thank you,” I murmured to Akil.
He smiled softly.
“You are most welcome. Now, do you think you are up for some konshu?” he asked as he walked to the cell’s lock and opened it with a few turns and clicks of that same pin he had used to remove my cuffs.
I shook my head.
“They inject a toxin in my blood monthly. I can’t perform any sort of magic unless they allow me to, by injecting a counteractive property that usually lasts only a few minutes or hours.”
“No, I know. I meant, are you up to be konshued out of this horrid place?”
What?
“What do you mean? Wait, are you a descendant?”
“Child of Thoth. I was sent by the Gods to free you. The resistance needs you,” he stated seriously.
Perhaps my mother had never left me that star, after all. Perhaps this rescue was the gift she had sent to her enslaved daughter.
“Oh, thank the Gods.” Minutes ago, I couldn’t tell if he was a delusional man or if I was missing something. I was forever grateful it was the latter.
“I haven’t konshued in centuries, but I’d gladly faint a million times over just to get out of here.”
“Let’s hope it won’t get to that.”
His smile was genuine as he helped me stand. My weak legs couldn’t support my weight, but before my ass could hit the ground in an embarrassing fall, Akil picked me up with a hand behind my knees and one around my waist. With me in his arms, he walked a few steps outside of the metal cage that had been my home for the past centuries.
Burning fireflies erupted in my stomach, in a new and strange feeling I had never experienced before. It was like standing on top of the world, with a breathtaking view, but knowing that I could fall over the edge at any moment, without a clue if I could fly or not. Somehow, I still wanted to find out.
Before I could analyse that strange feeling further, the foul smell and darkness typical of the dungeons were substituted by fresh air mixed with agarwood; my head spun, and my body looked for warmth and safety in this stranger’s arms.   
We were free-falling.
And I was about to find out if my wings had been clipped off along with my vipers.



CHAPTER XL – CLEITUS
We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark; the real tragedy of life is when men are afraid of the light. — Plato
“You can’t possibly agree. This is madness, Cleitus! Why would you trust this woman more than you do your own brothers? What happened to brothers before lovers?”
Demetrius’ rant had plagued our afternoon. And now, evidently, our evening, too. I rubbed the bridge of my nose for the hundredth time today.
“Again, she is not my lover. And I trust her because we would be dead if she didn’t care about this pact we made. She trusts me. I trust her. That’s the end of the story. Now, let’s try to enjoy the evening and get some much-needed sleep. Tomorrow, we embark on the journey home.”
“Yes! On dragonback! Which is fucking madness! The moment those creatures do not like us anymore, we are doomed! Dead in a matter of seconds! And how in the Underworld you can trust that monstrous woman is beyond me. We need to put this to a vote, Cleitus.”
Demetrius’s tone was harsh, veering on cruel.
Since the funeral, I hadn’t stopped thinking about Amarah and her generosity toward my friends and me. I knew she was responsible for their deaths, but in truth, if I were to put myself in her shoes and imagine an armed intruder entering the Imperial Palace, I would have probably killed them first and asked questions later, too.
She had shown nothing but unwavering kindness, hospitality, and, above all, selflessness, risking her life to prevent the imminent threat of war. She had shown more integrity and bravery than the generals and political figures I had met in my life at court.
“Insult my choices all you want, but the next time you decide to remotely mention Amarah or her dragons, you can forget your ride home.”
I had never liked asserting my position, especially not with my brothers, but this time, it was clear that they couldn’t see the bigger picture. They seemed unable to think outside of the narrow box our education and lifestyle had imposed on us.
“There will be no voting. If you don’t wish to travel with me and the dragons, you aren’t prisoners. You can book a ferry or swim back, for all I care.” 
My words were final. I had never been this tough with them. We had always agreed on important decisions, war strategies, boundaries, and plans.
But in the few days apart, I had developed a need for a greater purpose. I saw the incoming war and realised that I had been wasting my life, letting ephemeral appetites drown me in alcohol, sex, and luxury.
I had been a terrible heir to the empire. I wanted my life to mean more.
I needed more.
And for once, it wasn’t a physical need, but something deeper. Something fiercer. Something worthy of a future emperor.
Amarah and her dragons had opened my eyes to the fog that had surrounded my desires for so long. If my friends wouldn’t give her the respect she deserved, I had no qualms about demanding it for her.
“I, for one,” Leonidas started, his typical nonchalance a welcomed reprieve from the heat of the conversation, “am excited to ride a dragon. Just imagine the legends: The four Greek warriors that rode the last dragons. I mean, think of the ladies!” he recited with dreamy eyes.
“Remember when Homer tamed that wild stallion from the northern plains? How many women fell to his feet after that? Before then, he couldn’t get his dick touched on a good day. If only for the women this will earn us, I am in. Plus, if Cleitus trusts these creatures, why shouldn’t we? He has never led us astray before.”
I rolled my eyes at the reasons behind his choices but couldn’t suppress the chuckle that accompanied the gesture.
Euripides looked at all of us once before returning his attention to me, “I am in, too.”
We all looked at Demetrius expectantly.
“I will sleep on it,” he said sternly before vanishing into one of the dark corridors. The anger that wafted off him was palpable, like smoke drifting out of a nymphaea pipe.
***
We ate dinner in the main hall, Amarah and Denwen having provided enough meat, rice, and vegetables to feed an army. I could tell from the passion with which they devoured their food that my friends were hungry. And tired from the haunted look in their eyes.
Thus, after eating in comfortable silence, avoiding Khuzaymah’s menacing looks and Demetrius’ angry ones, Amarah showed my three friends to a rocky alcove near the main hall that she and the dragons had fashioned into a huge sleeping space. The light of a brazier in the corner of the space illuminated the coloured pelts, silk sheets, and a few scattered pillows littering the cold floor. The cosy alcove even boasted a small crevice that opened to the night sky, its fresh midnight air invading the room with a soothing breeze.
“Damn, girl! All this for us? I am honoured,” Leonidas mocked-curtsied. Amarah looked at him from head to toe with her costumery should-I-eat-or-ignore-you gaze.
“You are welcome. The lavatory is through there.”
She pointed to an unlit exit that my eyes hadn’t noticed, concealed by the darkness of the hallway, which led into the same bath chamber connected to her room. Leonidas’ and Euripides’ eyebrows shot upwards, almost touching their respective hairlines. Demetrius looked unimpressed, as always.
Seeing his cranky expression, Leonidas elbowed him in the stomach and mocked, “Ooh. You, lady, have a bathroom? Not so monstrous, after all, eh, Demetrius?”
His expression only darkened. I shook my head at his ungratefulness and bid them good night before following Amarah to her room.
“Wait! Where the fuck are you going, Cleitus?”
Demetrius probably expected me to sleep with them. I had been thinking about it since the funeral and had concluded I wanted—no, needed—my space after such a day. I loved my boys, but tensions were high, and I was focused on what lay ahead. Amarah wasn’t a conversational person, and, especially on nights like these, I appreciated her quiet and pleasant presence.
“I have another arrangement for the night. See you tomorrow in the main hall.”
I didn’t offer any more information before disappearing in the gloom of the corridor, my only guide the moonbeam of silver hair ahead.
***
After my brothers had used the bathroom, I made my way there. I rinsed off and washed my tunic. Before I could go back to the room for a good rest, Amarah appeared. Gloriously naked, she immersed herself in the bathtub.
I was highly aware of the fact that my brothers had access to this place and that no door closed it off. Perhaps it was that thought that urged me to do what I did next.
I grabbed a small cloth from the side of the natural pool, leathered it with a floral-scented soap, and sat on the rim of the tub.
“Let me take care of you,” I murmured, looking into those orbs that burned hotter than any ember.
Amarah cocked her head, as if she could read something written on my face from that very angle. Her eyes were unblinking and ancient as she gazed straight into the depths of my soul, her slitted pupils narrowing and expanding with her perusal.
“Why?” she asked, a line forming between her brows, as if she had never been surprised in her life.
“Because, Moonbeam, we made a deal. I would ensure your and your dragons’ safety and well-being. I don’t know the first thing about caring for a dragon—Zeus, I didn’t even know they existed until last week—but I am glad to start with you. You took care of my friends today. Let me do the same for you.”
I smiled, heat creeping up my cheeks.
Head still cocked to the side, she looked like a predator assessing her prey, but there was no malice in her gaze. I had started to gauge this gorgeous goddess today and realised she was simply a misunderstood creature.
And weren’t we all?
This world was built to accept the conformists and exclude the revolutionaries. Society created a box that you either fit into or didn’t, and I was tired of adapting to standards that hadn’t done anything for my spirit. Accepting that I had been forcing myself to conform to society for far too long was like taking a breath of fresh air after a long time underground.
The queen of dragons gave an imperceptible nod before turning in the tub. Without giving her time to change her mind, I gently brushed her silky hair over one shoulder, revealing three rows of hieroglyphs on her upper back, running from shoulder to shoulder. They were a mesmerising emerald green, and they shone with a light of their own. I admired them as I got to work leathering her back with the soapy cloth.
Her skin was impossibly soft, her hair, too. And the more my hands roamed her delicious body, the more I wanted to touch her.
I had never known these urges.
The impulse to fuck, sure. The impulse to possess, that too. But the urge to explore another person, to share their most intimate secrets instead of bodily parts, had never been a thing.
Yet, here I was.
Butterflies erupted in my stomach when she turned, her wondrous eyes locked with mine, and I blurted, astounding myself too, “You are so beautiful.”
She beamed savagely, sharp canines showing—my favourite smile of all time, I had come to learn.
“I am nothing but an old soul with a dark heart, wrapped in a sugar-coated package. But don’t confuse me with your sweet and coy court dames, Princeling. Their honey offers a temporary and mellifluous rush, but mine is a sinful addiction that will have you drown in syrupy nectar, with no cure in sight.” She swiped a filed nail on my cheek, not hard enough to break skin, but just enough to create a delicious sting that ricocheted through my whole being.
“There are artificial sweeteners, and then there is raw brown sugar.”
Her words sent a shockwave of desire straight to my cock.
My voice was husky and sultry when I replied, “Maybe I’d rather drown in genuine sweetness than keep looking for the real thing amongst artificial imitations.”
She laughed at that, a beguiling sound that only confirmed how utterly addicting this creature was. I wanted to hear more of that sound.
She booped my nose and said, “You are not what I expected, Heirling.”
Considering she wanted to kill me when we had first met, I took that as a compliment.
While scrubbing Amarah, I avoided focusing my attention on her breasts or other exciting parts, though it was hard to miss her dusky mauve nipples, so dark and distinct compared to the rose-hued ones I was used to.
I particularly took my time with her hair, spurred by her moans of contentment as I massaged her scalp, which were the most magnificent sounds I had ever heard.
When I was done, I wrapped her in a thick towel, and we returned to the sleeping room. Once in bed, I replaced that towel with my arms, her heat seeping into my very bones, warming my forlorn soul, as we held each other until sleep found us.
The last thought that ushered my mind into slumber was that right here, with this silver-headed goddess in my arms, I couldn’t remember the reasons I had been fighting this magnetism between us.
***
Morning came swiftly, and I dreaded our return home, but I was also elated to see my father. He would be proud of my newfound vigour and determination to overcome the upcoming challenges.
Good morning, Heirling. Nephthysia’s comforting voice greeted my entrance into the main hall.
“Heirling? Is that how the dragons have been calling you? It’s a new favourite, guys. Well done.”
Leonidas hadn’t wasted any time befriending the dragons in my absence, and I was glad for it. What better way to realise they weren’t monsters than by interacting with them?
I wasn’t shocked by this development, though. Leonidas had always been the socially capable one amongst us, and today, his skill would be highly appreciated.
He was, in fact, sitting surrounded by the three younger dragons, who seemed to be in the middle of an animated conversation.
Demetrius and Euripides sat to the side, assessing the hall with critical eyes.
“How did you guys sleep?” I approached them, hoping to quell whatever demons plagued their minds.
“I slept surprisingly fine,” said Euripides, interrupting the grunts and puffs of the dragons. His blue eyes looked less haunted than they had yesterday.
“I am glad to hear.”
Demetrius refused to acknowledge my presence or my words. Still mad, then.
Amarah’s arrival saved me from the awkward silence that ensued, and I moved to help her carry the breakfast trays into the hall.
We consumed our meal in relative silence, only Leonidas occasionally bickering with either Sethi, Osirion, or Horu, disturbing the quiet of the cave.
“So, are we going home today?” asked Euripides directly to Amarah.
“I wanted to talk to you about that,” she said, interlacing her legs on the rocky boulder, exposing more of that enticing expanse of brown skin.
“We will make a short deviation during our travels. There is someone important who requires our help,” she stated, locking gaze first with Kamara and then me.
“Who?” questioned Leonidas, still seated amongst the young dragons, looking like the best of friends.
She held my gaze for a few minutes as if her response should have been for me and me alone. But as her next words escaped her lips, the intensity of her stare suddenly made sense.
“Your sister.”
Chaos erupted in the cave.



CHAPTER XLI – ZAYD
Ignoscito saepe aliis, numquam tibi. — Seneca
Forgive others often, yourself never. — Seneca
Iawoke to Lylah’s inebriating scent tickling my senses and with the saltiness of her tears still on my lips. Her fragrance was a calming and heady presence in the room.
I took a moment to stand and remember the series of events that my Ka had just witnessed.
Lylah!
I was disconcerted to find out that the poison wouldn’t allow me to konshu or use my powers until its last vestiges were expelled from my body. Which was a fucking curse, because I would need my powers now more than ever.
I ran outside the teacher’s dormitories as fast as my sluggish form would grant me and found Chione running in my direction.
“Zayd, what...” One look at my condition shut her up quickly.
“There is no time. Where is Akil? He needs to konshu us. Our Qetesh—Lylah is our Qetesh, and she is injured.”
My breathing was laboured, and my words were slightly slurred.
Chione had many useful powers, but she couldn’t konshu, of our hetaireia, only Akil and I could.
“Dear Gods! Akil left for Rome. He spoke with Thoth this morning. We have to take the horses. Come!”
“Worst fucking timing!” I yelled in desperation as Chione helped me onto my black stallion, Khamsin. Neith was thankfully in the stables, and we caught her up as we made our way outside of camp.
I rode with frenzied speed through the capital, Chione and Neith at my heels. With the wind lashing at my face and the ache of Lylah’s possible death wrecking through my body, I prayed to all the Gods that there would be something left for me to save.
***
Rocky beaches, calm, crystalline waters, and blue skies were all we found when we got to the coastline near where I had last seen the plunging dove.
Heart in my throat, hands shaking, we moved around the coastline, desperately looking for Lylah.
I had never experienced a fear like this: so tangible and all-consuming. Not even when I had found my slaughtered family; then I had only felt anguish, pain, and betrayal.
This was different. I felt like I would go mad if I didn’t hold her in my arms soon.
After a short amount of time—that felt hopeless and immeasurable—of uninterrupted, panicked searches, we still hadn’t found a scrap of cloth to guide our pursuit.
Thus, Chione put to use her water affinity and asked for help seeking Lylah from the marine life around us.
It took only a few minutes for the seas to answer.
They located her on a rocky beach kilometres away from us, so Chione used her power—one I had never been more grateful for—to transport her unconscious form to us through the water.
It was a mesmerising sight: Lylah in her human form, beautiful and pale, hair fanning around her like a dark crown, carried by a sea wave fashioned in the shape of a giant hand. It settled her with surprising gentleness at our feet before returning home, back to the Spirit of the Seas, like it had never been there in the first place.
Lylah looked like a goddess of the deep sea reborn.
I ran to our Qetesh, immediately hugging her unconscious body to me as if my care alone could warm her, heal her, and return her to me unscathed.
Thankfully, Chione and Neith weren’t hindered by shock as much as I was; they promptly got to work covering her with a dry coat and imbuing as much healing magic into her fading body.
I could tell Lylah’s life force was teetering on a sharp edge, veering between life and death.
It hurt my soul to see her like this: blood leaking down her chest and left shoulder—where a poisoned arrow jutted out of—crimson marring her face, hands, and lips. The quantity of blood splattered all around her made me doubt her chances of survival.
“Take my energy, Chione. I have enough. Please, take from me. Take all you can take.” My voice was filled with distress and anxiety—so unlike me.
“You are in no condition to lend any energy, Zayd.”
Her focus on Lylah’s form was unwavering.
“Chione, I am your fucking general. TAKE THE DAMN ENERGY!”
The aggression in my words scared me, too. I had never spoken to her like that.
“Calm the fuck down, Zayd. She is doing all she can,” Neith, who was guarding the area of the beach from incoming danger, growled at me. Chione, though, took a serious look at me and did as instructed.
I could feel the energy that seeped out of my very core, like a burning ember that gave life to my vital fire, being shoved out of me in giant scoops.
Cold assaulted me, but I had no time to register what was happening to me; as our Qetesh’s eyelids fluttered, I only held her tighter to my chest.
The amount of blue light that filtered through Chione’s hand was unheard of. I had never seen her expend as much power in one healing session, but I knew she would have done anything to salvage the only chance we had to save our empire.
“She is stabilised. The risks associated with moving her are still high, but probably higher if we stay here with the Imperium’s army at the doors and the city swarming with Roman soldiers looking for her.”
Chione looked exhausted; a fine sheen of sweat covered her mahogany skin, her usually sharp blue eyes unfocused.
Neith helped her up, and I took a moment to shift Lylah’s still-unconscious form into a more comfortable position before attempting to stand.
I was already weakened by the poison, but with the energy I had just offered, my knees buckled as soon as I stood.
I whistled, calling our horses, and Khamsin, who seemed to understand our predicament, kneeled lower so I could settle us in his saddle. Neith helped Chione up her horse, and we all made our way back to camp.
The only thought occupying my mind on my way back was how grateful I was that our queen still lived, and how fucking narrowly we made it.
***
“The decision is made.”
Hours later, my voice echoed across the armoury of the military camp, where the army of Netjerits and other allies we had assembled through the years had gathered.
Lylah was stable but hadn’t awoken yet. Chione and I were both drained, and Akil was gone.
Plus, most of Hellas believed I was dead, but my body had mysteriously disappeared, and I had no doubts more Roman spies would be sent to investigate my whereabouts.
Everyone knew who our Qetesh was, and two entire empires were seeking our precious queen for nefarious reasons. Small and big search parties alike had been dispatched by the Imperium to apprehend the enemy of the state—so they had called her—all over the empire.
We had left the coastline just in time not to encounter a fight, which, in our states, would have been deadly.
“Chione, Helga, Lylah, and I will leave at sunup. I cede my army to the capable hands of Lieutenant—now General—Neith Karras. She will prepare you all for your departure for Kemet in a few days. You follow her every order as if it was I who imparted it.”
We would have likely travelled all together—there was safety in numbers—but we couldn’t risk getting caught, especially not with Lylah in our midst.
Hence, we had opted to split into two groups: a small party composed of Lylah, Chione, Helga, and I travelling first inland to Corinth—a big trade city, boasting one of the biggest naval ports of the empire—where we would find easy transport across the Mediterraneo. Neith, with the help of Abasi, would prepare our army, composed of about fifty Netjerits and another hundred and thirty abled-bodied Egyptian warriors. They would travel from Athens as soon as they were ready, hopefully attracting the attention of the Roman and Greek armies and covering our tracks.
I had sent a letter to Tamarya, checking if she wished to return home with our army, since shit was about to hit the fan here in Hellas.
We were in the dark about the emperor’s fate, as no further news had emerged from the Imperial Palace, but we were sure that if he had died or been gravely injured, the persecution of every and any Egyptian—especially demigods—would start anew.
Various Roman generals had been seen coming and going into the Greek palace. I only hoped that the Imperium would never take over Hellas’ throne, but we had no certainties right now. We heard rumours that Hellas’ heir had left for a mission in Kypros, but no one had heard from him in months. We couldn’t even be sure that the Greek heir was still drawing breath, and we couldn’t place our lives in the hands of hope.
At least, not now that I had found her; if it were the last thing I did, I would make sure she survived.
***
I sat on a chair across from Lylah’s unconscious form sprawled on my bed. I leaned back against the soft cushion, rubbing a hand over the scar on my forehead as it ached with anxious energy.
Her breathing had returned to normal, strong and even, and the scar on her shoulder was not as angry and irritated anymore.
I counted her breaths like my own heartbeats, their tempo a slow and painful countdown to our impending departure from Hellas.
I should have been utterly furious; I should have felt betrayed by her actions, and yet, all they did was endear her to me even more.
I couldn’t help but see myself in her wrathful eyes, in the darkness that swam in the depths of those golden orbs and called to my own.
She looked so peaceful in her sleep. So different from the beast of rage and fury that lurked beneath the surface. Waiting. Prowling. Burning.
Somehow, witnessing this dark side of Lylah allowed me to truly see her. In all her dark glory, sharp, jagged edges and all. But those barbed fragments could never distract me from the true light of her soul.
Her darkness recognised my own, as mine did hers. And there was peace in that recognition. There was a deep-seated understanding. One that was so hard to find for creatures like us, borne of fury and darkness.
She might not have seen it yet, but we were made for each other. Two shadow creatures at work to repel the mounting darkness of the world. After all, you cannot fight darkness you haven’t first touched within yourself.
“I was packing her stuff, and I found this.” Chione breezed into the room, eyes tired but soul alight.
She passed me a leather-bound book that looked older than any of us.
“Holy Seth! Akil would have a fit if he knew about this.”
It appeared to contain a collection of old Kemetic tales, ancient spells, and potions. But most extraordinarily, Thoth’s prophecies were scattered across its yellowed pages.
There was a realistic drawing of Shantara, the Last Empress, who we now knew was Lylah’s mother.
The resemblance was uncanny. Except for the one clear physical difference in their hair—Shantara’s was much curlier than Lylah’s—there was also a blatant gap between the glow of their eyes: Lylah’s portrayed melancholy and ire, while our last empress’s golden eyes suggested a life filled with joy and hope.
“We need to bring this with us. We will let Akil sift through it once he joins us.”
Chione nodded. “I think it may have been written by Thoth himself, Zayd. If that is the case, we might very well hold the last relic of the Gods in our hands.”
With the fall of the Kemetic Empire a couple of decades back, the first major attack was dished by the Imperium on a cool summer night in Alexandria, where the first Kemetic city fell into Roman hands.
To our greatest failure, the first landmark the Romans destroyed was the Great Library of Alexandria, the largest athenaeum of the whole southern continent.
A library so old, it was rumoured to have existed since the dawn of time, older than any of the existing empires.
Attacking the focal point of knowledge in our land, a land founded on that very knowledge, was the first of a series of onslaughts aimed at destroying the soul of our people—the soul of our very identity. Without knowledge of our past accomplishments, without a guide to our identity, we had nothing left to fight for but mere survival.
When the library fell and, with it, its ancient texts and devoted priests and priestesses of Thoth, we lost hope as a people altogether. And once one loses hope on the inside, one has already lost on the outside.
What the Imperium did next was also a powerful strategic blow that destabilised the whole southern empire: they went after the demigods. Not only Kemetic demigods, but Atlantean, Orishan, and many more.
They set up secret operations to take out as many Netjerits as possible, slaughtering entire families and targeting all their generations in a matter of days. Many Gods had flourishing families of descendants that had been extirpated from this planet in one single night.
We soon became a dying breed, an endangered race.
But humans rarely felt sorry for beings they couldn’t identify with. Often until it was too late—until they were all gone.
Our empire and its Gods wept for all we had lost. So much of our culture, knowledge, art, ideas, and people died on that fateful cold summer night.
The northern empires had always put so much importance on power, and it was the greed spurted in their search for that very power that dictated the destruction of our people. We were too wild and unpredictable, our complex powers too misunderstood to be managed.
But our Gods had never created anything with the intent to be managed.
We were taught that the calmest waters can become the highest waves. The Gods had always cherished our savagery and wilderness and taught us to do the same because that was where our power lay.
It did not lie in civilised manners and sweet words.
It wasn’t borne of a quiet life and peaceful slumbers. It arose from the rage and pain produced by loss.
The desire to fight for something greater than ourselves engendered it. A power only fed once we abandoned the idea that we were individuals experiencing life singularly, instead of being part of a connected machinery with effects spanning way beyond our comprehension.
We learnt that our actions and words have reverberations across the universe so much vaster than we could ever imagine.
Because the Gods created the world on the principle of balance: as above, so below, as inside, so outside.
What the Imperium never understood was that fighting for one’s personal gains and greed only meant gifting someone else the same power you strived to achieve. Because fate always found a way to even the tables.
Thoth had prophesied that his children would be targeted and hunted down and that our enemies, by doing so, would only heighten the powers of the few survivors.
And so it had been.
Never in a million years would I have believed that the power of metamorphosis manifested by Lylah would grace this earth again. It made me wonder what kind of arsenal the Romans had at their disposal.
Instead of sleeping, I spent the night sitting on a reclining chair in my room, observing Lylah’s breathing pattern.
I hummed an old Kemetic lullaby that my mother used to sing for us, wondering how I could have such intense feelings for the girl who had poisoned me just yesterday.
***
A gentle hand shook my shoulder, and slumber abandoned me with a start.
“It’s me, Zayd. It’s time to go. Chione and Helga are readying the horses and double-checking the supplies,” Neith said softly.
Lylah was still asleep, her form unmoved. I picked her up in my arms and made my way outside, where the ethereal light of dawn pierced through the darkness, painting the sky in pastel hues of lilac and gold.
The crisp morning air stripped me of the last remnants of sleep.
“Brother. Ready for another adventure?” Smiled Chione.
I loved how she could keep a wondrous spirit and a light heart through the harshest of times. I returned the smile with a more subdued one of my own and fastened Lylah in the saddle of my horse before checking our provisions and weaponry one more time.
Chione’s beautiful spotted horse, Hawat, neighed when I rubbed her grey and white mane affectionately. Helga, who hadn’t had a horse before today, chose a brown stallion called Mugul for the trip. Khamsin looked tranquil and serene, but I knew this animal would switch gear whenever needed if it meant protecting me. His name meant desert storm after all, and most storms started mildly before turning into a full squall.
We mounted our respective horses, but not before Neith and Farouk could join us outside the stable.
Neith’s eyes exhumed nostalgia and worry as she reached Chione and brought her lips to her cheek. Chione’s dark skin blushed with a dusky hue, as captivating as the setting sun.
Farouk hugged Helga before coming to my horse and grabbing Lylah’s hand. He spoke to her as if she were awake.
“I know why you did it. It’s okay. I forgive you, and I still consider you my best friend, Lylah. I knew you were special when I met you. I just never imagined you would turn out to be the rightful empress of our land. I’ll see you home, Qetesh.”
He then looked at me, and without letting go of her hand, he passed me a folded letter.
“Give this to her when the time is right. And tell her to stop beating herself up.”
He said it as if he knew what was going on in her heart. The fact that he understood her better than I did caused a tinge of jealousy to harden my heart, even though it shouldn’t have. She deserved the pure love of a friend like Farouk; I just hoped I would get to understand her as deeply as he did with time.
I nodded at Farouk before taking hold of the reins and giving one last look at the army camp. This was the place where I had reclaimed my power years ago, where I’d found a mission for me and my family once more.
This was the place where I’d discovered a way to focus my anger and rage towards something valuable.
But Kemet was waiting, and if it were the last thing I did, I would make sure to get our rightful queen back home, where she belonged.
***
We rode nonstop for hours. The green and blue landscape of southern Greece accompanied us from Athens’ doors all the way to the Gulf of Elfesina, where we took a short lunch break before getting back on the road.
We avoided trafficked streets and kept hidden by the foliage of the different forests we passed. But the woods that found us once we left the Gulf felt different—more ancient. Something lurked in the shadows of their canopies, and with my lack of magical abilities, except for heightened senses, I felt more defenceless than ever.
Even Chione’s careful gaze examined the greenery, looking for something that the eye couldn’t grasp.
Silence enveloped our small companionship, leaving our senses wide open to the forest’s secrets.
After about an hour of riding through the thick vegetation, we heard different sets of hooves riding behind us. We picked up speed, and I was thankful for Khamsin’s strength and agility as he carried both mine and Lylah’s weights with elegance and grace.
I paid constant attention to the incoming steps, five horses to be exact, and decided to follow a small stream that ran through the woods like a vein supplying blood to its owner; Chione could use its water to create a shield or weapons, depending on what we needed.
Despite the fast pace kept by our steeds, the noises were drawing closer, making me realise these were no mere horses.
Just as I thought it, we found ourselves in an idyllic meadow, where the stream converged into a shimmering pond and the sun beat down on its mossy floor through the open spots in the foliage above.
As we cautiously crossed the clearing, a sense of unease hung heavy in the air.
Suddenly, I found myself holding Lylah’s form tighter as ten tall figures materialised from the dense vegetation, their silhouettes ominous against the backdrop of the forest. In an instant, we realised we had walked right into their trap—we were surrounded.



