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      Dear reader.

      

      I appreciate how long you have waited for this book and can only apologise for the time it’s taken.

      I appreciate your patience and while I took time out for health reasons and am thrilled to say I’m back to work.

      Special thanks to those who were there leading up to, and during my period of illness. It was hard, but they stuck by me. I will be eternally grateful for their love and support and could not have recovered without them.

      

      Onwards and upwards.

      

      Carrie x

    

  


  
    
      “All things are possible. Who you are is limited only by who you think you are.”

      Egyptian Book of the Dead.
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      The three stood, hands behind their backs, awaiting their reprimand. They expected it, for whatever reason they had chosen to ignore her order, it was still a betrayal. Whatever their intention, it had still been a betrayal.

      “I should banish you.”

      “Ma’at….”

      “Do not address me so informally. I am your goddess. You answer to me. You serve me. You go too far, Silas.”

      He dropped to his knees, head bowed. “Mistress…. We sought only to win allies. The wager—”

      “Enough. You have said and done enough. What of the two of you? What am I to do when I cannot trust you?”

      They bowed their heads but said nothing.

      “I am aware of who is friend and who is foe. This is my world. I maintain it. You would do well to remember that you are guests here.”

      Silas looked up through the curtain of his oiled hair, eyes pleading. “Mistress. We acted out of love for you.”

      “Love? You know nothing of love, Silas. You are djinn; you serve and that is all. Another foot out of line and you will be sent back, do I make myself clear? It was you who came to me, pledging your allegiance. You were told then that your loyalty was all I needed.”

      He looked wounded but lowered his head in reverence.

      “Leave. All of you. The sight of you sickens me.”
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t been right since before I left London. At first, I thought it was food poisoning, but it soon proved to be something far worse. My appetite had been gone for five days. And while most people would be feeling like shit, weak and exhausted, I, with my crazy metabolism, was really suffering. I was losing weight at a scary; Adam had threatened me with the doctor more than once, but I always managed to convince him to go off to work and let me ride it out in front of the TV. I knew what it was, I just didn’t want to admit it. There was no way I was admitting it. I didn’t need them, I just needed some time.

      My other problem was that Bruno needed looking after. Ad had left the back door open, so luckily my input was minimal, but when he started barking uncharacteristically in the back garden I was forced to get up and bring him in. When I hobbled to the living room door, I started shouting, or at least trying to, and kept on as I took shaky step after shaky step into the kitchen using the wall for support. It was shocking how weak I was, but realistically, I had only been drinking and I suspected I was suffering a certain amount of muscle wastage.

      “Bruno! Get your useless arse in here,” I hissed, gripping the kitchen doorframe.

      He came in right away, but I didn’t trust him not to go straight back out and strike up again, so I had to get to the door and close it. He looked sheepish as I hobbled around the kitchen, using the worktops to keep myself steady, and flinched as I slammed the back door. I scowled at him. “I’m not well enough for this shit, Bruno. What’s gotten into you?”

      He lay down, looking up at me with his big doleful eyes and sighed.

      I softened. “Oaf.”

      Out of nowhere, he jumped up, lumbering toward me and knocking into my legs. While that wouldn’t usually be a problem, in my current state it was the worst thing he could have done. My legs cramped up as I tensed to take the force of his impact and before I could do anything, I was on the kitchen floor, with Bruno looking down at me and wagging his stupid tail. I hadn’t hit my head, but the pain in my hip and shoulder were incredible, and I wasn’t sure I could move. “Fuck… oh god,” I groaned as I tried, and failed, to get up on my knees.

      So, there I was. Weak, in a pathetic heap on my kitchen floor. Alone. And why?

      Not ready for another attempt at hauling my own arse up off the floor, I lay there lamenting the choices I’d made. Everything in the last month had led to that moment, and the hard truth was that it was entirely my own doing. I stayed in London alone. I let Silas into my room. I entertained the presence of   the cat. I insulted Rhett. And I kissed… well, all of them. Then there was what came after. I’d fucked Silas, practically dry-humped Rhett, and thrown myself at Amos.

      But then there was the other stuff. They’d saved my life, twice. They’d promised to look after me. Risked their own safety for me. They fought a giant fucking crocodile for me. Hell, they’d even fed me. And after all that, what had I done?

      I sent them away. Why did I do that?

      “Stupid. I shouldn’t have, Bruno. I should have kept them close. I wish I’d kept them close….”

      Bruno wasn’t listening. He was looking down the hall toward the front door with his ears pricked and his head cocked.

      “What?” I asked as his tail started to wag.

      His response was to take off down the hall, nails clicking on the laminate, and stop in front of the door, looking back at me with that big mastiff grin. You know the one? Dopey as fuck, looking like you just told them a joke that they didn’t quite get but they’re laughing a bit anyway? That one. I wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking so happy about. The fact that I’d had to get up or the fact that I was about to fall? He could pick one, both were winners.

      A sharp rapping on the front door scared me to death, and Bruno sprang into action once more, running back toward me then to the door to see who was there. He didn’t bark. Not once. And I couldn’t believe it when he just sat down, wagging his tail, and waited for me to answer it. He’d be waiting a while; I could hardly see, my head was spinning so badly, and before I could say a thing, my legs gave out and everything went black.