CHAPTER XLII – NEITH
Carpe diem, quam minimum credula postero. — Horace
Seize the day, putting as little trust as possible in the future. — Horace
They were leaving. They were fucking leaving, and there was nothing I could do about it.
I had been around Chione’s calming presence since earning my freedom. She had become a beacon of light, a cocoon of peace I so desperately needed in my life. The threat of her absence hurt me more than I had hoped it would.
My atrocious and sporadic attempts at showing her the special place she held in my heart were so small and minimal that it wouldn’t have surprised me if she didn’t know how much I cared for her at all.
I had never been scared of my feelings until meeting Chione; I was a free soul who always engaged in my urges, no matter how frivolous. Possibly that was where my fear stemmed from: I knew there was nothing frivolous about the way my heart wept and sang for her.
Something else that had always stopped me from expressing my feelings before was the knowledge that I did not deserve her generous heart and gentle soul.
I was a feral and wild beast—scarred and broken.
She, on the other hand,... She was the soft rain that cleansed hearts; she was the first light of dawn after the darkest night of the year.
And I had wasted fucking years trying to keep her at a distance; losing myself in the softness of other women, distracting myself with sex and fleeting pleasures, because the rejection I was sure would come would have hurt too much. My hardened heart could not have taken it.
And now, she was leaving to return home: a kingdom occupied by the enemy, where survival was a constant battle, and foes swarmed every corner.
The chances she and Zayd would make it to the southern continent were already slim; their survival even more far-fetched.
I knew she was resourceful, witty, and had two powerful Goddesses guarding her back, but she was also a rare and precious gem thrown in a world of thieves.
I stupidly—so stupidly—thought we would have all the time in the world. But this was fucking war, and war didn’t wait for anyone.
I let the cool northern winds ruffle my hair and calm my racing thoughts. They would leave at first light, and if I wanted to let anything off my chest before they did, I’d have to do it now and quickly.
***
It had rained the entire night, all the way into the silent morning, as if the Gods themselves grieved and mourned. The petrichor shrouded all the other scents that normally wafted through the Greek capital, following me back to the barracks.
I rinsed off the grime accumulated during my night’s scouting and made my way to the door at the end of the corridor.
I knew she would be in her room, readying and packing for the trip ahead. I took a few deep breaths, hoping to stifle my rising panic, and knocked before I could change my mind.
“Neith!”
Gorgeous turquoise eyes met mine. They were her most impressive feature, a colour so bright it appeared mystical.
Those eyes were the colour of shallow seas embracing white sands, of summer skies on sunny days, and of magical forests’ waterfalls.
“Come on in. Sorry for the mess; I am trying to pack as little as possible without forgetting the essentials.” She smiled—oh, and what it did to me every single time!—and returned to her task.
As soon as I stepped past the threshold, her ozone, lotus, and rose scent enveloped my senses like a lover’s embrace.
Her rich mahogany skin reminded me of fertile lands and ancient woods, so different from the pale shades of mine and my people, yet just as beautiful.
Her hair was rarely down, but in the privacy of her room, she didn’t wear her customary head wraps, and when her dark curls framed her stunning face, I often forgot how to breathe.
After a long internal conversation—where I mainly reminded myself I was a fearless fucking warrior—I finally gathered my courage, grabbing Chione’s wrist and turning her towards me.
“I need to talk to you. Do you have a moment?” I wanted her undivided attention for this.
“Sure. What’s up?”
I looked into her whimsical eyes, praying to Freyja not to get lost in their beauty.
Avoiding fidgeting with my hands seemed to be a full-time job in her presence.
“I...” I took another lung-filling breath.
“I have been a coward, Chione. I have wanted you since the moment I met you, but I was too scared and lost when I first laid eyes on you. I had to rediscover my strength and my heart, and once I did, I forgot why I did it to begin with. My love for you gave me a reason to fight, to move forward, but it also scared the shit out of me. This love I have for you is the reason I am alive, if I am honest. You are... I mean, look at you! You are perfection! You are immortal, and I am but a wild creature who doesn’t have much to offer but my rotten heart. And I know it is not remotely enough, and I know it’s probably too late, and you may laugh in my face, but I needed you to know how I felt in case I won’t see you again. Gods, Chione I...”
She stopped my rant with the pad of her soft finger on my lips.
“I have been waiting for you since the day I laid eyes on the crimson tendrils of your hair dancing in the wind. Since I first saw the fire that burns beneath your skin and the courage that pumps in your veins. I’d hoped, one day, you would give in to this spark between us. But I also fell in love with your wilderness, and I knew I would never tame you. Yet, I was ready to offer you the ocean that is my love for you for a mere drop of your own. I was ready to be one of your many conquests, just to experience you, even once. But you never gave me the chance. And what hurts the most, my beautiful, brave Neith, is that you did not confess your love for me driven by that very force, but rather out of fear. I wished only that the love you just professed was stronger than your fear of losing me. But your timing proved to me it’s not. Perhaps, if you still feel the same way after our perilous journey, we might have a chance then.”
She smiled wistfully, unaware of the wound she had just opened in my tender heart and the dagger she’d left wedged in there.
She stunned me when her soft, plush lips met mine, her abundant breasts skimming my suddenly hardened nipples with the movement. Before I could grab hold of her hips and rob her of whatever space was left between our bodies, she caressed my cheeks in the most tender gesture and returned to packing.
I had gone to paradise just to be dropped into the flesh-burning, heart-churning madness of hell.



CHAPTER XLIII
But from many doubts, freedom teaches. — Aeschylus
Cold, darkness, and pain.
There wasn’t much else here except flashes of lavender eyes and caressing shadows.
At least, not until I heard his voice.
It was humming my song, the one I used to lose consciousness to whenever I was being tortured by Dominus Augustus.
It sounded like a faraway and elusive dream.
And then... memories flooded my subconscious like water inundating a broken dam.
I remembered poisoning Zayd, my trip to the palace, the emperor...
My father.
I had met my father.
After years of not knowing who I was and where I came from, I had finally met my father.
His kind, greyish-blue eyes were an image I couldn’t escape.
I tried to comb through all the emotionally charged memories, but my head got stuck on him.
Was he dead? Had she killed him? She had wounded him, but they moved him before I could check his vitals.
And then I was surrounded, and all I remembered was wanting to fly.
There was light, a bright golden light, and I was soaring.
Free at last.
And then pain. Excruciating anguish, like I had never known.
And then I was falling.
My last memory was this all-consuming desire to change back into my human form so that they could find me and bury me.
I didn’t know who they would be. I had no one, and the few people I might have had—like Zayd and Farouk—weren’t my people anymore.
I had chosen my freedom over them. I had chosen the Imperium when they had lied, deceived, and used me my whole life, instead of my people.
They had killed my mother and now, possibly, my father.
And I had let them use me.
The Imperium had used my anger, the same fury they had instilled in me by killing my dear ones and invading my land, to advance their plans of conquest, and I had played a very helpful part in them.
I felt so foolish and ashamed. I had promised the little girl who had escaped the war that I’d never let her feel as helpless as she did then. It was yet another broken promise.
And I was tired of those.
Still, I made a new commitment to myself then and there: no matter what happened in this life, I would never be used again.
I wasn’t sure what awaited me and how to move forward from these crippling realisations, but I wouldn’t let this world use me further. I would never feel that helpless ever again.
Yet, how could I move forward with the newfound knowledge that I had been a pawn in enemies’ hands and had played their games to my own people’s detriment?
A small but powerful voice whispered in the recess of my mind: revenge.
Perhaps that was the only way forward.
A purpose.
Yes, I could live with that one purpose in mind: avenge them all.
I would crumble the Imperium under the weight of my anguish and suffering. I would let the brunt of my anger burn it all to the ground, even if it meant combusting in the process. Even if it meant dying in the process.
Or was I already dead?
Perhaps that was a blessing. I was nothing more than a bad omen for everyone I cared about.
They all died, and I was always the cause of their deaths.
***
Movement jostled me, light blinded me, and pain echoed through me, adding to that buried ache.
Sounds assailed me, but I made an effort to comb through them.
“That way. We don’t have much time!”
The voice was familiar.
“How long till we make it to Corinth?” enquired a softer voice.
Something tightened around my waist before the other person answered.
“With the deviation we are forced to make, probably two days instead of a day ride.”
I tried to open my eyes again, and once more, I felt completely assaulted by a blinding light.
“She is waking.”
“Lylah?”
How could one voice inspire, at the same time, so much security and so much regret?
I must have been dreaming.
Zayd was long gone.
Maybe I was dead at last, and this was a simple figment of my imagination, of my desires.
“Lylah, wake up!”
Something shook my body with force. It felt way too real to be a dream or an expression of my subconscious.
I was jostled with more vigour and had no other choice but to open my eyes and accept the onslaught of light that reverberated through my skull.
I heard a relieved sigh and felt a warm hand caressing my cheek. I deserved no such affection.
“What do you want?” asked the familiar voice, so close to me that the warm breath that accompanied it brushed the shell of my ear.
I forced my brain to start fucking working.
“We want freedom, Child of Kemet.” The answering voice was unknown and so deep it could have come directly from the Duat.
But the words rang true. I understood the crippling need for freedom that obscured and eclipsed any other desire. I had lived all my life in its shadow. I had been led by that desire, that yearning. A thirst so draining it left room for no other craving.
My eyes finally adjusted to the scene before me: I was in a green clearing with a beautiful pond and a blue sky above.
I must be dead indeed.
My focus sharpened, locking on a tall and dark figure in front of me. He wasn’t alone: three similar frames lingered a few meters back. I felt no malice emanating from them; only curiosity and determination shone through their eyes.
Movement behind me caught my attention, and I turned.
My heart melted and reshaped in the form of the man behind me.
Zayd.
A silent sob stuck in my throat at the sight of his amethyst eyes.
Gods, I couldn’t take it. I couldn’t take the shame caused by seeing him after what I had done to him, the self-loathing caused by my appalling choice.
His lilac eyes clashed with mine, and everything else fell away, like my being existed for him and him alone, and his for me and me alone.
I wanted to swim, bathe, and drown in those lilac depths and his auric darkness. A soft smile touched his impossibly soft lips, stealing away the hard planes of his face and his imperious frown.
“Wael...”
His warm voice, heady scent, and kind eyes were a dream I didn’t want to wake from.
But reality called when his enchanting gaze returned to the figure ahead, hardening once more.
I couldn’t fall into those lavender depths again; I couldn’t keep longing for something I couldn’t allow myself to have.
Thus, with much more effort than the act alone should require, I removed my gaze from the dark god behind me and focused my attention on Chione and Helga, each seated on their respective mare.
They were all looking ahead, and I chanced a glance towards the strangers in front of us.
We stood eye level with the entity, who was half horse—with a beautiful deep brown mane—and half human—his skin tone only a few shades lighter than his bottom half.
His features were a mix between a human, such as his lips, jaw and hair, and a horse—his ears and nose were indeed something peculiar.
The opposite could be said of his eyes, a beautiful mossy green shade that filled his whole sclera.
I had never seen a centaur before, and I honestly thought they were all but fairytale creatures. But here he was, striking and strong, with fellow companions surrounding him.
“Who do you want freedom from?” I asked, curious and fascinated by the creature.
My voice felt hoarse and unused. How long had I been unconscious?
He unexpectedly bowed.
“Queen Sekhmet, it is an honour to meet you. Your line has been gracious and welcoming to our kind for millennia. We aren’t here to hurt you, any of you, but we require your help.”
An imperceptible breath left Zayd, and I could tell from the way his arm loosened around me that he was glad for the news.
“I am Chiron, King of the Wild Centaurs.”
“It is a pleasure to meet you, Chiron. I am Chione, daughter of the Nile River. We are exiled ourselves. I am not sure how we can help.” Chione’s melodious voice fit the idyllic clearing we stood in.
“Ah, Daughter of Tefnut and Maat! It is a pleasure to meet you.”
The entity bowed again, followed by his companions, before he spoke solemnly.
“We escaped the Imperium once the persecution of magical beings began. For centuries, we have lived peacefully in these forests, protected by the magic of the wilderness. A couple of years ago, our people started disappearing. A few here, a few there. At first, it was nothing we worried about—because the wild is as generous as it is greedy. But we soon discovered we were not alone in our plight. The Griffins, Dryads, Naiads, and Nereids have all reported the same. Magical beings are being kidnapped and carried across the Mediterranean. At first, they were but a few; now, our populations have been halved. Once more, the Imperium is targeting us, but the forests whisper of the birth of a new Queen, who has risen from the ashes of injustice and oppression.”
His intense eyes found mine again before he continued, “All we ask is that you carry us across the Mediterraneo. In return, we will offer whatever protection we can during the journey.”
I looked at my companions, people who, due to my betrayal, I was sure I’d never see again, and yet they had saved me, and here we were.
“How many?” enquired Zayd, power and confidence wafting off his demeanour.
“Me and Daphne, a dryad with the same wish to seek what fate awaits all our people across the sea.”
Chione turned to Zayd and reasoned, “A nymph might be useful for the journey across waters.”
Zayd looked at me as if expecting my opinion on the matter.
“What do you think, Reborn Queen?”
I furrowed my brows, unsure why I was being consulted. I was no queen, not today, not ever.
Despite the origins of the blood that ran through my veins, I had no right, wish, or ability to guide an empire.
I had always been a firm believer in nurture over nature. And let’s just say my nurturing years had infused more trauma than anything else.
I nodded, nonetheless.
“So be it,” agreed Zayd.
“I have to inform you that we are on a tight schedule, and travelling with us incurs high risks. Should you get taken by the Imperium or Hellas’ army, we won’t come looking for you. But we will provide whatever protection we can during our journey.” Zayd bowed his head as he spoke.
“I wouldn’t have expected it any other way. Your offer is accepted, Zayd, Son of Ausir.”
Chiron copied his movement with a swift bow.
The centaur got closer, rendering his stature overwhelming; his horse half was much taller than the saddle of the average stallion, his chest so broad and long that he must have been at least a meter higher than a standing human.
Surprisingly, the centaur extended his broad, four-fingered hand to me, which I shook hesitantly.
Once the deal was sealed, Chiron whistled to his companions, still hiding at the edge of the meadow. A shorter, smaller centaur approached Chiron, revealing softer female features, longer dark hair, and small perky breasts.
She threw her tanned arms around his neck, whispered inaudible words, and kissed him passionately.
We all gasped when a child centaur—was that what they were called?—ran to the couple.
“Father! Father, don’t leave. We need you here!” His tone was tender, not nearly as deep as his father’s. His eyes appeared much bigger on his smaller face and resembled the mother’s light blue colour more than the father’s mossy green.
“What have I told you, Zealar? You were to remain at the fort, where you are safe. You are the heir of the herd; your safety ensures the future safety of our people.”
His voice was stern but gentle, the voice of a father.
“I know, father, but I had to see you before you left. I... I followed mother and stayed close. I haven’t seen you this morning. You left too early for me to say goodbye.” A lone tear escaped his beautiful bright blue eyes.
My chest tightened unbearably, reminding me of my own failed relationship with my father.
Was he dead?
“I know, son. But this is no goodbye. You will care for your mother and our people while I am gone. I will return with the missing, and if I shouldn’t, I will still return to our beloved wilderness, and you will meet me again in the heat of the sun, the smell of the rain, and the caress of the winds. I am never gone, my son. I will leave on right here.” Both his four-fingered hands reached for the chests of his wife—did they have wives?—and child, his palms colliding with the skin above their hearts.
I felt like an intruder. This was such an intimate moment, one I had no right to attend to.
I looked away; my eyes immediately found Chione, who smiled softly. I didn’t deserve that smile either, so I averted my gaze once more, eyes fixing on a beautiful willow tree behind the shimmering pond.
I must have suffered from a severe concussion because the tree started... moving?
Like slithering snakes, the wooden fibres that made its trunk moved to create a humanoid figure with two legs and two arms made of branches, fingers and toes made of twigs.
Yes, definitely concussed.
The crown of the tree shook, as if nuzzled by a gentle breeze, and transformed into a stunning face, with light green eyes and long hair made of dark green locks, reminiscent of bundled dried leaves.
Ok, maybe I have underestimated the gravity of my situation. This is a full-on hallucination!
The ethereal female smiled and blinked at me. I tossed a wide look at my companions, who seemed unruffled by the whole ordeal.
Make sense, they can’t fucking see her! 
But then, the Queen of Centaurs left the clearing, followed by her son, thick tears streaming down their faces, matching their king’s determined but wistful eyes.
“Sorry for the delay, but family is family,” sighed Chiron.
“Let me introduce you to our final travelling companion, Daphne. A nymph of the forest, and Sister of the Wild.”
The female I was certain had been a figment of my imagination now stood a few steps from Chiron. She bowed her upper body, not before gifting me another playful wink.
“It is lovely to meet you all.” Her voice was not of this world, made of chiming winds and shifting leaves, like the forest herself was talking.
Chione dismounted her spotted horse and bowed at the waist. “I am Chione, daughter of Tefnut. Dear friend to all Nereids and Caliadnes. And, therefore, to all their sisters. It is my deepest pleasure to meet you, Daphne the Dryad.”
I was so confused by all the names of these mythical creatures, who, until a few hours ago, I thought were nothing more than ancient legends. But then again, nothing should have surprised me anymore, not after discovering I was the rightful queen of Kemet.
A nervous laugh bubbled out of me at the thought, attracting the eyes of the others.
I covered my laugh with a panicked cough.
Daphne seemed amused by my antics, and for a second, I hoped we might become friends.
I gasped.
How had I not realised he was missing?
I turned to Zayd and asked frenziedly, “Where is Farouk?”



CHAPTER XLIV
All things are possible. Who you are is limited by who you think you are. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
It was all my fault. Every bad thing that had ever happened to me, my land, and these people I was to blame for.
It had all started with my birth, which triggered the attack on my empire, the death of so many innocents, the destruction of the land and its landmarks, the erasure of our identity, and the many atrocities committed in the Imperium’s name. My birth had been the cause of my mother’s death and all the pain and suffering that ensued.
Then, Master Titus’s death.
During the hours after my awakening, I held a long and tedious conversation with Zayd and Chione.
Zayd, who didn’t seem angry about my treachery, explained how he had been contacted by Master Titus a few years ago and that since then, my old master had been feeding him information about the Imperium. He had been deemed a traitor and killed because the Romans intercepted one of his last missives to Zayd.
However, one thing Master Titus did manage to send out before his death was the Imperial Jewel. The same jewel I now wore around my arm but felt so unworthy of.
The same bracelet I had dreamed of countless times, a golden ankh fashioned in the shape of a bracelet with a beautiful sapphire stone in its centre.
Except for the colour, the precious stone resembled so much the dark purple one I wore around my neck—the one given to me by my father—both pulsing with a life of their own.
I had also discovered from Chione that the book my old Master gifted me contained no mere collection of tales, but that it might have been one of the last relics of the Gods, written by Thoth himself.
My fixation on the painting of the woman in the leather-bound book finally made sense: she was Shantara Eset, the Last Empress, and my mother.
I made some calculations after I had discovered I was born on the Summer Solstice, and I now knew I was twenty-seven years old, right in the midst of my Khai.
I had lived my whole life as an orphan, a slave, a nobody; how I had discovered I was a queen inheriting a throne, and both my parents were royals in a matter of hours, was still beyond me.
I took a deep breath, memories of my conversation with the Strategos and the healer still fresh in my brittle mind.
I felt weird about Zayd witnessing all that had gone down in the Imperial Palace in his Ka form.
But most importantly, I was impossibly angry with Master Titus for hiding who I was from me. He had known and hadn’t trusted me enough to tell me. But mostly, I was rueful because he would never get the chance to apologise for his betrayal. We would never get the chance to forgive each other, at least not in this life. A sob stuck to my lips, but I refused to let it out.
I’d never see his bright and clever eyes again, but I’d forever see his head skid off his body, and the blood spurt as his skull rolled onto the marble floor.
I shed a lonely tear in the shadow of my hood while caressing Zayd’s stallion for comfort.
Khamsin was one of the most exquisite steeds I had ever encountered: with its inky mane and slim build, he looked nothing like the massive beasts found in the northern hemisphere.
His lithe body was packed with muscle and exuded elegance with each movement. His brown eyes inspired calm and confidence, something that had been scarce in my life so far.
“You know, he usually doesn’t let anyone pet him but me,” came the smoky voice of Zayd.
“Ah, but she is our Qetesh. We should not be surprised he would let her,” Chione smiled, turquoise eyes catching my plangent gaze.
I removed my hand from the Khamsin’s onyx coat and hid it under the dark sleeves of my cape, much as I did with my most anguished thoughts and emotions.
***
My mind was a jumbled mess of regretful rumination and what-ifs as we crossed Hellas’ forests.
If only I had paid more attention to Chione’s history book and finished it instead of letting it accumulate dust on my nightstand, I might have discovered the truth about the real conqueror of my land: I might have had a shot at stopping this. But I was useless. Nothing more than a dark cloud wracking havoc on everyone around me.
Still, an inner voice whispered vengeance.
Perhaps that was truly my only way forward. The only way I could ever live with myself and my choices was to avenge them all.
I was the monster they had created, reincarnated as their enemy, and I would serve each and every one of them their reckoning. For all the Netjerits they had killed, for all the lies they had told, for all the pain they had caused...
My ancestors might be dwelling in the Fields of Reeds, but their strength hardened my bones, their rage sharpened my claws, and their wisdom guided my path.
I would bring Judgment Day to the Imperium, and, unfortunately for my enemy, it would not be dished out by the Goddess of Justice, but by the demon they had spawned instead.
***
Hours later, I was still mulling over my plan of vengeance and coming to terms with all the revelations that had surfaced during the meeting with my father and the conversation with Zayd and Chione. During said talk, I was informed of the one positive thing I’d accomplished in the last few days: killing Meridia, also known as Eris. She was the same woman I had seen speaking with the Roman Emperor—her cousin—in the Imperial Palace just before Master Titus was killed.
I still remembered the small smirk she had given when his head had rolled onto the floor. She was also the cause of my father’s demise.
I found solace in the knowledge that I had gotten rid of her. But she was only the start of my revenge ploy. They would all pay.
But if I died tomorrow—and with the Imperium on our heels, it was becoming an increasing possibility—at least I could say I’d managed to repay Zayd for what he had done for me by apprehending Dominus Augustus, who was currently travelling to Egypt with Neith and her army.
I wasn’t sure how I would deal with that.
I wasn’t even sure what I would do once I stepped foot in my homeland.
It was all too much.
This guilt.
This hate I harboured for myself.
The unworthiness of my heart.
My companions had been looking at me expectantly, as if it were everyone’s dream to discover their royal roots.
I wanted nothing more than to free myself from that lineage and the expectations imposed on me by my name, my hidden past, and my secret history.
Perhaps it made me selfish, but I was cursed. And would curse the people around me as much as the empire and the Gods I represented. I already had.
After poisoning one of the few people who had ever cared for me, I’d almost killed my father, the only living relative I had ever met.
Correction: I wasn’t cursed. I was the curse.
It was the leitmotif of my life; I was a plague.
The best thing I could do for these people was disappear.
They seemed to disagree.
***
Zayd’s hetaireia had to split and would not see each other until we both crossed the Mediterranean.
Another unfortunate consequence of my betrayal.
I only prayed they would all make it in one piece—especially Farouk and Neith—or I would never forgive myself for their deaths.
I’d already had enough baggage to unload in that field.
“Are you hungry?” Zayd interrupted my depressed thoughts.
I only shook my head as Khamsin pushed further into the foliage.
Being around Zayd was becoming problematic, especially because of the effort it took me to keep him at a distance.
I couldn’t get attached; I would never forgive myself if something happened to him because of me. I was the bane of his existence, and I refused to curse him any more than I had already done.
His care and general proximity didn’t help with the cause. 
“You are silent, Wael. What’s going through your mind?” he asked, as his body pressed harder against my back with every gallop of the single horse we shared.
The light stubble that lined his powerful jaw brushed against my temple, tickling my senses and sending molten heat to my core. I had to get rid of this burning ache afflicting my body and mind once and for all.
I shrugged and accepted the waterskin he passed me, feigning impassiveness.
His eyes were heavy on mine, I could feel them assessing me with precision. His arm on my waist was solid and warm, a constant reminder of the life I could have led with this man if I hadn’t been a walking curse.
His close presence and attention made everything more complicated for my wretched heart, who craved his love; for my mournful spirit, who ached for his devotion; and for my tired body, who lusted after his touch.
Aware of my unworthiness, I pushed those elusive desires back into that dark box, in the recess of my consciousness, surrounded by fortified walls made of fury and abjection.
I knew it would hurt to see him again after what I had done. That’s why I had never planned on sticking around. What I wasn’t prepared for was the sheer shame and infamy that slithered through my veins while in his arms.
Especially now that I had finally achieved my freedom, the adrenaline of the mission was gone, and all that remained was us. Us, and the torment of longing for something you couldn’t have.
Hurt sliced my gut like a jagged blade. My heart trashed, and I scowled inwardly at myself for entertaining that line of thought.
“So, what’s the plan? We go to Egypt and what?”
I changed the subject with as much excitement as an elderly man faced with climbing a mountain.
“Take back our land from the usurpers,” he stated matter-of-factly.
***
A few hours later, the dark had descended, and we found ourselves at the edge of the forest’s foliage, just half a day’s ride from Corinth.
Under the cover of night, we unpacked the essentials to eat a simple dinner by the fire. A myriad of different dangers awaited us on the journey ahead, and we needed to recharge with a few hours of sleep.
Zayd was still powerless, due to the last vestiges of poisons in his body, Chione was exhausted, due to investing so much energy in saving me from the brink of death, and I was in no great shape myself.
We ate a silent dinner around a small fire Chiron had built. Under the blinking stars and bright moons, Zayd and the centaur were talking animatedly, while Chione and Helga had already eaten and gone to bed.
“And you? Why are you going to Egypt?” I asked the dryad, who kept looking my way with mischief in her eyes, as if we shared some powerful secret.
She smiled, showing off her beautiful white teeth in stark contrast to the deep brown of her complexion, which resembled a wooden trunk in colour and texture. Though, before, when she had shaken my hand, I had discovered her skin felt as silky as a rose petal. Her eyes were a wonderful bright shade of green, like grass after a rainy day, and her hair was a green so dark only the most ancient pine trees could have gifted the dryad that shade.
Despite possessing an uncommon beauty, she was stunning.
“I am going to find my sisters. Many of us have been taken and eradicated from our homes. We are our homes. We are the trees that make the forest, we are the water that fills the seas and the rivers, we are the valleys and the mountains, and the grass we walk upon. We are the daughters of Mother Nature, the daughters of the Earth and the Sky. Once we are all gone, our land will perish. Its power and magic are already waning since many of my sisters have been taken. We can’t live for long outside of our natural habitats, at least not a life worth living.”
“So, you are risking your life for your sisters?”
“Not only for my sisters, but for nature all over the planet. Once a species has died out, it is forever erased, and from it, a whole lot of other animals and plants die. It is a domino effect, one you may not see, but that has already begun. I have heard whispers from sisters in the East and the West of many of our forests being destroyed in the name of progress, but what kind of progress requires the deaths of so many others? Humans need to start thinking further than their pockets full of gold. Because the day nature abandons them is the day all that collected gold won’t be of much use anymore. You can’t eat or drink gold. Mother Nature has been sustaining us for millennia, and what thanks did we get in return? Displacement, murder, ungratefulness.”
“I’m sorry.”
She was braver and more selfless than I ever was. I had forfeited Zayd’s life to achieve my own freedom. I had abandoned Master Titus and my father to their deaths. I hadn’t saved Selene and Annika.
“Don’t be sorry, child. Do something about it. You are an empress. You may not like it or feel ready for it, but that is what you are. Accept it. Embrace it. Own it. Or life will force you to do so the hard way. We can’t escape our destinies, though we can change them for the better. You have been hurt and abused, but don’t let that be all you recreate in this world. This realm needs goodness and courage. Believe me when I tell you the brightest of lights are born in the deepest of darkness. The Gods have left us with the greatest power they could ever gift us: choice. Don’t let your pain take that from you.”
I looked her over and, to lighten the mood, asked, “So, how do you two know each other?” I angled my head toward the centaur on the other side of the clearing.
“Oh, we are friends. Hunting friends.” She flashed a full-toothed smile.
“You hunt? I didn’t know the spirits of the woods ate meat,” I added, surprised.
“Oh, I don’t eat them,” she replied, appalled.
“I hunt helpless animals, mainly birds, and offer them a nest in my mane. Do you want to see?”
Daphne was a bizarre individual, her words often perplexing and mismatched compared to the reality I was used to.
“Sure, but I don’t think that’s called hunting if you are saving them, that is.”
She beamed, shifting a part of her dark green locks behind her shoulder before a sturdy branch covered by foliage typical of salix trees unfurled from that same section of hair.
“This is Vetrus,” she said, pointing at the giant owl perched on that branch.
The white owl assessed me with mixed annoyance and distaste.
“Do you want to feed him?” she asked, only after sharing a loving look with Vetrus.
“Sure,” I murmured anxiously.
I picked up a small piece of dry meat from the dinner pouch lying on the grass and offered it to the bird.
Vetrus seemed to sniff and assess the meat with keen eyes before deciding it was safely edible. He took the presented meal with enough force that his beak pierced the skin of my palm, drawing blood.
“Ouch. I don’t think Vetrus likes me very much,” I concluded, cradling my injured hand.
Daphne, uncaring or oblivious to my discomfort, petted the owl’s neck with soft and loving strokes.
“Oh, but he does. The last person who fed him lost his hand.”
I gulped.
“So, why would you let me feed him?” I demanded, indignant.
“Because sometimes heartache and loss are necessary to truly value life and its blessings.”
Her gaze purposefully strayed to Zayd, who was lying on the opposite side of the clearing, hands clasped behind his head as the starlight washed over his otherworldly and sleepy features. The essence of night clung to his black hair, depthless shadows caressing his features, while the brightest stars found a home in his cosmic eyes. The steady silver beam of the moonlight crowned him like some reemerging evening star. I immediately fought the urge to trace its glow along his lips.
“Good night, Queen Sekhmet.”
With those heavy words, the dryad stood and reshaped into a tall willow tree that fit perfectly with the surrounding forest.  
I took that as my cue to get some needed rest, curling up near the beautiful tree that was Daphne.
Slumber found me immediately.
***
“Daughter.” Such a soothing voice.
“Daughter!”
It became more insistent, urgent even.
“Sekhmet Eset!”
My eyes flew open of their own accord, and I found myself in pitch darkness.
“Daughter, it is a pleasure to meet you. I see you have found my stone.”
An enchanting woman stood before me, suspended in mid-air. Her skin was a black so deep it appeared blue under the light of the moons that shone brightly above her. Her crescent-shaped eyes were a beautiful sapphire blue, the same colour as the stone encased in the Imperial Jewel. Her tightly coiled hair matched the colour of her skin, an onyx so dark it glimmered with blue hues. Her lips were full, her nose prominent, and her mysterious beauty left me speechless.
Then I remembered I had no voice here; I was in the Void, Mother and Father of all things.
She must have been a Goddess, but she wasn’t Eset, who I was certain I had dreamt of before, nor was she Nephthys, whom I had recently met.  
The Goddess smiled, revealing a row of white teeth and two sharp canines similar to Zayd’s.
“Hello, daughter, I am Nut, Mother of the Skies and the Earth. We have never met, but I have followed your journey, like that of all my children, very closely.”
I bowed as much as a spirit could.
“Hello, Mother Nut.”
Her grace and love enveloped me, soothing my agitated spirit.
“I called your spirit here in urgency because we do not have much time. Listen to me, daughter. You need to make it to Kemet. No matter the cost, you return home.” Seriousness lent weight to her words.
“Once you are there, you need to find the alchemist. She will guide you in your next steps. You will also need to find all the Jewels of the Gods. You already possess two; mine on your wrist, and my daughter Nephthys’ around your neck. Five are missing. Your Mother Eset has hidden hers on her altar. You must find it before the Romans do.”
“What would I do with a jewel?”
She smiled. “You still have much to learn and undertake, daughter. For now, all you shall know is that these are no mere adornments. A few of us Gods, seven to be exact, predicted this moment in time and, before leaving this Earth, infused grains of sand with a spark of our powers. The stones you hold are two of these grains. Once you find them all, the path will be revealed.”
An uncomfortable feeling took over, as if my body were recalling my spirit into it from a faraway land.
“You must go now, daughter. But remember what I have told you: find the jewels and the alchemist. I believe in you. Your whole lineage is rooting for you from this side of the veil. I shall see you again soon.”
She extended an ethereal hand and touched my forehead with her index finger.
As soon as her essence collided with mine, I was sucked into a tornado of lights, a tunnel of a million colours, that jostled my spirit across time and space, before all that was left was the darkness behind my eyelids.
I opened my eyes slowly, realising I was back in my body, in the clearing with my companions.
Although this time, we were surrounded by enemy soldiers.



CHAPTER XLV – CHIONE
God’s help is in the heart, not in the mouth. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
Maat had alerted me of the imminent danger in the middle of the night, just in time to wake Helga, who slept close by. I barely had time to shake her and hide with her behind the horses before the assailants surrounded the clearing.
During the past days of travel, it had been hard looking at the redheaded girl, her features so similar to the sister who held my soul in her ribcage. Since leaving Athens, I had been wondering if I made a mistake. Perhaps I should have given in when the opportunity presented itself—given into the insatiable spark that had been burning between us, especially since the chances that we all made it in one piece were slim. The feel of Neith’s lips on mine and the spiced scent she’d left behind sent a pleasurable shiver through my body that had nothing to do with the chilly night air. But there was no time to comb through my heartbreak or sorrow tonight; our friends needed us.
I shushed a still-sleepy Helga with a finger on her lips and shifted slightly to see how many Roman soldiers had surrounded us.
Seventeen in total.
Way too many to drown at the same time.
Optimistically, I could have dealt with ten. Especially with the absence of a pond or a river close by, I would have had to collect enough dew from the surrounding forest to create bubbles of water big enough to suffocate them all at once.
Despite my exhaustion, I would have done that for my brother, our new companions, and to save our land from the corrupt oppression that had now germinated in the blood and minds of our people.
Before I could gather my strengths and get to work, one of the armed men—a stout and short soldier who appeared to be the sergeant of this troop—placed his sword under Zayd’s chin.
“I thought you were dead, traitor. Thought our assassin got to you. But I am glad I will be the one to spill your blood,” he laughed perniciously.
“But first, I will take care of this princess of yours.” He turned to a wide-eyed Lylah, who had just woken up and realised the predicament in which she found herself.
“She is the real traitor to the Imperium. The very same empire that trained her, raised her, clothed her. And what did she do to repay the hand that fed her? Run away with the resistance. What a disgrace!”
He moved closer to our Qetesh, his sword menacingly close to her neck. Lylah only glowered at him with thunder in her eyes. Such malicious intent shone through; a bystander might have thought she was the one holding the weapon and not the other way around.
“You mean the same empire that enslaved my people and me? The same one that lied and deceived me? The same one that whipped me on a regular basis and starved me because of my insolence?”
She laughed, but there was no joy in the sound; it was as cold, stiff, and noxious as it could get.
The soldier raised his sword, ready to behead her, but Zayd threw himself at him with the unpredictability and speed usually reserved for wild cats.
“You don’t touch her!” the Strategos growled as they rolled onto the ground. Zayd’s gigantic form dwarfed the sergeant’s body; blood spilt, and people screamed.
Before anyone could do anything, Lylah’s eyes shone a bright sapphire, the same beautiful colour as the stone on the Imperial Jewel, which shone right along with her.
That very same light expanded, shrouding in brightness the inconspicuous clearing where we stood. It looked as if the moons had come down to earth.
I instinctively closed my eyes and heard agonised wails all around us. The howls of terror that enveloped the otherwise silent night were of another world, and they seemed to go on for an immeasurable amount of time.
When the screams subsided and silence reigned once more, I heard Zayd’s voice in the distance and deemed it safe enough to open my eyes.
“Are you okay? Lylah?”
The general caressed her face with a gentleness I had never known from him. On the contrary, Lylah seemed frozen in shock. She looked around, same as Daphne—who had returned to her dryad form—and Chiron, who was petrified by the surrounding scene.
All seventeen soldiers lay lifeless on the ground. Blue steam wafted from their now blind eyes, as if whatever light Lylah conjured had incinerated them.
I approached one with caution, trying to identify what kind of power we were dealing with.
Mother always used to say that to tame something, you had to name it first, and I had no words in my current vocabulary to name whatever this was.
“You are bleeding.” Lylah’s flat tone of voice was another clear sign of her shock.
“I am okay, Wael. How about you?”
Zayd scanned her with concern in his purple eyes. “Thank you for saving me out there.”
Helga had moved to inspect Zayd’s wound, which, I could tell from here and the small amount of life force egressing his body, wasn’t lethal. A good antiseptic pomade and bandaging would do the job.
I inspected one of the victims and, to my bewilderment, the man seemed to have sustained a burn so deep it had smouldered through the eyes and skull, incinerating the brain.
Whatever this was, it certainly wasn’t caused by a mere fire.
***
Once Daphne had sped the decaying process of the dead bodies, feeding them to the forest, we returned on the road, marching on our horses as fast as they would allow it.
The temperatures had dropped in the last few days, the cold sticking to our bones as we galloped towards Corinth.
Zayd kept a close eye on Lylah, caring for her in every way possible. However, I could feel her distancing herself from the entire group, as if she wished to be anywhere else but here.
I could only imagine the shock caused by all the revelations of the past few days, including her unnamable powers.
***
We arrived at the port of Corinth hours before dawn, the moons still high in the sky. The darkness easily camouflaged our unusual companions. Being seen with a nymph and a centaur would have drawn too much attention. Thanks to the cover of night, the centaur and the dryad, who rode on his back, looked like mere riders on a horse.
Helga and I spoke with one of the vessels’ managers, who offered us a medium-sized ship for a reasonable price.
Once he showed us to our vessel, Helga left to acquire a few missing supplies, such as more food and beverages, while I showed the others to our new ship.
The boat was big enough to cross the raging sea and stormy weather, but not too big to be noticed by the coast guards around the Green Islands.
An hour later, Helga returned with the needed supplies, and we readied for our journey across waters.
As soon as our boat left the port, its twinkling lights becoming faraway stars, I wondered how we got so lucky; how had this last part of our journey been so easy, with the Imperium’s armies looking for us?
A weary feeling—one I couldn’t name—took root in my core, as if the Gods themselves were warning me of something sinister ahead.
As my mother used to say, the most dangerous emotions were the ones we couldn’t understand. 



CHAPTER XLVI – FAROUK
Fact fortia et patere. — Ovid
Do brave deeds and endure. — Ovid
Clutching the small piece of paper, its yellowed corners like flags in the wind, I offered one last look at the city of Athens. From its port, she looked like a paradise: bustling and peaceful. But I now knew of the dangers lurking at every corner; the Roman guards swarming the poorer districts, the frenzy of a missing emperor and its travelling heir. Panic had taken over the capital of the Greek Empire, which now stood on the brink of collapse.
Neith had warned me that the Romans would swarm in and take advantage of the situation, leveraging it to acquire more of Hellas’ territory undeterred. It had always been their plan; since its creation, the Imperium had fought to conquer more land, weakening the surrounding empires with targeted attacks and coup d’etats.
And so it had been.
For this same reason, Neith had left behind the bigger portion of the Greek army, ready to defend the city should fate require it. But without its lieutenant, its sergeant, its general, and its strongest warriors—most of the descendants coming with us—it was hard knowing how they would fare in the face of a large-scale attack by the Roman forces. After all, the Imperium possessed the world’s greatest army, both in numbers and technology.
If we wished to survive and free our land, we needed to go now.
I had met our new general in the early morning on the day of our departure. She was sitting on a wide rock looking out onto the forest surrounding the camp, braiding her hair and adding small silver pendants and feathers to the thin interwoven strands.
I had asked her what they were for when she spotted me a few meters away, admiring our last sunrise in the city.
She explained they were a tradition from Svearike, one that soldiers observed before battle.
Three braids: one on the left side, woven sending a prayer to Odin, beseeching tenacity and clarity of mind, the second, woven on the right side of her face, invoked Thor’s strength and courage, and the latter one, mainly hidden by her auburn mane as positioned in the middle of her nape, was woven appealing to the Goddess Freyja, requesting the protection of one’s spirit.
One for the mind, one for the body, and one for the spirit.
She had said real warriors trained and prayed for fortitude in all three.
Speaking with the lieutenant—now turned Strategos ad interim—catapulted me back to my last conversation with Helga. She and her sister looked so alike, and yet their spirits were so different.
Helga had come into my room late in the night—or early in the morning, depending on whom you asked—offering me a heartfelt farewell before hugging me. I finally grew some balls and kissed her before she could leave my room. It was a chaste kiss, one that had caused the pretty nurse’s cheeks to turn a deep red, nonetheless. She reciprocated with another soft peck on my lips before her fiery orange hair disappeared behind the threshold.
Returning my gaze to the city and the piece of paper in my hand, I sent a quick prayer to Thoth, God of Wisdom.
I asked that they may all make it across the Mediterraneo, not only because our Qetesh was our only chance at survival but mainly because Helga had become—I wasn’t sure what exactly—an important person in my life, while Lylah had become my friend, a sister of sorts.
When I had found her letter—if you could call the small piece of papyrus clutched in my fist a letter—resting under my door, I was so disappointed by her choice.
At the same time, I understood her better than she would have known. We both came from a dark past, borne of the ashes of a fallen empire, with responsibilities and traumas kids should never carry, especially not alone.
I, at least, had my brother and sister, who were my rock and my salvation, the reasons I had pushed forward: she had no one, a lone soul in a devastating world.
She didn’t have to write me a note, especially not with the risks it entailed. If she hadn’t cared for me at all, she would have probably never gone through the effort of writing that apology letter and sliding it under my door.
“Farouk! We are boarding!” Neith’s determined voice cut through my thoughts.
I had been assigned the honorary task of being responsible for the young women and men sent by Tamarya. Twenty-two in total, of which seven were descendants of the Gods with powers varying from communicating with animals to perceiving the desires of humans—a weird type of mind-reading—and some were even able to control the minds of men.
I had been training them in the basics of sword fighting and archery. The descendants were requested to keep their powers at the ready and maintain contact with their Gods for hints or warnings. Tamarya, the general manager of the Exotic Paradise, would also leave with us and be allocated a comfortable suite onboard our huge ship. I ordered the twenty-two men and women, who until last night were but mere civilians now thrown in the midst of a war, to board the ship in customary order.
Most of our provisions and supplies were already boarded; only Neith’s soldiers and I had yet to embark.
***
The second Athens’ coastline was swallowed from sight by the azure skies and blue seas, I released a tight breath, indulging in the soft salty breeze that ruffled my curls.
“All under control?” Neith solicited, looking out onto the same blue landscape from the deck.
Her majestic wolf stood a few meters from her, chewing on a raw piece of meat.
“Yes, general,” I affirmed with a small customary bow.
“No need for all of that, Farouk,” she snorted. “You can still call me Neith. We are two humans bound by this dicey journey ahead. There is no time or need for flattery; just honesty and courage can save us now.”
I looked over our new Strategos. Her scar looked stark against her pale skin, which was brightened by the reflection of the sun on the calm sea.
“Do you think they will make it?” I asked, knowing most of her friends and family were undertaking even more dangerous travel arrangements.
“They have no choice but to. The fate of the world rests on their shoulders, but we have to focus on our part in this because should they make it, and we do not, they will be in even worse trouble than they are now.”
She nodded, her gaze still on the shimmering sea ahead, before she went on, “We focus on the next task ahead, and then the next, and then whatever comes after that. One task at a time, Farouk. We only deal with what we know to be a true danger, and as of now, we have to believe that their journey is going just as smoothly as ours is.”
I nodded. “I can do that.”
As the auburn-haired general was about to move off, I pledged, “You need anything, Neith, you just let me know. As you said, we are in this together.” 
“I will hold you to that, Farouk Jabari,” she smiled wickedly.



CHAPTER XLVII – AKIL
Si vis pacem, para bellum. — Publius Flavius Vegetius Renatus
If you want peace, prepare for war. — Publius Flavius Vegetius Renatus
Lavender, lychee, and caramel.
Those were the scented notes exuded by Medusa, though the taste of her blood was still thick in the air as we landed in an inconspicuous field near Syracuse.
The hetaireia had sent a message through the Gods not to return to Greece, favouring instead travel across the Mediterraneo to meet them in our ancestral land.
Only Thoth knew how much I’d missed Kemet. But at the same time, I worried for my friends and brothers. I hadn’t gathered much information from Thoth, except a clear order to avoid Athens, and that our Qetesh had returned. All praise be to the Gods that had made this possible.
“Akil?” The soft and melodious voice of the powerful Goddess still in my arms shook me from my musings, and I gently deposited her on the ground, keeping a steady hand around her torso to make sure she wouldn’t stumble and fall.
Her skin appeared a pale olive tone under the bright autumn light, and her slanted eyes reminded me of sunflower seeds as they chased the sun. They were the colour of ripened grapes, of the cosmos visible from the tallest mountains, and of blooming anemones. Whimsical in their own right.
Slowly, as if testing the strength of her limbs after years of disuse, Medusa walked off.
She stood in the middle of the field, chin up and eyes closed, as if she needed the feeling of the elements on her tired form; the breeze and the sun a vital nectar for her fractured soul.
She rolled up the sleeves of her tattered tunic, soaking in as much sun as she could.
How long had it been since this godly creature enjoyed the rays of the sun? How long since the breeze caressed her small figure? How long since she had revelled in the small blessings of life?
After relishing a few silent moments under the sunbeam, she turned to me, enquiring, “Is this your grand resistance?”
She looked around the boundless steppe sceptically.
I laughed, deep and rich, and her intense gaze snatched my lips immediately, as if she would chase that sound to the pits whence it had come from.       
“For reasons yet unknown, we cannot proceed with our journey to Athens, but we will meet the others in Kemet. We are in Sicilia, near Syracuse. This is one of the Roman Islands with the least soldiers; some would dare to consider it a free nation. Magic still courses freely through this land, contrary to the peninsula, where greed and power run as deep as sap in a tree.”
When I had heard of Medusa, first from Lylah and subsequently from the Gods, I had expected a furious and wrathful being. Child of the Wild Wedjet, Goddess of Reptiles. A Netjerit kept in captivity for centuries.
I had expected to encounter a wild beast in those dungeons, not this curious, resigned soul with affliction in her heart and misery in her eyes. But if I had learnt anything in my centuries of existence, it was that we were often deceived by our own interpretations and expectations.
“Okay, Akil. Lead the way. But let me be clear: I am not sure how much of a help I can be to your so-called resistance. Until the rightful heir to Kemet’s throne is found, we won’t have a chance at winning this war.”
I gave her another one of my broadest smiles. “What if I told you she is crossing the Mediterranean as we speak?”
Her head snapped in my direction faster than her poor condition should allow her. “You found Lylah?”
I furrowed my brows. The Gods hadn’t informed me who exactly was our Qetesh, but it didn’t shock me to discover it was the tiny and mighty girl who had recently joined our ranks; what did surprise me was that Medusa knew it was her.
Lylah told me that they had met once in the Imperium; I just didn’t think she would remember her.
“Do you know her?”
“I met her during the summer. The only slave of the Imperium to survive one of my elemental challenges. I knew then. The master who raised her had already gotten to the same conclusion and was trying to smuggle her into Greece before he was caught and killed. A kind soul, if you asked me. But those don’t survive long in this wretched world.”
“And yet, here you are.”
She laughed hoarsely. “Don’t let appearances fool you. This war will be won by the uncivilised outcasts, the devils in disguise, the vengeful, and the fearless. I won’t have time to be a kind soul if you wish me to fight in this resistance of yours.”
“Sometimes they are one and the same.”
I smiled and added, “Do you honestly believe you can’t be both? I don’t think they are mutually exclusive. I believe what you are fighting for dictates the pureness of one’s soul.”
“Ask me again once this is all over, Akil, and I might be able to answer that for you.”
Something inside me ignited at the thought of Medusa sticking around once all this was over.
“So, what’s the plan now?”
Her incredibly deep purple eyes clashed with mine, and I held her intense gaze.
“Now, you heal and try to recover from your centuries in captivity.”
She assessed me sceptically, “One, if you think I will ever fully recover, you have no idea what you are talking about. Two, that’s boring. I was expecting more action.”
As I guided her into a small barn I owned at the edge of the field, a small spark kindled in my heart, waking it from centuries of inactivity.
***
A few hours later, Medusa and I were enjoying a simple supper composed of tomato and red pepper soup with a side of bread I had bought from a young farmer down the road. Her sounds of pleasure as we dug into our meal were scandalous, and were either because I was a much better cook than I had thought, or the empire had starved her for the last centuries. It was probably the latter.
“This is delicious, Akil,” she said between mouthfuls.
I smiled, though her attention seemed completely devoted to her meal.
I hadn’t yet checked her injuries nor addressed them, but I had planned to feed her and see what I could do about her wounds later.
After Medusa devoured her soup and bread with a passion, I handed her a piece of cloth to clean up the dribbling mess she had made on her chin.
She eyed me sideways—as if I had just insulted her—and murmured, while accepting the cloth, “Uncivilised outcasts, remember?”
“I knew you were the right person for the task,” I replied sarcastically.
The barn was a humble but spacious single room, with a kitchenette composed of a worktable, a few chairs and a dining space on the right, a big copper tub in its centre, and a wide cot with a few tattered linens and pillows decorating it on the left. A wide window stood tall above the cot, bringing in light that would soon fade with the sun. It would do for the time being, but I doubted Medusa liked spending all her time secluded in a space like this with dear old me.
I boiled some water for the bath, carrying it from a well not too far away, as she basked in the remaining rays of the sun, moving her chair near the window to catch every last shred of light.
She baffled me, this creature. She was full of sharp contrasts: calm, yet disoriented. Beautiful, yet scarred. Intelligent, yet unassuming. Compliant, yet defiant.
She was a dilemma.
Once the water was boiling, I added it to the cold water I had already half-filled the tub with, together with a mix of herbs and flowers to disinfect and wash away the grime.
“It’s bath time, Medusa,” I called.
“I am not bathing with you here,” she announced without deigning me of a look.
“And do you think I will share a cot with you with centuries of grime on you? Believe me, I won’t,” I stated, holding in the small smile that wanted to appear.
“You can sleep outside with the cows, then,” she said, finally looking at me.
“Is this the way to treat your saviour?” I mocked, feigning offence.
She rolled her eyes. “The Gods sent you; don’t give yourself so much credit.”
“As you wish. I will bathe first, then, and you can enjoy my used-up water later.” I removed my tunic, proving my point.
From the corner of my eye, I saw her own purple orbs widen.
“Wait!” she interjected, “I will bathe, alright.”
I held in my smile at the small victory.
Medusa moved across the room in slow steps. I wasn’t sure if they were deliberate or if she was too injured to walk at a decent pace.
I turned to give her enough privacy—or as much as our small barn would allow—and got to work imbuing a clean cloth with a few essential oils that would serve as a disinfectant.
Once I turned back to the tub, I could not have stopped my gasp of shock even if I had wanted to.
Medusa had removed the hood and bandages covering her scalp, and the sight was... abhorrent.
Only a barbaric sort of creature could inflict the damage they had on her.
Thick cuts and wounds ran from her nape all the way to her forehead. Not an inch of her scalp was spared by the lacerations. Half of them looked still bloodied and raw, while the other half seemed to have scarred in chunky keloids.
“And this is exactly why I didn’t want you here for this. I know I look monstrous, and I refuse your silent pity.”
I had thought she was acting prude, but I now understood her insecurities.
My voice was breathless but firm when I answered, “You are no monster, Medusa. Whoever did this to you is the real monster of this story. And I feel no pity for you.” I truly didn’t. “Only unimaginable respect and admiration for all you have been through.”
I bowed at the waist, my eyes never leaving hers, hoping she could see the honesty in them.
A lone tear escaped the corner of her eye, and, against my better judgment, I approached her and wiped it away with as much gentleness as my untrained hands could muster. My fingers, so unused to revelling in the simplest touch of another’s skin, shook. But not with fright, but excitement. The thought scared me and invigorated me at once, but I pushed away my inner scars to tend to the ones of the beautiful woman standing before me.
“They shall never hurt you again. This I vow to you, Queen of Vipers.”
Our breath mixed, and the air seemed to thicken.  
“Why?” she whispered.
“Why are you being nice to me? I have already told you I would help you.”
“Because genuine kindness has nothing to do with an exchange of favours. It is earned. And you, my beautiful and brave Medusa, have earned a long life of it.”
She was about to open her mouth to rebut, but I beat her to it, “Now get in the bath and let me show you some of that kindness.”
She offered a small smile that didn’t reach her eyes, but it still felt like progress.
Once she was inside the water, I got to work cleaning her scalp wounds, paying particular care to the biggest cuts and avoiding eye contact with her most intimate parts, though I could not help but notice the deep purple hair that hid her sex and matched her eyebrows. I immediately looked away, certain I blushed ten different shades of red.
She did not comment on my obvious bashfulness, nor did she emit any noises of discomfort as I applied the disinfectant oils. She simply laid there, bare, gifting me a few occasional curious glances.
“They will heal, you know?” she said in a small voice as I was finishing off the gentle scrubbing.
“They cut off my vipers every three weeks before they can fully regrow, and with them, their powers.”
I let her talk, unsure if she expected any sort of reply from me and scared that saying the wrong thing would have her shutting off again.
“I am scared I won’t be able to control them once they regrow. I am scared I will be a danger to everyone around me.”
She looked at me nervously, those gorgeous purple eyes twinkling in the dusky light.
“Let’s deal with one problem at a time. First, you must get better and focus on healing your weakened body as much as possible. Then, we must reach Egypt, and once we are there and your vipers start to regrow, we will ask for the help of the Gods. They will surely know what to do.”
I offered her a hopeful smile.
She nodded silently.
Medusa had paled at the mention of sharing the enormous bed, so much so that I had opted to sleep in the bathtub, filling it with a few pillows and covers.
That night, when I awoke to savage screams and muffled whimpers, I was certain she had ended up in enemies’ hands.
Ready to fight to the death, I had reached for my sword, only to find her huddled figure thrashing in bed.
A bad dream; that was all.
I soothed her soul-wrenching cries with gentle rubs and soft caresses until a deep and silent slumber found her again.
***
A dozen days after our arrival in Sicilia, Medusa was lounging outside under the afternoon sun. It was part of the routine she had set out for herself, together with collecting herbs for our meals, sowing herself a new cape, and snacking on fresh tomatoes.
The wounds on her body were leaving way to thin scars; her scalp had finally stopped bleeding and was now covered with purple stubs, which she explained would soon become her vipers.
It was her emotional wounds that worried me, still. We hadn’t spoken about the loud howls of agony that left her in a puddle of cold sweat each night, nor about her muffled screams or blistering whimpers that shook her until the sweet embrace of sleep found her again.
I took it upon myself to soothe her whichever way I could while she was battling her demons, but I had no experience with the kind of trauma she was warring with.
Tonight, we would konshu to Kemet, and I was meticulously packing a few collected items we would need for our travels.
“So, I was thinking I could konshu us to Kemet. The toxins in my blood have finally been expelled, and I would like to be useful.”
“Are you sure you are up for it?” I frowned at Medusa, still basking in the sun. Her form reminded me of a lizard enjoying the heat of its rays.
To prove her point, she konshued right behind me and poked me in the ribs before returning to her customary sunbathing location.
I rolled my eyes with a small smile as I reluctantly agreed.
***
A few hours later, I was shouldering our provisions and hugging Medusa tightly while she focused on her hidden powers.
Cold air blanketed us, light and darkness zoomed past our eyes, and a potent fragrance of lavender enveloped us before the warm embrace of the setting sun on a sandy expanse came into view.
At first glance, this place could have been our ancient land of Kemet, but as soon as my eyes adjusted to the change of scenery, I noticed the sand appeared much darker than the yellowish russet one found in our land; the air possessed a twinge of sulphur and smoke, instead of its usual jasmine and incense scent, and in the distance, a tall range of green mountains appeared.
This wasn’t Egypt.
“Erm, Medusa? I don’t think this is Kemet,” I murmured.
As soon as I said it, the certainty that this wasn’t our homeland settled. And yet, it didn’t appear like any other empire I had visited before, either. Too dry to be Hellas and too warm to be the Imperium. But then... where had she konshued us?
“Invaders! Get on the ground or we will shoot!” A deep voice reached us. I could not locate its accent.
I looked at Medusa, who stood a few steps ahead of me, the mask of calmness.
I would have konshued us, but she was too far for me to grab in a timely manner.
“This is your last warning. On the ground!”
The voice became more instant and menacing. I took the lead and kneeled on the sandy terrain with my hand raised above my head in a show of good faith. Medusa followed my lead, and as soon as her knees hit the ground, four soldiers appeared from a rocky alcove that had looked like part of the landscape.
The soldiers wore bronze armour, similar to the Egyptian one in shape. The skin colours of the soldiers ranged from a bright tan, reminiscent of Greek people, to a dark olive tone, more similar to Lylah’s or Medusa’s. Their long black hair was fashioned in intricate curls and braids, in a style I had never seen before.
I looked at Medusa, hoping she would know where we had landed, but she was staring ahead with focus and determination, to a point behind the soldiers.
“Who are you?” one of the soldiers demanded in that same unfamiliar accent.
“Medusa, Second Daughter of the Ancient Goddess Wedjet. We want a meeting with your king.”
For the love of Thoth!
Another younger soldier laughed at her words.
“And why would we ever bring you to our king? He has no time for beggars and charlatans.”
“Because he knows me. And, well, I might add. I saved his beloved husband, Enkidu, from certain death. Your king owes me a favour, and I came to collect it.”
The four guards looked at each other with curiosity before speaking amongst themselves in a language I did not understand.
“We shall take you to the King of this Land, Greatest King of all nations. However, should your words prove false, your penance will be death. For both of you. No God can save you from the will of our King.”
Medusa nodded, and we were instructed to stand.
I wanted her to look at me, though she spared me no glance. Instead, she gazed ahead as if she could see something in the distance our mortal eyes couldn’t.
I rolled my eyes as two guards escorted us from the front of our little happy band, and the others took the rear, with me and Medusa in between.
“So, when exactly were you thinking of informing me of this plan of yours?” I whisper-shouted to the Viper Queen.
“No need to get pissy, Akil. If we want a chance at defeating the Imperium’s troops, especially their new creations, we need an army. And not a half-assed army made of rebels and exotic dancers like the one you guys have assembled. A proper army. A trained army. The king of this land has one at his disposal that’s a hundred thousand men strong. He owes me a favour and might borrow us some of that army. Put on a brave face, and take out your best diplomatic skills because we are about to negotiate with the greatest kingdom of the entire Mesopotamia.”
Not exactly how I would have described our troops, but she wasn’t completely wrong, either.   
“And which kingdom is this, if you don’t mind me asking?” My tone was coated with sarcasm.
“The Sumerian Kingdom, led by the Great King Gilgamesh.”
And there, in the distance, chiselled from a rocky mountain, tall stone statues appeared around a broad entrance that led to a palace carved directly into the rock.
The sight was mesmerising, to say the least.



CHAPTER XLVIII – ZAYD
Omnia vincit amor, et nos cedamus amori. — Virgilio
Love conquers all things, let us too surrender to love.— Virgilio
Ihad insisted on taking the first guard shift, but the rest of the group wouldn’t allow it. They’d said I needed to regain my strength, especially after being injured while still battling the poison. It was a minor cut near my ribs, one that was already healing thanks to the pomade Helga had applied.
What worried me to no end was Lylah’s indifference. She had retreated into herself, and I could not understand what was going through her mind. Her impassiveness to the situation concerned me. Her impassiveness to me bothered me even more.
I didn’t know how to get that fiery spark back into her eyes; it was as if she had no reason left to fight, if not mere survival. Her usually bright and molten gold eyes felt like cold steel now.
I decided that postponing this conversation wouldn’t help anyone, so I guided her to one of the two small and simple cabins present on the boat. There were two double beds available onboard, one in the first cabin and one in the other, so we had agreed that two people would always stand guard on deck while the others rested. Helga and Chione secured one of the sleeping quarters, Lylah and I the second, while our two unusual companions took the first guard shift.
I looked at Lylah, who was nervously removing her boots. She plopped onto the double bed of our room and turned on her side, facing the wall.   
“Before you sleep, I think it’s best we talk.”
I sat next to her lying form, gently extending my hand to her hip.
Her sharp intake of breath when my rough calluses met the soft skin between her tunic and leather trousers let me know she wasn’t as unaffected by my presence as she had let on. And I wasn’t either. Her skin was a furnace of sinful desire and delicious temptation.
But a tough conversation awaited us, and I couldn’t get distracted by the feel of her.
“If you are about to scold me, I’d really rather sleep, Zayd,” she stated.
I moved behind her, my hand never leaving the golden skin of her midsection, and pulled her to me, her back to my chest.
Her gasp was evident now.
“I don’t want to scold you. I am simply trying to understand your choices, know more about you, and perhaps discuss that leather book of yours. We are teammates now. We might as well discuss the next steps and whatever the Gods have been whispering in those pretty ears of yours. I can feel you pulling away, and I don’t understand why, especially now that the truth is out in the open.”
I quickly added, “Just talk to me.”
There was an edge of desperation in my voice that made me pull her a bit closer, hug her a bit tighter.
“We are not teammates. I am a weapon of mass destruction in your capable hands. You are the general. Use me to gain your empire back and slay your enemies. That’s all we’ll ever be to each other.”
Did her words entice anger or sadness?
I didn’t have time to examine that before I roughly turned her in bed.
I pinched her chin between two of my fingers, forcing her gaze on mine as I uttered my next words.
“I’d gladly use that sumptuous mouth of yours and this unbearably silky body for my own carnal pleasure and yours. If only asked, I could show you stars and galaxies with a flick of my tongue or the press of my thumb.”
To prove my point, I lightly caressed her hardened nipple with the mentioned finger through the material of her tunic, causing a loud and breathless whimper to escape her lips.
“But I won’t do any of that until your soul and heart are free of whatever burden is crushing them. I can see it in your eyes, you beautiful, broken, and wounded creature.”
“I almost killed you,” she murmured, almost too soft for my ears to catch. My eyes couldn’t miss the way her body arched into mine. She was battling her internal desires; her body wanted me, but her mind wouldn’t let her.
“I know, Wael. And when my spirit followed that weasel of a man called Adrianus, I immediately understood why. Do you think your freedom isn’t worth a well-planned poisoning? I got to say, I was impressed myself by your devious mind and wicked ways.”
It was incredible that I could jest about what had happened, but inside my soul and heart, I knew she never meant to hurt me. Not in the ways Meridia had destroyed my world. She could have easily followed instructions and killed me without a second thought. It would have been easier, and she had plenty of opportunities to do so, especially since I was always so distracted by her irresistible honey eyes and devious smirks.
“Stop! Stop trying to make me feel better, Zayd. I almost killed you! I didn’t even know if you would survive the poison, and I administered it to you either way. And now you are here, powerless, on this impossible journey across the sea, because, once again, I am fucking hunted down by the empire I have served for decades! The same empire that betrayed my one! The same empire that killed my family and yours! I am a traitor! You should have just handed me to them instead of risking your life for me! All of you! And I can’t... I can’t bear another life on my conscience, Zayd. I refuse to be the reason for any more deaths. Let me return to them; offer me in exchange for your safety. You can go to Kemet and restore peace there.”
I couldn’t take the raw anguish her painfully beautiful eyes radiated.
“Oh, Wael,” I caressed her teary cheeks, pushing some of that inky hair behind one ear, which was still pointy since she had manifested some of her powers in that forest.
“And I can’t bear your pity either,” she gritted out, wrath flashing in those molten depths that shone like lonely stars.
I could work with anger; she was an old friend of mine, one I had learnt how to tame a long time ago.
“This is not pity, Lylah. I am wondering how such a marvellous creature can think so little of herself. You are our rightful empress, whether you like it and accept it or not. Your name will be sung around campfires for millennials to come, and if there is anyone who owns a weapon here, it’s you. You own my loyalty, my strength, my protection, and now, my heart, too. You are my most luscious addiction and my most ruthless freedom. All you see right now might be boundless darkness, but remember, the brightest stars attract the bleakest shadows. You are not the darkness you endured; you are the blaze of pure light that shone through.”
She shook her head, and a lonely tear tracked her cheek. I suddenly found myself wanting to lick it away. And so I did, robbing her of another soft moan that ricocheted down to my cock.
The hold she had on me wasn’t ordinary, nor sound, but I was more than happy to get lost in whatever delirium she conjured, just to taste her one more time.
I had never expected to want a woman with such desperation and longing. Desperation to please her and rile her up. Longing to peel back every layer she had built around her beaten heart to claim whatever jewel lurked beneath.
“How can you want me after what I did to you?” she sobbed.
Those expressive eyes of hers did so little to hide her warring anger and pleasure as another tear gently rolled off her eye.
I wanted to taste that one too, lap at all her pain until only relish remained. Instead, I said, “If you wanted me to lick you, all you had to do was ask, Wael.”
I smirked, licking the other side of her face. The mix of saltiness from her tears and the sweetness of her skin was heady.
“No need to cry for me,” I smirked.
More fire lit those teary eyes. Our gazes locked, and the tension in the room bubbled.
The effulgence of this queen with fury in her eyes and sorrow in her heart was something I had never expected.
In a short period, she had become my sun, and I was glad to be but a satellite planet, existing only thanks to the seductive gravity pull of her glorious lustre.
What I felt for her didn’t resemble mere desire; it was more of a vocation, one I was more than glad to devote my life to.
“You are a prick, Zayd. Get off me,” she seethed. Yet she made no move to push me off her, instead, her soft curves seemed to lean closer, seeking more of my warmth.
That stirred the beast inside me. 
I grinned and looked down at those eyes of molten fury, praying not to get lost in them. The golden stars dancing in those copper orbs called to me in a language I couldn’t fully comprehend but that my soul recognised.
“There is no betrayal or hurt you could have inflicted that would ever push me away from you. Not when I can understand that deceit better than anyone. Not when I have been in your position: deceived, alone, and enslaved. Lost to my self-loathing and guilt.”
I skimmed my thumb over her impossibly soft lips, opening them slightly.
“Not when I can look into these gorgeous eyes and see the truth in them. I know why you are pushing me away. You don’t think you deserve this. In fact, you don’t think you deserve anything good that falls into your lap, even if the Gods themselves sent it. You are keeping your bountiful and wounded heart so tightly enclosed it can barely beat properly. But you forget, I don’t easily give up on things I want. And surely, I never give up on things I care about. You’ve convinced yourself that you are the monster of this story, but your darkness doesn’t scare me. It is the very thing that chases my own demons away. You can keep grovelling in this self-loathing of yours, but I have time, and I am not going anywhere. Remember, Kafele, forgiving oneself takes more strength and courage than wallowing in your self-deprecation. Fighting for the things you want, especially when they scare the shit out of you, requires more might than pushing them away. Let me know when you find that power inside of you.”
With that, I winked and rose, a shiver coursing down my spine as her absence pressed against me.
I left her there, wide-eyed, breathless, and undoubtedly with much to contemplate.



CHAPTER XLIX – NEITH
Dulce bellum inexpertis. — Pindar
War is sweet to those who have never experienced it. — Pindar
After five days of considerably smooth sailing, I immediately tasted the shift of our fates in the winds. Like any attentive warrior who can perceive the tide of a battle veering before it does, I woke up with the knowledge that something would change today.
The air felt ripe with taut energy, and anxiety floated on the wind like birds during the great migration.
But we were far enough away not to raise the suspicion of the coastguards.
We had just abandoned Greek waters, and the man in charge of scouting for incoming enemies did not report back anything of interest. However, that did not ensure our safety. In fact, the glittering sea looked too calm, the air too stiff, and the people too nervous for my liking.
The hetaireia probably thought I had no clue what it meant to be in contact with the Gods, but I, too, communicated with them, and they, too, with me. After all, what are instincts if not a Goddess’ whispered council? What is a premonition if not a Goddess’ warning?
Therefore, after breakfast, I readied and grouped the soldiers in their factions: archers on the bridge, infantry and phalanx on the front deck, cavalry near the cargo hold protecting all Netjerits, and civilians with no special abilities and no weapon training in the hull.
I had positioned Farouk as head of the archers, Abasi—one the oldest and most experienced Netjerit—as head of the cavalry, while I would lead the infantry and phalanx should battle find us.
***
Hours later, when the cold wintery air had seeped into our bones, freezing our limbs, nothing had appeared on the horizon yet. The soldiers were becoming restless and losing focus, and the nervous energy seemed to grow with our anxiety.
As the tired sun retired, taking with it the light of day, we ate a meagre dinner and returned to our posts. I still hadn’t rid myself of this feeling. But I was also aware that I couldn’t keep my men out on deck for the remainder of the night; they needed rest and warmth.
As I was about to announce which troops were allowed to retire for the night, the scout shouted us to attention.
“General Karras, unknowing beasts incoming from the North!”
Beasts?
I urged the others to maintain positions and reached the scout on the bridge.
No one should have been able to find us that far off the Greek coast, unless... someone on this ship sold us off.
I grabbed the spyglass from Nicho with more force than I had intended and scanned the horizon.
I couldn’t comprehend what I was seeing.
“Abasi! Come up here for a second!”
The tall and burly man reached us in three long strides. Despite his size, grumpy demeanour, and brutish manners, Abasi was a seasoned and experienced soldier who knew how to keep his warriors in line—of course, the fact that everyone was piss-scared of him helped him achieve that.
“Check that out for me, will you?”
Without acknowledging anyone, he took the spyglass and scanned the northern horizon. The slight widening of his eyes and his hands scratching his long black beard confirmed my fears.
“You can leave us now, Nicho.”
The scout left us on the bridge, worry tightening his features.
“Morgouls. At least three dozen, if not more. All with riders. We can prepare to die now.”
He released a loud sigh.
I rolled my eyes at the dramatics.
“I never pegged you for the dramatic type, Abasi. But, by all means, tell me more about these monstrous creatures of the night,” I snorted.
With his obsidian eyes still focused on the horizon, he announced solemnly, “They are the beasts responsible for the fall of Kemet, though we thought them extinct since they haven’t been seen in decades. I wasn’t there when they attacked, but I have heard of them. Deadly, with a double row of lethal teeth and unmatchable talons. I also heard they can secrete spores that impair skin and lungs, killing a human in seconds. Their only soft spots are their wings and necks. If you can get close enough without dying, that is. Scary enough for ya?”
The only thing I felt right now was unwavering determination.
“Prepare the men, Abasi. I need to check in with the civilians below deck. I will be right there,” I ordered.
“It’s true then. You are one fearless woman.” He laughed, low and rough, but there was no malice in his words.
“Not even fucking morgouls scare you. I have seen grown men piss themselves at the mention of these monsters.”
He crossed his light brown arms, enhancing their muscles.
“I have suffered things at the hands of men that monsters wouldn’t dream of doing in their worst nightmares. Monsters don’t scare me, men do. Now get to work!”
He nodded but didn’t move an inch.
“What?” I asked in exasperation.
“That’s just what we may need to defeat these monsters; a fearless fucking woman. That’s one powerful creature, that is.”
He nodded with pride and walked off to prepare the men below.
***
“We need them to be tighter, guys. Stitch them as neatly as you can,” I instructed the few Netjerits and civilians from the Exotic Paradise crowded in the hull and following orders.
“Tamarya.” The curvy woman moved closer.
“You know where the lifeboats are. If everything goes to shit, you take these people and row! Row south; we should be a day or two from the Egyptian Coast. You hear me?”
“Yes, Neith. Is it true?” she enquired, wide-eyed.
“Is what true?” I didn’t have time for this; the horrid creatures we spotted were only a few hours away from us.
“Morgouls are upon us?” she whispered, probably afraid of causing mass panic.
“Yes. Got any powers down here that can help?” I looked at the few Netjerits that didn’t make it into Farouk’s ranks.
“Me and Baako,” she said, pointing at a tall man with a deep hazelnut complexion, determination hardening her soft face.
“Good. When the covers are ready, you and Baako make your way up to the bridge and follow Farouk’s orders. Leave someone in charge down here and prepare them for the worst. Whatever help you can lend will be highly appreciated.”
She nodded as I returned with the first batch of covers—which I prayed would work—up on the deck.
***
The creatures, now visible in the distance without the help of the spyglass, flaunted a huge rat head with a massive leathery body, a rat’s tail, and wide vulture wings. It was the most repulsive combination of features I had seen in a beast. With their wyvern-sized body, they looked like they had just sprung out of a mythical book of monsters, and they were only an hour away from our ship.
Thanks to the bright light of the moons, Nicho, the scout, had spotted the insignia of the Imperium on one of the riders, making it clear we would have a fight on our hands, and these were no mere beasts crossing the Mediterraneo.
They were here for us.
We wouldn’t go down silently, though.
Not today, not ever.
“Warriors! Today might be the most important day of your life. A day ballads will recount, and storytellers will write about. Look around you! Look at the man or woman to your left and then your right. Look them in the eyes and see the same will for freedom and justice. Because that’s what we are fighting for here. Today, we fight against a common enemy, one who has pillaged, conquered, squandered, and enslaved for decades with impunity. They think monsters scare us, but they forget they have made monsters of us too, and we will show them just how terrifying a monster that is ready to die for a cause really is. They put chains on us, thinking they would trap us, but we grew wings and talons instead. Today, we will show them the power of those wings, the sharpness of those teeth, and the ruthlessness of those claws. We will show them just how fearless and selfless the monsters they created have become. True freedom is a gift only those who are ready to die for have tasted. And today, we will get drunk on that taste. To freedom!”
I shouted from the bridge of the ship, looking straight into the eyes of as many warriors as possible.
“To freedom!”
The chorus that ensued rocked the boat with a force greater than any wind or wave.
They were ready, ready to fight, ready to battle, and ready to lay down their lives for the cause.
“Blankets into positions!” I ordered, making my way to the phalanx on the front deck.
“Archers, ready your weapons!” I heard Farouk shout over the violent crash of the waves against the ship.
It was as if Mother Nature played the drum of war in beat with our hearts, preparing us for what was to come.



CHAPTER L – LEONIDAS
Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we shall die. —  Ancient Egyptian Proverb
Cleitus had a sister. A Princess of Hellas.
If the story Amarah had recounted last night had any joy in it, it would have been a funny one.
I imagined how she must have looked, this younger version of Cleitus. I wondered if she was half as troublesome as her brother.
I knew he had always wanted a sibling, but the discovery of her secret existence took a toll on our price.
I could tell from the way his jaw clenched at her mention and the worry that had plagued him since he had discovered she was meant to restore peace between the three empires.
It sounded like a bunch of witchy premonitions and prophetic bullshit if you asked me.
But alas, he trusted Amarah, and we trusted him.
So, the next day, here we were. Finishing packing while Amarah was saddling the dragons for our journey to Hermes-knew-where to save a future queen, a.k.a. Cletus’s sister.
Demetrius was still exhibiting clear signs that whatever had crawled up his ass days ago hadn’t de-occupied the space just yet. He was fucking insufferable.
Euripides was still his usual silent self, inconspicuous and indifferent.
It seemed I was the only being that hadn’t eaten shit for breakfast this morning.
Well, me and the dragons. They, at least, seemed in a surprisingly good mood. All of them except the purple one. She and Demetrius kept exchanging menacing glances.         
Those two had yet to realise just how similar they were.
“Since you are all siblings, don’t you fuck? I mean, unless incest is something that is accepted amongst dragons. No judgment. Oh! Don’t tell me you fuck other animals? That would be fucking catastrophic. For them, I mean, due to your... you know... size?” I asked the dragons between mouthfuls of dates.
Aphrodite’s tits, these dates were delicious!
At my inquiry, the purple dragons hissed—did dragons hiss? I wasn’t sure how to categorise the sound, but it clearly expressed contempt and disdain.
Calm down, Khuzaymah. He is simply asking a question, albeit a crude one, but he means no harm.
Thank Zeus’s balls for Nephthysia; she understood me.
We do not copulate amongst ourselves. But we used to do so with the wyverns of the East, the hydras of the South, the drakes of the North, and the feathered dragons from the West. Though it’s been centuries since we last ventured far enough from the Mediterraneo to mate, the black dragon answered.
“Damn, girl! You need a holiday abroad, if you know what I mean. Now I perfectly understand what is wrong with Kuzkuz,” I whispered, pointing at Khuzaymah, who was looking away.
“I would be that grumpy too if I hadn’t fucked in centuries.”
She immediately turned towards me, her slitted pupils shrinking in those bright purple eyes, as she roared.
I raised my hands in a show of peace. “Wow, I just meant I understand you, girl! No humpy gets you grumpy. Right?”
I smiled, though it felt more like a grimace, as her next growl sent a shiver coursing down my spine.
Amarah snorted. She fucking snorted.
“Aren’t you a delightful creature, Leonidas? If you wish to keep your appendages intact, I’d suggest stopping railing Kuzkuz up,” she said, laughing, just as she finished saddling her up.
“Happy the nickname stuck. Now, just out of curiosity, which appendage are we talking about here?”
The queen of dragons smiled savagely as she hopped off Kuzkuz and started working on saddling Nephthysia.
“The one you feel most attached to.”
A loud and deep laugh erupted out of Cleitus and then Euripides.
“Oh, we definitely know which one that would be,” said the first.
Despite being the victim of the joke, I was glad I could bring them some type of entertainment, especially our Princeling, who had been sulking in silence since the news of his sister’s existence.  
After saddling the two dragons with familiar dexterity, Amarah turned to us and instructed, “One of you is riding on Khuzaymah with me, another two can share the honour of riding Nephthysia, and the remaining rider will have a pick amongst the young dragons.”
Not even a millisecond later, Cleitus announced, “I am riding with Amarah.”
I winked at him and wiggled my brows. “Of course you are.”
As he approached Khuzaymah, the beast growled so loudly that a few debris fell from the mountain behind where we stood, in the clearing outside the dragons’ cave.
“Alright, girl. You do not have to be such a cockblock. Let them ride together. If it isn’t on your back, it eventually will be between the sheets.” I winked at the dragon.
Everyone, and I literally mean everyone, scoffed and rolled their eyes in admonishment.
Go figure.
“Come now, daughter. Remember what we spoke about last night,” urged Amarah as she hopped on her back and rubbed her iridescent purple scales in gentle motions.
Cleitus deemed it safe enough to approach once more and finally managed to settle atop the dragon without falling to his death.
“I call dibs on Nephthysia,” I said as I followed Amarah’s movements to reach the dragon’s saddle.
“Same!” followed Euripides.
“Why can’t I ride on one of the other two grown dragons?” snapped Demetrius with enough vitriol to cause Euripides and me to roll our eyes.
“Because Kamara and Denwen are the scouts. They will fly ahead and report back telepathically. Plus, they don’t accept riders. Never have and probably never will. Now hop on or get left behind. You won’t need a saddle on the small one. It will weigh too much.” Amarah’s tone didn’t broker any discussion.
Demetrius’ growl of frustration sounded a lot like Kuzkuz’s sounds of disdain.
As I said, so similar those two.
As soon as the dragons took flight, and the Island became but a speck of earth surrounded by water, a rush of adrenaline pumped through my veins.
It was the most exhilarating feeling in the world.
We were flying. We were fucking flying.
How many humans could ever say that? How many had experienced this kind of freedom?
Apparently, we were the first human riders these dragons ever flew in their long lives. Before us, only the Gods or their children had the privilege of riding these magnificent creatures.     
I gave a loud howl of joy, which was followed by Euripides’ and Cleitus’ ones.
Even Demetrius gave a liberating cry from Sethi’s back. We all laughed and so commenced our journey across the glittering sea.
***
It took only an hour for Denwen and Kamara to get in touch with our small party, informing us that they saw fire and smoke in the distance. We pushed our dragons harder, or well, they pushed harder as we sat comfortably in our saddles.
The saddles were considerably cosy, if not for the fact that we had to share the huge space with nothing in between us; I could keep feeling Euripides behind me sliding forward and backwards. I smiled at the thought of Cleitus being in the same predicament with Amarah. Riding indeed.
Only once we reached Denwen and Kamara, who were perched on a small rock in the middle of the sea with sombre expressions, did we grasp the gravity of the situation.
Their dark red and bright lilac scales were in such contrast to the glittering blue sea.
A couple dozen morgouls, and ten riders against a naval ship of around a hundred men. Announced Denwen, giving us the rundown of what they saw.
Fucking morgouls! exclaimed Khuzaymah.
“Erm, I must have fallen asleep during that history lesson, but what in Aphrodite’s tits are morgouls?”
Beastly creatures created by Jupiter during the Gods War. I thought they were extinct, but I guess we weren’t as lucky. They possess a leathery body with a rat head and vulture wings.
A shiver raised the hair of my nape at the description and was reflected in the others’ grimaces.
“Yes, and they are also venomous. They release spores into the air that can collapse lungs and burn off skin in a matter of seconds. You have to cover up. All of you. Cover your face with these scarves and shawls. Especially your noses and mouths, and make sure you don’t leave an inch of skin uncovered.”
And then, out-of-fucking-nowhere, Amarah grabbed some colourful foulards as if she were in front of a shelf in a tailor shop, picking her materials, instead of riding a dragon in the middle of the sea.
“How the fuck did you do that?” I asked, catching a deep orange scarf and tying it around my head.
“I have access to the pockets in between worlds. Pockets of void where everything and nothing exist at once.”
We all looked at her, more confused than before.
“Alright, now is not the time to unravel the mysteries of the universe, brothers. Perhaps, if we survive this, we can continue this conversation. Now, weapons count,” ordered Cleitus, embodying his role as heir and general of our little gang.
“One sword, two daggers, a dozen arrows, but no bow,” announced Demetrius, finally cooperative.
“Two swords, three daggers, and a few ropes,” I followed suit.
“One sword, one dagger, a few dozen arrows, but no bow,” concluded Euripides.
Amarah did her trick again and plucked two magnificently ornate bows from these pocket worlds, or whatever they were. She handed them off to Euripides and Demetrius, who examined the weapons with suspicious awe.
“Any chance you got any other cool weapons in there you can hand off to me? I feel pretty left out, if I am being honest.”
“No one asked you to be honest. Now, let’s go over the formation.”
Ouch, Amarah. Just, ouch.
***
After half an hour of Cleitus and Amarah debating the various skills of their warriors and dragons, they came up with a clear formation: Denwen first, followed by Kuzkuz carrying Amarah and Cleitus, flanked by Kamara. The last row would be composed of Nephthysia and Sethi, who carried Demetrius, flanking the two sides, and Horu and Osirion in the middle.
As Amarah conveyed the last few remarks, Cleitus looked at her as if she’d hanged the moons in the sky and not like the warrior dragon rider that she was.
“Don’t remove your scarves for any reason. If you fall into the sea, swim to the boat, the dragons won’t come to collect you as low. The only way to kill a morgoul is to inflict considerable damage to the neck or wings. Or by dragonfire. When you notice the belly of the dragons you are riding warm up, take cover behind their necks. If you decide to abandon your dragon, you will be left behind until the battle is over. Is everything clear? Any questions?”
I, for one, had a million. But I kept my mouth shut and focused on the task ahead.
We were about to go to war against mythical creatures we had never battled before, on dragonback, and in the middle of the fucking sea. I’d say I had more important things to think about than the swarm of questions flying through my mind.
Euripides and I shared a canny look, knowing exactly what our unspoken task was: protect our heir at all costs.
***
I had witnessed battles before, but nothing of the sort.
It was total chaos.
Fire, smoke, and the toxic mist of the morgouls spreading over the ship made it hard to establish the gravity of the situation.
Just in the first minutes since our arrival, Kamara vanished into thin air, while Amarah charged head-on. She brought her dragon above the melee before throwing a spear into the neck of one of the monsters below and attacking another rider with a succession of daggers.
She was a flash of silver hair and deadly weapons. My worry for Cleitus’s safety decreased the more I looked at that woman fight.
The morgouls were heinous and massive beasts, their talons dangerous and piercing. Their riders weren’t much better: armed to the teeth with spears, crossbows, and menacing-looking metal whips, they maimed, beheaded, and murdered everything that got close enough.
I was grateful we were riding Nephthysia, who was swift in her moves and had already burned off the wings of two of those monsters.
We were tailing one of the gargantuan creatures when his rider expertly turned and aimed at our head.
“Down!” I shouted, making sure to pull Euripides behind Nephthysia’s neck with me.
The enemy rider wore black metal armour that covered all of his features, but even such elaborate and resilient clothing couldn’t withstand the power of dragonfire.       
Nephthysia didn’t take long to burn the soldier to fine ashes that got quickly dispersed in the wind.
The whimper I released when the morgoul, whose rider we had just killed, turned his head towards us with death in his lightless eyes was swallowed by the sounds of battle and the rain pelting our skins.
Before I could direct our dragon away from the incoming danger, a flash of red hair appeared from above. A woman warrior, I realised, jumped off a free-falling morgoul with coveted agility, right onto the back of the morgoul that was coming for us. With a howl, she pierced the skin of the beast’s neck, making it veer to the right before it expelled its final wail.
Right then, I unhooked the rope at my back and threw it in the direction of the redheaded warrior, hoping she was still alive despite the fall of the creature she rode.
I was about to lose hope, thinking she must have fallen to her heroic death, when I heard a swift and powerful tug on the cord. With the help of Euripides, I pulled her up.
She was muscular, but tiny. Scarred, but beautiful. Though a thick scarf covered most of her face, her greyish-hazel eyes held utter determination in them.
“Hello there,” I flashed her my most charming smile.
She rolled her almond eyes and said, “Hey, dragon, if you can hear me, I need you to take me back to the ship. Drop me as close as possible.”
“You know, it’s rude not to say hi after I’ve just saved your ass. Plus, this is my dragon,” I patted her dark scales, but before I could finish my sentence, that traitor of Nephthysia announced into all our heads, I can hear you. It’s too dangerous to get that low. Sorry, no can do. And I am nobody’s dragon.
She said the last part with a vicious glance my way.
“Those are my soldiers! I won’t abandon them. Put me down. Right now!”
“So, what are you, a general or something?”
It was laughable that such a young woman was a general of anything.
“I’ll have you know I am the appointed general of Hellas army. Put me the fuck down, NOW!”
“Well, if I knew our army made them like you, I would have stopped by sooner.”
Before I finished talking, she jumped—she fucking jumped!—on Nephthysia’s right wing, destabilising her flight.
The fearless and nimble general lodged a dagger into one of her scales and swung her legs toward the right, making us all veer toward the boat. Once she was close enough, she gripped the rope that was still dangling off the dragon and slid right onto the deck of the ship.
She turned back to us and winked before disappearing amongst bodies and mist.
I like that one, agreed Nephthysia, as she regained altitude.
***
With half of the morgouls already dead, the tide of the battle finally shifted in our favour.
Or so it seemed.
A loud horn clung in the distance before Denwen‘s voice rang in our head: A naval fleet with thousands of Roman soldiers approaches.
I guessed the fight was just getting started.



CHAPTER LI
The coward is always a slave. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
Icollected my things after my daily training with Chione, a task at which I was miserably failing, but at least it kept my thoughts at bay during the long days of monotonous sailing.
I hadn’t had any more conversations with Zayd, but I knew he was allowing me to digest what he’d said before he requested I open up to him once more.
My training in healing magic and Kemetic language with Chione helped. She had advised I try connecting with Eset’s healing magic, as it seemed to be the one power I hadn’t accessed yet.
Unfortunately, no matter how many times I tried to create a ball of restorative magic between my palms, it seemed to come with destruction instead. No matter how much I focused or how much energy I poured into my hands, I hadn’t been able to heal the smallest of paper cuts.
It made sense; I was cursed to be a weapon, not a healing fairy.
Though Chione wouldn’t hear it. To make matters worse, I hadn’t been able to shift into anything else since turning into a dove that day in the palace. I had attempted partial shifting too, like growing wings, or talons, or any other useful features except my pointy ears and sharp teeth at the most inopportune of times—mostly when enraged, which was often these days—to no avail.
Chione said that training was no match for desperation, but I felt like I had never been this desperate before. She said I was too tense and forceful with my magic, and that, contrary to my assassin’s training, surrendering and letting my magic flow freely was the only way to access it. Apparently, I had to trust my magic, but how could I do that when I didn’t even trust myself?
Our small fellowship needed my powers to survive what would come next; otherwise, what was the point of my existence? 
Nonetheless, I was very grateful for Chione’s and Daphne’s company. They had taken it upon themselves to help me translate the ancient book of Thoth and understand my conversations with my goddesses better.
They even showed me what my glyphs meant: Nephthys’ violet-indigo tattoo on my right upper arm, and Nut’s electric blue on my left rib, below my breast. They were beautiful and mesmerising to look at, and now I only needed to speak with Eset and connect with her. I remembered her from my dreams. I was certain I had already met her and spoken to her.
The healer said it would be impossible to speak with the Gods without a glyph to prove so. She said every conversation with the Gods left a mark in and out of us, and without a golden glyph to prove I had that conversation, my memory was probably just a figment of a young girl’s traumatised mind.
Just as I was leaving the deck to get something to eat, I caught Zayd’s starry gaze. He always observed with such intensity, one had to wonder if he could see through this flesh of mine to the rotten soul beneath.
His hard planes, deep eyes, and knowing smirks were but an additional complication I had to deal with. The pull this man had on me wasn’t rationally understandable, but I fought it; I fought it with a passion. Only an unstable and insane person would want me after what I had done to him.
The poison had clearly shifted a few screws in there, and he probably just needed some time to come to terms with his idiocy before he decided I was too much trouble to deal with, anyway.
He had such an imposing and mighty presence, though; it was hard not to be attracted by his mystical darkness and starlit eyes. Despite the lack of his godly abilities, he pulsated with a quiet and raw sort of power that commanded attention and respect, and my eyes seemed to continuously stray to his.
He was darkness and strength incarnated. The remainder of his callused hands on my hip, his warm tongue on my cheek... It was hard to resist him. I was like a magnet fighting magnetism, and I was losing the battle.
Ugh! I need to get a grip.
***
I decided to quickly rinse off before grabbing a bite of whatever delicacy Helga had cooked. She was good in the kitchen, preparing all sorts of meals despite the lack of equipment on our small-sized boat. Zayd and Chiron instead focused most of their time on the horses, as they both appeared able to calm the beasts when the water became too rough or the journey too choppy.
My reflection in the small and timeworn mirror snagged my attention. The precious jewels—or Jewels of the Gods, as Nut had called them—hung off my neck and wrist. I felt unworthy of them, but they gave me a sense of familiarity and comfort that was hard to find in much else these days.
My eyes seemed brighter in gold, my hair had grown long and wild, and my ears had completely changed shape since using my powers that day in the palace.
I ran the pad of my finger around the pointy tip, so similar to Zayd’s. I checked my teeth too, since my canines had taken the habit of sharpening every time emotions ran high.
However, the biggest mutation happened right inside of me. The young slave girl who dreamt of freedom had left the way to a cursed woman whose gifts of destruction would make her the perfect Queen of Vengeance.
I wasn’t the same girl who had left Caligo in the summer—Gods, was it really only a few months ago that I had left the Imperium with a clear mission in mind?
Time was a strange concept: a single day could feel like centuries and was enough to turn one’s life upside down. Yet decades may pass so swiftly, one had to wonder where the time had flown to.
Staring back wasn’t the same girl from a few months ago. I wasn’t responsible for my own freedom anymore, but for that of a whole people. My people.
The burden of guilt I carried was heavy enough, yet the weight of this new duty made each breath heavier with the pressure of it all, crushing my ribs and lungs. If I had failed before, I’d have been the only one bearing the consequences. My failure now would cause repercussions for an entire people.
No matter how hard and tenuous, this was my destiny, and the more one tried to change the course of one’s journey, the faster one ended up on the intended path.
Resolution hardened my features and straightened my spine: I would die taking the monsters of this world down to hell with me.
***
A beautiful woman was running for her life, her dark curly mane bobbing with her movements. Silent purpose shone in her golden eyes, despite the dire situation.
Monsters belonging to ancient fairytales chased her through the sandy expanse with vicious maws and sharp teeth. They flew at incredible speed, too many to count and too fast for the young woman to hide from.
The beat of their vulture’s wings as they gained speed matched the laboured one of the woman’s heart. It was the beat of nightmares and war, but the woman didn’t let on. Under the cover of a night-lit sky, she kept running, impossibly nimble for a person of her stature, but not fast enough to outrun the beasts.
Just when it appeared clear the closest one would snatch her with its claws, the woman disappeared into thin air.
Or so it looked.
Since the dawn of time, the desert had preserved many secrets in its arid soil, most of which were lost to history or forever buried by the thrashing winds and ever-changing dunes.
One of those secrets was unearthed that night, as if the desert had decided to gift the woman shelter of its own accord.
A secret passage had been shown, perhaps opened by the woman’s steadfast resolution or, perhaps, because she had loved this desert with unwavering devotion for much of her life. And, in this land, love was known to be the key that unlocked many doors.
The winded woman found herself in a narrow and dark limestone corridor, hidden just beneath an inconspicuous dune, a passage that stretched out before her with no end in sight. She pushed through the musty odour, a reminder of the countless centuries that had passed since this pathway had last been walked by the living.
A bright flame appeared in her palm, like a suspended torch to guide her in the moonless passage. The floor, uneven and dusty, crunched under her careful steps, echoing softly through the silence. Shadows danced along the walls, creating fleeting images that seemed to move with a life of their own, as if the spirits of the past were watching her every move.
The piercing screams of the monsters outside accompanied her steps as she threaded through the darkness. She hadn’t escaped them, but at least they couldn’t find her here. And so she kept walking.
A thousand and one steps later, the corridor opened into an octagonal room, carved of the same limestone as everything else in these forgotten tunnels.
The flame above her palm moved to the centre of the space and exploded in a million coloured shards.
The room appeared renewed: a golden sarcophagus stood on an altar in the middle of the space, torches lit the walls showcasing their new intricate glyphs, and a priceless golden gem mounted on a ring fashioned as the Eye of Ra sat atop the coffin.
The hieroglyphs on the sarcophagus read: The crown belongs to the people and the Land. It is not the people or the Land that belong to the crown.
And then everything disappeared in a flash of sandstorms and golden light.
I woke up with a start.
“Lylah!”
Zayd’s deep voice reached me before full consciousness did, as if, even in sleep, my mind and heart chose him over everything else.
“Are you okay? What happened?”
I wished to smooth out the deep lines of concern that hardened his face, if only touching him weren’t so addicting.
“I’m not sure. I must have had a nightmare,” and just as I said it, it didn’t sound like the accurate term to describe what I had just witnessed.
“It wasn’t really a dream. It felt more like someone else’s memory,” I murmured, scrubbing sleep from my face.
“It was Eset’s memory,” I added with conviction.
I was certain of it. Chione and Akil may believe I had never met her because of the lack of glyphs to prove it, but I could never forget the kind woman who had saved me in that arid desert as a kid; I would never forget the light leaving my mother’s eyes as she begged the Gods for help.
I now knew that my escape in the desert with the golden-eyed woman was a memory and not a nightmare like I had thought growing up. The monsters I had seen matched the memories of the fall of my empire, with those unmistakable vulture claws and wings, leathery skin, and monstrous maws.
“She was escaping these horrid monsters, and she ended up in these tunnels where her magic created a sarcophagus, and I know it sounds crazy, but that’s her altar. That’s where we must go. That’s where her jewel resides. I saw it. You have to believe me, Zayd.”
“Okay,” he smiled, finally erasing the tension from his gods-carved jaw.
“I believe you. You just experienced a Safar-Ka: the travel of the spirit.”
I frowned, confused. “But that was in the past, Zayd.”
He smiled again, illuminating the dark room without the need for light.
Did I think he was darkness this morning on the deck? Because right now, he looked like a star shining brighter than any sun.
“I am sure Akil would have much better skills than I do explaining this complex stuff to you, but outside of our bodies, where the souls and spirits travel, there is no time. Past, present, and future exist as one. Same as in the void, where you travel to meet the Gods. There is no time there, only presence. We can often travel to times and places where our soul guides us. Usually, where there is something for us to learn or gain spiritually. You probably just learnt where we have to go next. Don’t be scared of astral projection; just make sure to give yourself a few minutes when you wake.”
I stood, and as suddenly as I did, gravity pulled me to the floor of our little cabin.
Zayd steadied me with a powerful arm around my waist.
“Before you go and fall to the ground. Especially at the beginning, you need to give your body time to adjust.”
“Okay,” I agreed, looking up into his dangerously magnetic eyes, his vetiver fragrance awakening my senses.
“Okay,” he replied softly.
Suddenly, the pad of his thumb was on my lips, and I couldn’t help but remember the promises he had made to me a few days ago: If only asked, I could show you stars and galaxies with a flick of my tongue or the press of my thumb.
Was asking all I had to do to learn about this man’s bedding prowess? I had no doubt he could show me entire unchartered universes of pleasure, and right now, my rational mind couldn’t come up with any excuses not to surrender to this constant pull.
And then, just as I was about to let my lips explore his, I remembered. I recalled the curse that my love imposed on people around me, as if destiny dictated I shall rule kingdoms but never learn the simple pleasures of touch, the affection of a lover, the peace of spirit, and the warmth of another soul.
My love was but a dark shadow cast on whomever I dared care for.
I was a weapon, an instrument of war and destruction, and no matter how indestructible this man was, no matter how intense his pull was, I couldn’t let myself forget the weight of the dead on my conscience. I wouldn’t survive cursing him.
“I can’t, Zayd.” I shook my head.
“I can’t have you just to lose you.”
“So, you’d rather not have me at all?” he frowned.
“I’d rather you have a chance at a life with someone who won’t curse you at every turn, someone whose love isn’t poisonous like the deadliest of snakes.”
The thought of him with someone else wrecked me in ways I wasn’t ready to admit. It was my very own curse: choosing between cursing the people I cared for or myself with their absence. But I could never forget that my love was lethal.
I pushed the thought of Zayd with someone else down into that overfilled box containing all my unresolved emotions before taking a deep breath.   
“Perhaps I’d rather live a cursed life, fighting venomous snakes, than never have you at all, Kafele.”
Kafele, The One I Would Die For.
His words had butterflies taking flight in my stomach and settling in my chest, their wings fluttering with a beat of their own.
My attention snagged on his lilac eyes, but before I could break this man’s heart once more, Chiron’s horn, an ancient relic used by the centaurs to communicate through the forest, rang loud, reverberating through the small cabin.
We shared a worried look, replacing whatever despondent emotion shone through our eyes with grim determination as we ran to the deck. 
***
I had never imagined I would ever get to see a dragon in this life of mine. By everyone else’s matching expression of mixed shock and awe, I could tell the others hadn’t either.
A gorgeous deep-orange dragon flew overhead, an unknown warrior riding it, while another riderless green one followed suit. I wasn’t sure why they flew with such desperate speed until a huge monster that seemed to have risen straight out of my nightmares appeared out of a cloud, its maw wide open, showing its double rows of sharp teeth.
It chased the two much smaller creatures with ruthless speed, and, even unsure who the rider fought for, I wished for him and the dragons to win this impossible match.
Perhaps I wished for the ghoul’s demise because it looked exactly like the ones I had dreamed of before: vulture wings, a thick leathery body, and a rodent head.
As the creatures chased one another, I heard a roar from the opposite direction, and just as the ghoul was about to chew the tail of the greenish dragon, a blue one appeared above them, diving straight into the monster’s eyes. Despite its much smaller size, the majestic blue dragon scratched and kicked at the ghoul’s head with its rear legs and sharp talons, causing it to screech and wail in pain before spinning towards the sea.
“Hold tight!” came Zayd’s order.
I held onto the closest shroud, unsure why, until the massive beast crashed into the water right in front of our boat, creating a wave that forcibly shook our transportation.
By the time our ship’s tilts dwindled, the dark orange dragon had perched on the quarterdeck, and its rider dismounted. He removed the thin linen scarf fastened around his face, revealing his light green eyes and dark hair.
“Demetrius, what are you doing here? And with such interesting company?” Zayd exchanged a hug with the dark-headed dragon rider.
“Long story. One we don’t have time to recount right now. Your soldiers’ boat is under attack by a flock of morgouls. The dragons are with us, but we must make haste. They are barely holding it in there.”
My heart skipped a beat at his words: Farouk and Neith were on that boat.
***
The ship was moving as fast as it could while battling the currents of the winds. A soft rain had accompanied our planning on how best to intervene in what was supposed to be a violent clash between dragons and morgouls.
Demetrius, whom I had discovered was a close friend of my half-brother, had veered far from the location of the battle, trying to distract as many morgouls as possible with the help of the three dragons.
Apparently, the ones in front of us were baby dragons, less than half the size of a grown adult.
“Demetrius and I will take two of the dragons and make our way there now. You reach us with the boat guided by the third dragon.”
We won’t separate. That’s our only rule in battle, son of Ausir. We do not separate from one another.
All our heads snapped to the three creatures occupying most of our deck with their massive bodies.
“Don’t ask. But yes, they speak in your head,” added Demetrius, following our shocked expressions.
“That’s pretty cool, guys. So, can you communicate with your rider in battle? Can your rider also communicate with you via this mind-thing?” I asked the blue dragon, who was perched on the taffrail closer to us.
We have the gift of telepathy, so we can read your mind. All you have to do is think about what you wish to say.
I thought to ask about their names, unsure if dragons had one.
Of course, we have names, huffed the red dragon.
I am Osirion, and this is Sethi, said the blue dragon, pointing at himself and his deep orange brother, and that’s Horu. At your service, Princess of Kemet.
Zayd walked to us, and, grasping my hand, he announced, “Demetrius and I will make our way there now with the dragons. You guys will reach us on the boat. Be careful. And, Lylah,” he looked me straight in the eyes, “If things go south, take the ship and go to Egypt with whatever survivor you can find.”
I laughed, cold and humourless, “You really do not know me, Zayd. I’d rather die than run. Plus, didn’t you just tell me I am a queen and should start acting like one? I am coming with you and Demetrius. There are three dragons, after all.”
The blue dragon winked at me, encouraging my impertinence.
“Lylah, this is not a joke. Our lives are on the line, and losing you would mean forfeiting our only chance at winning the war.”
“Well, then we better hurry. We don’t want to lose, as you say.”
With that, I hopped on the back of Osirion and gave Zayd a last challenging look.
He shook his head but added nothing more as we took flight, and our wooden boat became but a speck of dust in the vast sea.



CHAPTER LII – FAROUK
Man is but a little thing, but of great consequence. — Sophocles
As soon as the ghouls came into view, chaos ensued. Neith had to fight hard to keep everyone from jumping off into the stormy seawater or running for the hull of the ship when they approached with their massive leathery bodies and sharp teeth. With Fenrir’s help, she managed to herd most of the troops, forcing them to keep their formation.
I had already instructed the archers to take cover under the vast blanket of sown-together material that was precariously hanging above our heads. Only small holes strategically placed on the fabric gave us the capacity to shoot at our enemy, as it appeared they possessed the rare ability to expel lethal spores, which we all hoped the blankets would save us from. 
Neith had come up with the idea of covering as much of the bridge and deck as possible to save us from instant death or grave burns. She also had us wear whatever scrap of cloth we could find around our nose and mouth to avoid breathing in those poisonous spores.
Since most of the newbies and civilians with powers ended up amongst the archers, I was forced to calm down and direct the most hysterical group onboard.
A few archers screamed and abandoned their posts when they saw the monsters approaching and corroding the skin of one of the soldiers on deck, who had decided to escape the safety of the blankets in some final heroic act.
Not that I blamed them; I had to contain the urge to throw up the bile that had crept its way to my throat when I had witnessed that.
As a few of the monsters flew closer to the bridge, I instructed the archers to aim and shoot. Baako and Tamarya had immersed the tip of the arrows in a poisonous concoction they had created, thanks to their Netjerit’s powers.
“Fire!” I shouted above the thunderous sounds of war.
I wasn’t sure if the other troops fared any better than we did, but I only had time to focus on doing our part and not dying right now.
All the archers focused their arrows on a single ghoul and its rider, who quickly fell off the creature and dived right into the sea. The monsters weren’t so easily killed, though: arrows, no matter how poisonous, didn’t seem to have such a wounding effect on the animal.
And so, we kept firing, focusing our efforts on the riders, as the riderless creatures seemed less aggressive and strategic in battle.
Less than an hour into the battle, the impending deluge arrived with bared teeth that scraped the air with malice; the rain droplets were razor sharp and frigid as they pelted our skin.
Despite the hazards incurred during a storm in the middle of the sea, I readily thanked Tefnut for the respite. The rain countered the ghouls’ spores, crashing them into the sea.
I couldn’t see how the infantry and phalanx guided by Neith were doing as they were the furthest ahead on the ship, and with the blankets covering most of its length, it was impossible to get a clear view of them.
The cavalry and Netjerits fighting right below us, however, had lost a third of their men in the first hour of battle, which led me to think we wouldn’t survive long if something drastic didn’t change.
The ghouls appeared exclusively interested in taking out anyone with powers rather than the best fighters, concentrating specifically on the few amongst them who could wield elemental magic. With that in mind, I had instructed a few of the archers to protect the Netjerits on deck, aiming for the soft flesh visible beneath the monster’s wings when they flew low.
It worked with a few of them before one crashed on the deck, taking a dozen of our men with it. Fighting with an enemy from a place of such disadvantage was utterly weakening.
I had seen battles before in Kemet when I was young. Though the acrid smell of blood and ashes, the screams of terror, and the palpable fear that contaminated the atmosphere were something very few got to forget, I did not recall the act in all its mercilessness.
Skin burned and blistered. Bones snapped and cracked. Blood splattered and pooled. Steel clashed and echoed. Bright lights blasted and rattled the boat. While cries of agony thundered above it all.
Just as one of the creature’s talons grabbed four of my archers, crushing them in its claws, our general’s voice rang loud and clear.
“Infantry, retreat! Phalanx, retreat on the main deck!”
It was a bad sign if our front troops were retreating, but I hoped that the infantry and cavalry had more chances of defeating the enemy by fighting together.
When Neith’s troops came into view, joining our cavalry just below the bridge, my heart jumped into my throat.
Strategos Karras’ group had been composed of at least seventy men before the battle had started. Less than thirty made it back. More than half of our phalanx and infantry had perished already.
Thankfully, I immediately spotted her crimson mane, followed by her huge white wolf, who seemed to know exactly how to fight at her side and bore the distinct advantage of a furry body.
Before panic could set in, Neith caught my gaze amidst the smoke and rain. Her determined eyes only conveyed what words could not: don’t you dare give up.
I nodded, but before I could catch her hazel gaze once more, she turned and jumped off the ship.
What the fuck?
With my heart beating out of my chest, my eyes were transfixed on the empty space she had just occupied, her absence a destabilising truth.
My brain was still trying to piece together what had happened when her figure suddenly emerged from the fog, balancing on a riderless ghoul’s back. She looked nothing short of a vengeful queen. With its reins in her capable hands, the redhead general of Hellas army veered the monster in the opposite direction of the boat, disappearing once more into the mist and smoke.
Fucking badass!
The general’s move bought us a few precious moments of reprieve as most of the remaining monsters focused their attention on the rogue creature ridden by the fearless warrior.
Abasi, who was currently leading Neith’s phalanx and his own cavalry, sent a dozen Netjerits to the bridge. He gave me the signal we had practised, which marked the start of the next phase of the defensive plan.
From the cover of the tattered blankets on the bridge, the Netjerits, a few of whom were seasoned warriors except Tamarya and Baako, who I was surprised to see out of the hull, focused their collective powers on distorting the minds of one of the horrid creatures.
It worked too well for my liking. In fact, the ghoul had no more than a few seconds before it crashed into the ocean, its rider with him.
Despite the Netjerits’ abilities, we were far from victory. We had only taken care of less than a dozen monsters, while our numbers had gravely dwindled. No matter, I focused on leading my group, directing the next batch of arrows at the creature at Neith’s heels.
Before I could focus my attention on our next prey, though, an impossibly huge silhouette shadowed the ship. Nose upwards, my eyes met dark burgundy iridescent scales, belonging to a creature I thought had left this earth with the Gods.
A dragon was flying overhead and seemed intent on taking down a few of the ghouls with him.
Sweet Ausir!
“Protect the dragon! He is on our side!” I screamed over the roar of war.
He wasn’t the only one; four others appeared shortly after, a few of them mounted by unknown riders.
All I saw was a flash of silver hair and coloured scarves before the creatures disappeared into the gloomy sky, diverging the main battle away from the ship.
The dragons’ protection allowed us a moment of respite, during which I sent Baako to grab more supplies and arrows from the hull. Baako returned shortly after with a few quivers filled with arrows, which were soon distributed amongst the remaining archers.
“They don’t have any more material down in the hull. These shall be the last arrows,” he announced contritely.
This was bad. Most of the men up here with me didn’t even know how to hold a weapon, let alone wield it.
“Who here can fight?” I asked, firing another arrow at the rider who was battling the infantry on deck.
Only a few hands appeared. Too few.
“Whoever can fight, grab a sword and get to the deck, now! Follow Abasi’s orders and don’t leave the formation. Tamarya and Baako, if you wish, you can go back to the hull and defend the others if things go south.”
I turned to see a few of the men grab a sword and run for the deck. I made a quick count of the remaining archers; between the fallen and the ones who had left to fight below, only eight of us remained on the bridge.
“I shall stay. Tamarya knows what to do with the others. My powers might be more useful up here,” stated Baako, resolution hardening his handsome features.
I had always thought it took courage to be a sex worker, but this journey had really cemented the notion that courtesans had more balls than most warriors I had ever met. No pun intended.
Baako had the incredible ability to distort others’ desires. It required much concentration and energy, and it only worked on humans and a few selected animals, but he was great at it. Just as he settled on the bridge and focused on bringing down another rider, I returned my attention to the deck, where another ghoul had just landed, crashing a few of our men under his talons.
But it wasn’t the beast who demanded my focus; its rider seemed to call to me.
With elaborate dark armour, including a spiked helmet, the only visible features of the warrior were his tall form and red eyes. He commanded attention and induced fear.
With a few parries of his dark sword, he easily took out anyone who crossed his path, a path that seemed to lead right to me.
Even his attention didn’t waver. His bright, chilling red eyes were like two furnaces ready to burn me.
I turned to Baako, who was already intent on controlling the new menace onboard, a thick sheen of sweat collecting on his temple from the effort. It didn’t seem to work, though, because the rider was already closer to the stairs leading to the bridge, no matter how many men tried to take him down. He was relentless in his advance.
I instructed the few archers up here with me to aim for the frightening warrior—especially his eyes—but no arrow or weapon appeared capable of piercing his unusual armour, nor those hellish orbs.
I fired one myself, aiming for that devilish eye, but the incoming enemy plucked it from the air with impossible speed before it could pierce his face, crushing its wooden shaft in his fist.
“Gods almighty! It’s not possible! It’s not...” Baako mumbled, shaking his head erratically.
“What’s wrong Baako?” I moved closer to him, noticing he was crouched in the corner of the bridge, his hazelnut complexion looking paler by the minute. His terrified gaze was fixated on the newcomer, who was clearing out any man unfortunate enough to be within reaching distance.
Despite fighting against a horde of Abasi’s fighters, he appeared unstoppable in his onslaught.
“It’s not possible... I... I can’t feel his mind. It’s like he is a ghost.” Baako sounded winded and scared for his life, shaking his head from left to right in disbelief.
“Calm down, Baako. You are probably just exhausted.” I helped him up, but the sheen of cold sweat on his neck betrayed his state.
I had two options now: fight the warrior who was coming for us—the huge, imposing figure that no one from the cavalry seemed able to defeat—or call for the retreat of the last few soldiers up here.
I took a deep breath and thought: what would Lylah do? She would absolutely fight. But not before ensuring the others’ safety.
And so, my decision was made for me.
“Archers! Retreat. Those of you who can wield a sword, find your ranks amongst Abasi’s troops on the deck! The others retreat to the hull! Retreat!”
I looked to my left, where Baako was still staring at the approaching soldier with shock.
“You too, Baako. Get out of here!”
None of the unseasoned warriors left. They kept aiming and firing at any approaching ghoul and their riders. Though they hadn’t listened to their leader, I couldn’t be prouder of these humans and Netjerits alike, who chose to lay their lives to defend our ship. They were simple civilians mere hours ago, now they were nothing short of heroes.
Despite the arrival of the dragons, our troops were gravely injured, disadvantaged by the lack of equipment, preparation, and clearly our size. Fighting a bunch of enormous flying monsters with poisonous breaths from a boat at night was far from what we had trained for at the army camp.
But in my heart, I was ready.
Lylah had thought me well. She’d taught me how to read my opponent’s weaknesses and how to predict their next moves.
Study your enemy, keep moving, don’t distract yourself, and just fight—mind, body, and soul.
Easier said than done when your opponent possessed impenetrable armour and unlimited strength. Even unable to see all his features clearly, I could tell the fucker was smirking under that helmet.
I readied myself, forcing my body to be as fluid as the water lapping at the ship, while I took on my fighting stance and held my sword with both hands. I focused on my breathing and not on the rampant anxiety hammering inside my chest or the cold sweat trickling down my back.
The incoming warrior seemed so at ease; it was irking.    
Shoulders back and hands clasped behind him, he walked as if he were strolling in a park or admiring jewels at a market.
With my focus solely on the massive ghoul’s rider, I completely forgot Baako crouched behind me, still on the bridge. Out of nowhere, he charged for the opponent, a miserly athame in his hands. I wanted to stop him, but I was too slow, and he, too unpredictable.
It all happened too fast; Baako ran at the enemy soldier, only to be disarmed with a simple motion. The rider then held Baako’s wrist and twisted it at an uncomfortable angle, making the exotic dancer cry in pain. And before I knew it, the armed enemy took the same scanty knife from the wooden floor of the bridge and stabbed Baako straight through his jugular.
The last people I had watched being killed right in front of me were my parents. I still remembered all that blood, its metallic smell, and how sticky it got when dried. I took a few steps back, my anxiety constricting my airways, but there was nowhere to go.
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
Undiluted fear blurred and darkened my vision as panic set in.
No! I couldn’t let panic take over.
Lesson one: panic will kill you faster than any sharp object. And the incoming attacker seemed to thrive on my fear. He wanted to lure me to make mistakes out of distress.
I took a few deep breaths, imagining I was on the sandy terrain of the arena, about to spar with Lylah.
I hadn’t been able to save my parents nor my brother’s soul from a life jailed in his paralysed body, but perhaps I might save these archers. I could save the few people under my command whose lives I had vowed to protect.
I might have let down my family when I was younger, but I wasn’t about to let down my friend or these soldiers today. She had taught me well, and if it were the last thing I did in this life, I would make her proud.
The red-eyed soldier circled me with a taunting grin, and I fought harder to keep my breathing even and the slight tremors wracking my limbs at bay.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Neith landing on the deck right ahead. Once more, she was leading the infantry troops and clearing out a path for the Netjerits to do their work.
And then the enemy attacked.
His movements were fast and lithe for his imposing form, but I rapidly shut off any thought my brain conjured and focused exclusively on the incoming haymakers. The mayhem happening around me disappeared into background noise as I fought not to get chopped to death.
His blows were precise and powerful. The bastard had a long reach, and he regrettably used it well.
However, I had a tiny and fiery teacher myself who had taught me the advantages that came with a smaller frame in a sword fight. Thus, when the massive soldier swung for my head, giving me the opening I had been waiting for, I kicked out his knees, twisted away, and swiped at the minuscule opening of his armour around his midsection, causing him to fall face-first.
He immediately righted himself, but not before realising with an angry roar that my sword hit the mark. The hand that checked his left hip came away bloody.
Unfortunately, the red-eyed warrior wasn’t easily slowed by whatever wound I had inflicted, and he charged at me with speed and technique.
A dark and abysmal edge entered his already malicious gaze, as he countered my latest thrust with a heavy punch to my nose, executed with the hilt of his weapon. I staggered backwards, only the balustrade of the bridge keeping me from diving into the sea headfirst.
I cleaned off the blood spurting from my nose, but not before tasting it on my lips.
He smiled and intensified his attack; with a swipe to my head that would have cut it off clean hadn’t I dodged it, we launched a ferocious spar.
I kept my eyes on my goal and my focus on the incoming blade, though the huge soldier did not let on one bit, offering me no openings.
Just as our tiresome dance got increasingly violent, incoming noises distracted us.
My head automatically turned to see what all the commotion was about.
Right there, on the main deck of our ship, two familiar figures dismounted two small dragons.
I would have smiled hadn’t the shadow of a nearing hit darkened the corner of my eye.
I instinctively ducked, and thank the merciful Gods I did!
The armed warrior seemed done with niceties. The bastard must have found what he came here for, as his eyes zeroed in on Lylah.
And I was but a pestering fly in his path.
I felt the shift in the intensity of his attack straightaway; his hits were more powerful, his thrusts more precise, and his demeanour more ruthless.
But Lylah and Zayd were alive, and they had arrived riding a fucking dragon. So, there was at least that silver lining.
Duck, parry, counter. Parry, counter, duck. And so on it went.
My breathing was laboured, my muscles screamed for a respite, and my mind was tired. But my heart was motivated enough to keep me going.
Dreadfully, the bastard cornered me against the wooden balustrade. I had little space and time to gather my bearings and duck the next few lethal hits. But with the fourth unexpected attack, he effectively thrust his sword near my left elbow, severing muscles and tendons just below it.
I gritted my teeth against the pain, ensuring my right hand wouldn’t give out, and feigned a counterattack that never came. With that distraction, I managed to disengage from such close combat, calming my racing heart.
Thanks to the adrenaline of the fight, I could not feel the pain caused by the gash in my left arm, although the copious amount of warm blood escaping the wound didn’t look promising.
I took a few steps away from my attacker, making him smirk below that hideous helmet.
“Your time has come, young soldier. Better accept it so that you may enter the Duat with pride.”
His deep voice held an edge of contained menace in it, and it sounded like it had come straight from the deepest pits of the earth.
“And what would you know about the Duat?” I panted. It was indeed weird hearing a Roman utter that word.
He sneered threateningly and commenced another hasty attack.
The intensity of his assaults seemed to increase the more tired I got. The open gash on my arm started pulsing with a vengeance; I had to use both my arms to keep his precise thrusts from gutting me.
In an unfortunate lounge, I slipped on my own blood, which was now decorating the bridge in spots of crimson and scarlet, landing on my knees on the hard wooden flooring.
The enemy warrior didn’t waste any time positioning the thick blade of his dark weapon below my chin.
In execution style, he brought the weapon back, and I could do nothing but squeeze my eyes shut, sending a heartfelt prayer to Maat; may She protect my family and friends, both the ones on this boat and the ones at home. May the Goddess of Justice restore her morals once more.
I wasn’t ready for death, nor to abandon my friends and family, but I thanked the Gods for offering me a swift passing, nonetheless. I awaited the final blow for what felt like a ceaseless amount of time. Unsure, I squinted my eyes in the misty darkness of the ship, and...
In a twist of fate, the blade meant for my throat was parred by another black and thick-built sword. A familiar sword.
Zayd.
I stood, blissfully—and against all odds—alive.
Zayd and the enemy warrior were engaged in a vicious and violent parring dance. Their styles of fighting were different—Zayd’s was elegant and smooth, the warrior’s more brutal and sharp—yet their speed, strength, and physical appearance matched each other.
Not even the light of the waxing gibbous moons could pierce the thickness of the fog and smoke, leaving our bridge in grim dimness.
But the two fierce warriors were impossible to miss: their swords like lightning flashing in the penumbra.
Baako’s lifeless eyes snagged my attention, his body nothing more than an inanimate bag of bones and flesh on the dark wooden floor. I moved closer and, with shaking hands, slid his eyes shut, praying Maat would repay his soul for the bravery he’d demonstrated in this life.
I managed to stand on trembling legs and regain possession of my sword just as the enemy warrior whistled in the darkness. It took the ghoul less than a minute to come to his master’s aid. In an honourless move, he approached Zayd from the back, trying to snatch him from the bridge. But I was faster.
I slashed at his front talons, drawing dark and thick blood from the wound.
The ghoul flew off into the misty sky with a loud screech.
Zayd and the enemy soldier were still at it, hit after hit after hit.
Their dance was mesmerising.
Enchanting enough that I did not hear nor feel the return of the ghoul, who grabbed me by my midsection and threw me overboard, but not before squeezing me in his claws, tight enough to break bones.
The cracking and snapping of my ribs were the last noise I heard before the world slipped away as the cold, dark waters swallowed me.
I couldn’t remember my struggle or when consciousness abandoned me, but I did recollect images fluttering through my fractured mind.
I saw my sister handing me one of her famous sweet breads, her kind smile accompanying the gesture. I saw my brother’s broad smile as I read him one of his favourite stories. I saw a bouquet of wild henbane flowers in my mother’s hands, their vibrant purple hues reflecting under the midday sun. Lastly, I saw Lylah guiding me through a particularly challenging exercise as the wind tousled her straight hair.
And then, only darkness.



CHAPTER LIII – CHIONE
A man’s heart is his own oracle. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
As soon as the figures of the three dragons disappeared into the horizon, Chiron, Daphne, and Helga turned to me, as if awaiting orders.
I had never been one to enjoy leadership; that’s why, of my hetaireia, I was the only one who never held a position of power. I liked being the advisor, the voice of reason, the calm, rational mind of the group. And I knew firsthand that to be a good leader, you needed a bit of madness running through your veins.
Perhaps it was that very thought that settled my next decision. Perhaps it was the dire situation we found ourselves in. Or the awareness that I couldn’t simply stare at the moonlit sea while the others risked their lives.
And so I called them.
My sisters.
***
The naddahas were reserved creatures, often keeping to themselves, recluse to the deepest parts of seas, where no human could find them. But they always came when called by a fellow daughter of Tefnut.
And so they had.
At least fifty answered the call. I could tell from the different shades of iridescent scales that approached our boat before it started moving at a much faster pace.
“What is happening, Chione?” Helga inquired, worried and wide-eyed, as she leaned over the railing to get a good look at the sight below.
“The naddahas came to help. They are carrying us to the battle at a faster speed than the winds ever would,” Daphne replied for me, awe in her eyes as she marvelled at the sirens below.
“Incredible!” Chiron murmured reverently, his focus also taken by the mesmerising creatures.
The naddahas possessed long fishtails, each with different iridescent colours and scale sizes. Their upper bodies were mostly humanoid but often boasted coloured fins above their articulations, along the spine, and between their taloned fingers. Their teeth were small and pointy, and their eyes were glossy orbs that held no pupils, possibly their most otherworldly feature. Their hair was fashioned in thick woven locks, with small shells and sea flowers decorating them.
It wasn’t long before the naddahas slowed, fog and smoke enveloping our small boat.
Loud screams, burnt flesh, and fresh blood assaulted our senses before our eyes could sharpen the chaos ahead.
I did not miss the war. I guessed no one did.
But this was a stark reminder of how tedious the journey to freedom may get with each battle fought. It reminded us that the sacrifice ahead would be no fickle act. At last, wars never had winners, only losers.
The weeping clouds looked more ominous than the dark dragons above. I looked around, trying to identify anyone I knew on our ship.
My attention homed in on a flash of auburn hair in the distance.
Neith!
I ordered the others to get their mouths and skin covered up before the naddahas took us closer to the mayhem. But I couldn’t wait for them.
All my focus was still on that flash of burgundy hair on the main boat.
I needed to know how Neith was faring.
And so, while the others got suited up, I surrendered to the call of the sea; I let the embrace of the cold water welcome me home and swam until that red mane was a palpable and physical thing I could grab a hold of.
***
“Chione! What are you doing here?”
Neith was breathless and wounded. But in the years I had known her, nothing ever managed to dwindle the fire of her spirit.
I hugged her, releasing a sob in her soft hair.
“I will always find you, Neith.”
It was her turn to release a soft sigh as she deepened the embrace.
Before she could say anything else, I noticed a humongous ship approaching in the distance. The red and gold insignia of the Imperium flapping in the wind was like a harbinger of death.
But my smart and resourceful sisters were already on it: they were using their tirnima to attract as many of those enemy soldiers into the depths of the water. The tirnima could control and affect even the most potent of minds, but it could only be used if the ship was not too close to ours, as it did not discern between friend and foe.
“What can I do?” I asked Neith hurriedly, just as her wolf executed an enemy soldier who swung for my head.
“Can you cover the boat with water? The spores are the hardest thing to deal with in this madness. We can’t breathe properly, and now that the rain has lessened, we have no additional protection but these pieces of cloth.”
I nodded.
I wasn’t sure if I would be able to surround the entirety of the ship with a sphere of water, but I was determined to try.
With a lungful of breath, I rallied the strength of my ancestors within me. I closed my eyes and began the process.
***
Once I reopened my eyes, three-quarters of the ship was enveloped by a small sheen of water, almost invisible to the naked eye. Most of the morgouls’ spores on the ship had been neutralised, but one of the beasts was still on the bridge, which was on the opposite side of the boat, still open to their poisonous attack.
I pushed harder, praying my power hadn’t reached its limit. Just as I managed to expand the sphere of water enough to reach past the deck, I witnessed Farouk being snatched by the ghoul on the bridge and dropped into the churning sea.



CHAPTER LIV
Omnia mors aequat. — Latin Proverb
Death levels everything. — Latin Proverb
Flying atop a dragon was utterly freeing and exhilarating; I never wanted the journey to stop. A joyful screech was all I managed once Osirion and I were fully airborne.
Only when the sedjem’s ship came into view did a sombreness return to our spirits, as the smiles on our faces quickly faded like dust in the wind.
When Osirion dived nose first towards the wooden deck, all the breath whooshed out of me, and I held onto his wide neck and squeezed my thighs against his warm leathery body as hard as I could.
Thankfully, the dragon spread its wings just meters above the ship, avoiding our violent death, and swiftly landed on the deck, right amidst all the gore and smoke, before taking flight again, his iridescent blue scales slowly vanishing into the foggy sky.
A foreshadowing feeling unfurled in my stomach as I stepped on the huge ship’s deck. Body parts, splattered blood, burned flesh, and abandoned weapons lay scattered amidst the ongoing chaos. But it wasn’t the brutality of the scene that had engendered the nervous feeling that bloomed in my stomach. Something else bothered my subconscious, though I couldn’t pinpoint what.
I saw Zayd running towards the bridge on the opposite side of the massive boat, before being swallowed by the smoke and fog.
Dragons, so massive their size put to shame the ones we rode, flew above head, while others had started their attack on the incoming Roman ship, where cries and screams resounded. Despite our disadvantages, I was glad I found myself on this ship and not on the one with the Roman troops, who were being decimated by violent bursts of dragonfire and the deadly call of the sirens below.
Monsters, like the one the three small dragons had just dispatched, were attacking our ship from all angles, but the dragons made it hard for them to focus on a single target.
The morgouls looked substantially worse in real life than they did in Eset’s memory, worse even than in my most horrifying nightmares. They called to the primal fear that lived inside our hearts, causing my breath to stagger and my skin to crawl.
Despite the creeping fear, I got to work. I didn’t have time to worry about where Neith and Farouk may be; the ship was gargantuan, and I had to focus on clearing one section at a time.
A purple dragon flew closer to the ship, a figure dismounting the animal and jumping off onto the deck, before joining me in my efforts to clear out this section from enemy riders.
With the double-edged scimitar Zayd had offered me, I battled two at a time. Only a few riders remained on deck, but we had also lost plenty. In fact, only the silver-head dragon rider, a few tired survivors from Neith’s troop, and I still fought in this section of the boat. We had to get rid of as many ghoul riders as possible before newcomers from the incoming Roman ship could join the fray.
Even bathed in shadows, it was clear the silver-haired stranger fought with elegant viciousness, cutting a striking figure. With black fighting leathers that moulded to her lean figure, she moved like water: fluid, meticulous, unpredictable, and fast. Too fast for a human, I realised, as I observed her with interest.
She quickly neutralised a few of the remaining warriors, while I did the same, before turning to me.
“Queen Sekhmet!” she greeted, as tendrils of her silver mane danced merrily around her, mixing with the fog and smoke, making her a vision of war and ruin.
“It is a pleasure to officially meet you.”
The stranger removed the scarf that concealed her features, revealing a pretty face, with plump lips and big fiery orbs. The orange glow of the dangling lantern close by blended with her eyes, making their inner fire crackle. Like Zayd, she had pointy ears and filed canines.
“I am Amarah, Daughter of the Goddess Wedjet, and Queen of Dragons.”
“You are Medusa’s sister...” I bowed my head in reverence.
“I am. And don’t bow to anyone. Ever again. You are a Queen, an Empress. Better start acting like one.”
Her intense gaze was inquisitive, as if she could read the secrets of my soul with a single probing glance. Her slitted pupils dilated and shrank, as she assessed me like a snake would with its prey.
“I might be a queen, but that is in name only. I have been but a slave all my life, and now everyone wishes for me to become this grand leader when I barely know what it means to lead my own life. I am not sure faith was on your side when I was selected for this task,” I replied honestly, my defeated words only followed by a resigned exhale.
I wasn’t sure why I was opening up to this stranger, but deep down, she felt like a kindred spirit. She looked uncaring about my mistakes and weaknesses. Perhaps the adrenaline from the battle had messed with my brain, but her gaze hadn’t felt judgmental once.
Amarah simply cocked her head, before commenting, “You are not sad, you re angry.”
“Of course, I am fucking angry!”
Why the fuck is she psychoanalysing me in the midst of battle?
Amarah smiled savagely, revealing just how sharp those canines were and just how crazed the twinkle in her eyes could become.
“A lot of people have convinced themselves that they are sad, when, in fact, they are furious. But because a lot of women have been put in the position of victims, they have been robbed of the chance to experience and express that anger. You have been given that opportunity now. The opportunity to rage without shame and blame. Only once you allow yourself to experience the anger that burns beneath your skin will the vicious and wild monster that lives inside you and that has been repressed for so long be unleashed. Your fury is the fire that can save us. Don’t fear it, Queen Sekhmet,” she declared, moving closer to me. And that name—my name—caused something buried deep within me to perk its ear up.
“Let that fire burn freely and unapologetically. It was, after all, fire that has brought great progress to humankind, not pretty flowers, and charming words. Let that unquenchable inferno inside blaze your enemies until all you can taste are their ashes on the wind, and their ruins nourishing the soil beneath you. They won’t see that coming from a tiny thing like yourselves. And, sometimes, our only inherent advantage is our enemies’ underestimation of us. Feel your wrath for all the women who came before you and couldn’t. For all the evil and brutality they have suffered. Feel your fury and reclaim your power.”
Her words touched home. I had never felt understood in my rage, as if it were too much for only one person to carry; as if it were too much for this world alone. I had always been fearful of my wrath because I didn’t know who would survive it once unleashed.
But if Amarah’s words were true...
I supposed my fury didn’t make me an abysmal queen. Perhaps it was a required element to win my empire back. To avenge my people and my land for all we had lost.
Out of nowhere, a rope was launched from the massive purple dragon in the sky, and one extremity landed near Amarah. The silver-haired demigod grasped it and winked, flying off into the night sky, like a divine messenger who had fulfilled her task.
With Amarah’s words still fresh in my mind, I cleared out the deck, leaving only the handful of survivors who weren’t too injured to defend the area.
Tamarya appeared and helped me carry the most gravely injured into the hull for treatment.
Amongst the survivors, I recognised Abasai, who, even wounded, was imparting orders and keeping the frenzied civilians in line.
But then, as sudden as the first bolt of lightning that announces the storm, I felt it.
Something wasn’t right. Like an itch, or an anxious throb.
A shift in the air.
And so, I left the hull and went in search of whatever caused the sourness in my stomach.
As if called to it, my eyes scanned the ship until a shape came into focus in the distance.
Zayd.
He was battling an imposing morgoul rider on the bridge. Unease built in the air around me as I ran in his direction.
The tugging feeling returned with a vengeance, and I dashed as fast as my legs could carry me, between smoke, fog, and lifeless bodies.
The tension in the air convinced me this was no mere battle; it was a clash of titans.
The two were engaged in a dangerous dance and seemed on even footing from afar. Zayd looked smooth in his movements, but the unknown warrior was ruthless; delivering powerful and precise assaults.
Once I was almost on the elevated wooden bridge, both warriors turned, training their gazes on me, their dance coming to a slow.
“Ah, there she is,” murmured the warrior. His voice caused the hair at the nape of my neck to rise, like alarm bells that warned me of a lethal predator.
It was the opposite reaction to the thrilling awakening Zayd’s dangerous aura caused to my cells. The stranger’s energy conveyed only coldness and death.
A low noise rumbled in Zayd’s throat, before he growled, “You don’t look at her. You don’t talk to her. You don’t even think of her.”
The enemy laughed, deep and cruel.
“Your request is denied. After all, she is the reason I am here.”
The enemy cocked his head and added, “She is the reason any of us are.”
His pose was relaxed, but his eyes were as sharp and cutting as the sword in his hand. A cruel smile stretched across his face, only visible by the crinkled corners of his eyes.
His red orbs were so different from Amarah’s; while hers burned with the strength of a thousand volcanoes, his seemed hollow and empty, like a cold fire that singed with icy tendrils.
The red-eyed stranger took only one step in my direction before Zayd positioned himself between us. His shoulders were wide enough to obstruct my view of the rider.
The deluge had started again, and as rain poured down on us, the enemy struck again. Zayd evaded the hit, polished in his fighting style. The rider was holding his own ground; with precise and powerful hits, he kept coming at the Strategos. I realised at this exact moment that Zayd had been holding back in our sparring sessions; the man fighting before me was much more cunning and brutal.
I tried to move closer and get an opening to help Zayd, but they moved at an impossible speed, the rain further obstructing my vision. I felt helpless, useless, as I watched the two savage warriors going head-to-head.
A screech above us caught my attention, and two more ghoul riders jumped off their beasts and landed on the bridge with loud thumps.
Already in a fighting position, I wasted no time attacking the first rider to land.
I didn’t need to think. My body acted on instinct alone, honed for decades to become nothing more than a power of retribution, a monster of reckoning.
With a clean swing, I cut off his head before he could even raise his weapon. The second one, though, had landed too far away for such an easy strike. We circled each other, just as a familiar grunt from my right piqued my ears. But distraction now meant certain death.
My heartbeat synchronised with my steps, my mind emptied, and I waited. Impatience drove even the most apt warriors to madness. Hence, I was counting on the enemy’s impatience. Tired of waiting for an assault from my side, the Roman rider initiated the attack. He swung for my head, playing right into my hands, because I was faster.
With a one-eighty spin under the incoming haymaker, I hit the middle of his chest with the curved blade of my scimitar. Blood spurted as I removed my weapon, but I kept my fighting stance, until the last breath rattled out of the soldier’s body, before slumping onto the bloodstained wood.
I had only a moment to turn and witness the harrowing scene before me.
Zayd, beautiful and strong Zayd, stood in the middle of the bridge, a silver dagger protruding from his chest, right where his heart should be.
Our eyes locked and never strayed. Not as the enemy rider took flight on his morgoul. Not as Zayd swayed and dropped to his knees. Not as I ran to him.
The scene was too eerily similar to the cutting image of Farouk’s bloodstained chest.
I grabbed Zayd.
He was cold. So, so cold.
But his eyes stayed with me, even as mine got blurry and unfocused, his lilac gaze stayed with me.
I was numb, unfeeling.
An aching emptiness seemed to expand in my chest.
Zayd grasped my icy fingers in his colder ones; a last comforting gesture, as he slumped fully onto the wooded floor.
And then everything came crashing into me.
The realisation that Zayd’s life was fading, abandoning me like fine sand between my fingers—abandoning me like everyone else I cared about had—splintered my shrivelling soul.
I couldn’t do this without him. There was no point.
A haunting sound escaped my lips.
It was a keening cry, expelled from that hidden part of me that could still feel.
I had never made such a sound, not even when Annika, Selene, or Master Titus had died.
Its noise reverberated inside me, rattling the lock of that well-guarded box, where all I felt for the man dying before me had been sealed.
My heart pounded against my ribs loudly enough to compete with the thick droplet of rain and the clashing of steel.
And still, Zayd’s gaze didn’t waver.
“Don’t leave me,” I ordered. But really, it was a plea ripped from the deepest pit of my crushed soul.
I removed the scarf around my face and used it to stanch the blood loss. But my rational brain knew he wouldn’t survive this.
Too much blood.
Too much loss.
Zayd looked at me with an adoring gaze, but I couldn’t bear to see the light of those vibrant eyes dissolve into nothingness. I couldn’t bear to see the stars and galaxies that illuminated his violet eyes collapse on themselves. I couldn’t bear this loss.
“No. No. No. No.”
It was a chant. A mantra.
With sluggish and weak movements, Zayd moved his hand to the pocket of his leather trousers and passed me a folded paper.
A letter.
As if he knew he wouldn’t survive this journey and had a goodbye penned in advance.
“No. No. No. I will not allow you to die!” I screamed.
My vision blurred with dark spots, and my breathing seemed to run faster than my lungs could work, causing me to hyperventilate.
Panicked and vision hazy, I dared a glance at the small, folded paper.
With shaky fingers, those gorgeous, dexterous fingers, he opened the paper.
A sob racked my body.
I forgive you, and you should, too.
Your friend, today and always, Farouk
“When...” I whispered. But there was no time. If I hadn’t done something, Zayd would never have been able to tell me the story of how he had gotten this precious message from my friend Farouk.
I tried to work through my shock, remembering Chione’s words about healing magic. I pushed through the mental fog, the physical exhaustion, and the wrecking self-guilt, trying to get that fucking spark of magic to my hands.
“Com’on. Work!”
What was I good for, if not destruction?
Zayd’s gaze was still locked on mine, as if, even in his last moments of life, he chose me. And that just broke me a little more. Because I hadn’t chosen him. I had rejected him all these months. I had poisoned him, risking his life, for Gods’ sake! And yet, even with his last breaths, he chose me.
That realisation was the catalyst that disintegrated that well-fortified box in my heart. All those repressed emotions and feelings for Zayd came crashing into me with more force than the trashing seas against the ship.
And I did not stop them. I felt them.
For the first time in my life, I allowed myself to feel, without guilt, without hesitation, without fear.
I felt with the purpose of feeling. Just to feel.
I let all those emotions shine through my eyes for him to see.
If I was to be the last thing he saw in this life, he would see my love and not my fury. He had more than enough of that in this life. I could gift him my love, at least in death.
Only once all those emotions had run their course, only when Zayd’s blood had caked and cooled, only when his eyes stared empty and lifeless into mine, did I feel her too.
The beast made of rage and fury, the one I had suppressed for so long. She had been caged right alongside those feelings in that hidden box.
She had crept between the crevices of my cracked heart, spreading like a wildfire of vengeful wrath.
And I felt her there, under my skin, flowing like magma. Eager to unleash upon the world.
She was a furious and famished monster that would devour the entire world.
She came with an explosion of wrathful light and untamed furore; a typhoon of a red blaze with no warning signs.
Just when I thought she would raze the world to the ground, I suddenly found myself in pitch darkness.



CHAPTER LV
Wo/man, know yourself and you shalt know the Gods. — Ancient Egyptian Proverb
The familiar embrace of the void enveloped my choleric spirit and enraged soul. From the veil of darkness, a light appeared and materialised into the figure of a woman. But she was neither Nephthys nor Nut. Despite her resemblance to Eset, I was certain she wasn’t the Throne Goddess either.
“Daughter.”
That voice. Why did it sound so familiar?
“Because it is, my dearest daughter, Sekhmet.”
And with those words, the light surrounding the woman dimmed, revealing familiar features, some of which resembled the ones I saw every day when I looked in the mirror.
“Mother?”
She opened her arms and whatever distance was between us dissolved as I felt her warm and grounding presence cocooning me.
“Daughter. I have been waiting for this moment.”
My soul wept as I hugged my mama. She was homely and, just as I remembered, smelled of jasmine and cinnamon bark. A barrage of memories flooded me. Her gentle touches, her kind words, her warm smiles, and her sweet kisses. She was everything I remembered and more.
“How?” I whispered.
She smiled, and the light around her flared in a stunning flash of gold.
“I made a deal with Eset before I died. I sacrificed my power to you so that we could have this very moment.”
Her soft hands cupped my face, and her brown eyes clashed with mine.
“We do not have much time if you wish to save the Angel of Death.”
“What?”
“The man who has your heart. Do you not wish to save him?” She cocked her head.
“Zayd? Yes, of course I do. But it’s too late,” I sobbed, my tired heart cracking once more—even though I did not possess one here, my soul reverberated with sadness and loss.
“It is never too late. At least not for a Goddess.” Shantara beamed, revealing even more of those familiar features. This was how I wished to remember her always; not her dying corpse, but this smiling version of her that shone with the force of a thousand stars and could light up even the darkest of worlds.
“But I am no goddess, mama.”
“Oh, my beautiful and scarred daughter. You are. As it was prophesied.”
I shook my head, defeated.
“I can’t be when all of this is my fault, mama.”
“Oh, child. That is what the enemy wants you to believe. And they have done a great job convincing you all your life that your choices have led you and our people here. The oppressor has always blamed its victims, so that their victims’ hatred could be reshaped into self-hatred, and isn’t that their most powerful weapon? That’s how tyrants win. Come, let me tell you a story.”
She started walking around the peaceful void, in slow steps and even footing. I shadowed her—I would have followed my mama to the edge of the abyss if it meant having more time with her.
Shantara hooked her left arm in my right one and pushed forward before commencing her story.
“When our Ba and Ka pass onto the Duat, to deem you worthy of the journey to the Aaru, Anubis and Maat perform the psychostasis—the weighting of the soul. Anubis weights your heart with your soul in front of Maat’s forty-two judges, and do you know what makes a heart so heavy Anubis will spit right back into this world?”
She looked at me, and I shook my head in answer.
“Shame and regret. It is never the things we do in this world that damn us. It is how we feel about them. If you killed the man who ruined your life and didn’t feel an ounce of regret for taking his life, the judges won’t find you as unworthy as a man who killed his beloved wife in a fit of rage and regrets it. What burdens our hearts are the unresolved emotions, our pent-up anger, our unreleased hate, and our unexpressed love. Hence, allowing yourself to feel is vital for the caring of the self and a chance at an afterlife. You must let yourself feel without letting those emotions guide your heart. You feel, and then you let go. Because you are not your emotions, you are who feels them, and you have the power not to let them control you. Real freedom comes from within. It is not something given to you by your master. True freedom is yours when you become the master of your thoughts.”
“Mama, dark demons riddle my mind and heart. I don’t think I deserve this,” I admitted.
“Your brightest moments are achieved by conquering your darkest fears. And you, Sekhmet, fear both your light and your darkness. Although your power derives from the gloom you have endured, it will rise in perfect light. And I, your mother, have loved the light of your soul too fondly to be fearful of your darkness.”
Her words made my steps falter, but if she noticed, she did not comment on it. Instead, she resumed.
“Nothing is inherently good or bad. Darkness and light are two faces of the same cosmic coin. As are goodness and evil. Forever inextricably bound, as one cannot exist without the other. Only once you truly grasp that, can you accept yourself fully; from your brightest ray to your darkest shadow.
“Fighting for one’s freedom isn’t bad. The Imperium wants you to think it is because your fight doesn’t serve them. Like any accomplished tyrant, they teach the world to despise everyone who can’t be controlled and manipulated because it is through the very tool of deceit that they maintain their power. So you have to love yourself more than this world has taught you. The greatest insult to the Imperium is embracing who you are, embracing the fight, and forgiving yourself. Embrace your juxtapositions. The Gods already have. I already have. And your Shen has.”
“But mama, I have tried. I can’t control my powers. I... I am useless.”
“Did you not listen? Your guilt and shame are blocking your powers. You must unburden your soul of such emotions, so that you may rise as the Goddess of Retribution. Not all chains are made of metal, my dearest one. Some are the bars of the very mental prison we locked ourselves in. Often, the sturdiest bars aren’t physical. They are your own thoughts, Sekhmet.”
“How can I forgive myself when I’ve betrayed everything you stand for? I almost killed him, mama. I—I am a monster. And now he died protecting me. I... I don’t know if I can. Plus, if I were to be the goddess of anything, it would be one of destruction. How can I save anyone through destruction? My thoughts are so dark, mama, I am not pure enough to be a Goddess.”
I sobbed in the void.
“Who said you must be pure to be a Goddess? Goddesses aren’t pure. They embrace their darkness, their shadow, and their inner chaos. And only thanks to that acceptance can they truly become a Goddess in their own light. The power of healing lives in you because a Goddess’ power is never singular; that’s the law of the universe: balance. If the gift of ruin lives in you, so does the gift of healing. As the prophecy states, the power of resurrection lives in you, as it did in your ancestor, Eset. Her line will be remade through you. You were put on this world to fight. And I am sorry.”
A sorrowful look reshaped her beautiful features.
“I am sorry I wasn’t able to offer you a life of quiet joys, but one of wrath and ruin.”
Determination shone through her stunning brown eyes. “But your destiny was written long before I was a speck of stardust. Don’t judge your past. It all happened for a reason, and you need to trust that it was all to your benefit. If the Imperium hadn’t found you, you might have never become a warrior. And a warrior is what our land needs. The harshness and cruelty of your existence were meant to shape you into who you are. And I see you, Sekhmet. You have the power and heart to fulfil your destiny.”
My graceful mother stopped walking and turned to me, her warm hands cupping my jaw once more.
“On this dark night of the souls, you will become their equally dark knight, fighting for a brighter world. The hope you bring shall restore their inner light, enlightening the realm of men anew. As Eset saved her Shen, your destiny is to save the Angel of Death, the One whose power will balance yours in destruction. He shall feed your fire, as you feed his chaos. Your powers combined will turn worlds upside down. And so it shall be. Don’t doubt yourself.
“After all, your name means She Who Is Powerful. I bestowed that name upon you, knowing you were meant for great things. Go and fulfil your destiny. Save your Shen, free our land, and make your kingdom proud.”
The same determination that lived in my mother’s eyes was now reflected in my own. I couldn’t overthink this.
I was power, and power I would unleash.
If it were the last thing I did, I would save Zayd and reconquer our lands.
“Now, it is time,” my mother announced.
“Will I ever see you again?” I asked, unwilling to let her go.
Her genuine smile and encompassing love restored some of the cracks that had formed around my dark and heavy heart.
“Yes, we will see each other again, daughter. That, I can promise. But for now, I shall lend you one more kernel of truth that may help assuage some of your loneliness and melancholy.”
Shantara Eset, the Last Empress and my mother, placed her hand on my heart and whispered into the darkness, “I live on in you. A part of me, the part I sacrificed to be able to guide you today, lives on in you. Therefore, my mighty daughter, when loneliness takes over, look inward. I’ll be there.”
With the gentlest of kisses on my forehead, we parted, and I could have sworn that a small seed of power—my mother’s power—awoke inside me, as if to confirm her words.



EPILOGUE – HIERA
Ileft the Island with the golden arrival of dawn. The first rays of sun caressed the Nile with shimmering adoration, as the slumbering earth awoke.
This would be my first solo patrol, and I would have to complete a good twenty hours of uninterrupted flight before I could return and nestle in the softness of my bed once again.
I wasn’t nervous, though. I had been waiting for an opportunity to make the Great Mother proud for many decades now; exhaustion was no enemy of mine.
After all, we were given another chance at life by the Goddess of Justice for this very reason: to protect the defenceless. The Nile and its creatures were among those.
Anipe and Nexas were already up and about when I left, which was good news because the last few times those two had the morning shift, I had to forcefully wake them from their heavy sleep.
Only when I was a few hours into my patrol flight around the Nile, did I perceive the change in the air.
Like a ripple of power. 
A whispered awakening.
A beast cracking its eye open after a deep slumber.
I was just south of Ineb Hedj, when I felt the Fates calling to me, directing my flight, and increasing my speed.
I had no clue where I was flying with such urgency, but as a reborn daughter of Maat, I could do nothing but follow the tug wherever it led.
I rarely flew north of the Delta Nile, as our protection went only as far as the Great River did, but it seemed that was where the Fates’ call was coming from.
And I could do nothing but answer.
I pushed harder, not even the opposite currents of the winds hindering my flight. The beat of my golden feathered wings was as loud as the thumping of my heart in my ears.
It was only after I had passed the Delta of the Nile, that I realised the call was coming from the glittering sea. I followed the path of the sweet streams where they met with the salty and azure waters just past the coast.
Careful not to get spotted by the Roman coastguard, I scanned the open sea.
In my focus, I did not see it coming.
A power stronger than divine premonition.
In the distance, a burst of red light exploded in a million blazing shards, like a glass ball of boundless might smashing onto the ground.
The air shifted and reformed.
A deafening sound.
A palpable change.
My wings formed a cocoon around me to protect me from the flashing radiance, its force battled with my feathers for dominance, as the blast of the explosion almost hurled me to my death. Though I could not see the source of it, it was evident that whoever caused the eruption possessed power greater than hurricanes and storms.
Once I regained a stable soaring pattern, I moved closer and scanned the glittering horizon for any sign.
Had I not done that, I would not have spotted a mop of dark curls floating in the distance.
I knew immediately that’s who I was here for. The call of the Fates grew louder, impossible to evade even if I had wished to.
With the fire of determination guiding me, I pushed off the coast and dived right into the sea, grabbing the unconscious form of Curly Mop. I made sure to keep my feathered wings above the surface of the water because flying back with wet wings and an unconscious body would deplete all my strengths.
I partially shifted, growing strong paws for hands, and golden furry legs for arms; I knew my sphinx form would lend me greater speed and strength.
I carried Curly Mop over the coast, flying higher into the sky to avoid catching the attention of the Roman scouts.
Just as I passed over the fertile lands of Qena, the Nile started... boiling?
I quickly lost altitude, studying the holy waters of our Mother River, which seemed to bubble and boil.
I had never seen anything like it.
After a few moments, the bubbles stopped. The waters returned to a calm and shimmering surface.
The change lasted only a few moments, so fast I wouldn’t have seen it had I not been paying attention. Because the moment the waters settled, their colour transformed.
The Nile’s usual greenish blue, typical of rivers, morphed into a bright scarlet.
From water to blood.
It had been prophesied that the waters of the land would fill with the blood of its lost people.
This was an omen.
A warning.
A reckoning.
For She had returned.
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