      I must have only been out for a few seconds because the dog was still in the hall. He’d had the decency to turn and look at me, head cocked, but didn’t appear overly concerned.

      “Hello?” I didn’t have the energy to shout, so it came out as a dry sort of croak, but I tried. Bruno looked back at the door and barked once.

      The knocking came again, and I moaned as I rolled onto my back. My shoulder still throbbed from before and I was pretty sure there’d be some epic bruises there later.

      Bruno barked again.

      Everything went quiet for a moment, and I watched the dog stand up and walk toward the door.

      “She is weak. Hurt,” said a voice I didn’t recognise. It was gravelly, coarse.

      I heard another male voice from the other side of the door, but couldn’t work out what he said.

      “She collapsed.”

      Stuck on the kitchen floor, I wondered if I were losing it, because it seemed to me that the dog was talking. But that was fucking impossible… wasn’t it?

      More mumbled words.

      “Ask and she will allow it, I am certain.”

      I’d swear the dog was talking. And I wasn’t in the least bit surprised. Why the fuck would I be? I’d left a telepathic cat in London two days before.

      The letter box opened.

      “Maia. Are you there?”

      I actually sobbed with relief at the sound of Amos’s voice. “Yeah.”

      “Can I come in?”

      “It’s open. Please, please come in.”

      I’d never been so relieved to see someone in my life. I was still sobbing when he slammed the front door shut and strode into the kitchen. I cried in pain when he lifted me and took me upstairs. He found my room without asking for directions—wasn’t hard with only three doors to choose from and one being a bathroom—and lay me carefully on the bed.

      “What have you done to yourself?”

      There was pain in his eyes as he scanned me. His eyes lingered on my shoulders. I knew I was a bit skinnier than when he last saw me. If I started losing weight, it went fast, but I wasn’t expecting him to have such a strong reaction to it.

      Adam was used to it. I’d lost weight twice since he’d moved in. Once with some gastric bug that went around, and once seven months ago when Dan had cheated. It hadn’t been some sort of crazy hunger strike; I’d just lost my appetite when I started feeling funny. Turned out it was that weird alarm system I’ve got, part of which is knowing when someone can’t be trusted. It came on quickly and when I worked it out, he was gone within two days, but the mess it left me in took weeks to fix.

      I didn’t look as bad now as I did then, I was certain, but Amos wouldn’t have that as a reference point. He stayed well back, not coming any closer than the side of my bed once he’d laid me down. “Would you like some help?”

      I wasn’t too proud. I was in agony and I was weak. I needed him. “Please.”

      The relief was instant when he touched me. The pain in my shoulder was gone, the nausea with it, and I began to feel much better. The tight, anxious knot in my stomach eased a little, but wasn’t gone entirely, and I finally felt the ache of hunger. I tested my legs, pulling them up then straightening them out. I decided I could probably walk, so I swung them around and sat up. My head swam again, and I swayed. Amos leaned forward, his hand resting on my upper arm to steady me. “Okay?”

      I met his gaze. It was intense, brows knotted, his concern for me clear. “Yeah. I…” My eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      Running his thumb over my trembling bottom lip, he shushed me. “We were worried. I’ve been walking the streets trying to pinpoint your location all night. I had no hope of finding you but then you must have…. What did you wish for? You know what, it doesn’t matter, I’m here now. I’m just relieved to have found you unharmed.”

      I was as surprised as he was when I grasped him around the back of the neck and pulled him into me. I was just so relieved, I think, that I needed to touch him, kiss him.

      He tensed at first, the muscles along his shoulders bunching beneath my hands as I pulled him down toward me, but he didn’t pull away. I kissed him with what I can only describe as desperation. That’s what I was feeling. I was desperately sorry. I was desperately frightened. And I was desperate for him to make me feel safe. I hadn’t realised before then, but I’d been edgy since before the contest and that was when I’d told Silas to leave me alone. I hadn’t seen them since. I hadn’t felt safe.

      His lips on mine melted the last of the tension, his warm breath mixing with mine drained away my guilt. Then my stomach growled.

      “Maia, you need to eat.”

      I barely heard the muffled statement as he took me by the shoulders and gently moved me away.

      “When did you last eat?”

      I blinked up at him, my lips throbbing from the pressure I’d exerted against his, and felt my face flush. I was relieved when he smiled and placed a chase kiss on the corner of my mouth, and I pressed my lips together to hide the smile that was forming.

      His gentle eyes searched mine. “Answer me, please.”

      “Saturday.” I cringed at his expression. “I couldn’t. I’ve felt so poorly for days, it’s been awful. I lost my appetite and… I have to keep eating or this happens. Something to do with glands, apparently.”

      He shook his head, smiling at my rambling excuse. “You become that weak in just a few days? That cannot be metabolism. Here. Eat.” He nodded to the bed behind me and I glanced back to see six small bowls on a tray. “Start small, then get cleaned up. I’ll make you something else later.”

      The smell was incredible. I didn’t even bother to ask what it was before I shuffled around and got stuck in. “Oh, I love Greek food.”

      “I know.”

      I didn’t bother to ask how he knew, I just started eating.

      Rather than disturb me, he moved to my bedroom door, closed it, and sat down, using it as a back rest. We sat in silence, him watching me eat, me trying not to eat too quickly because I really didn’t want to throw up. Not likely, but a possibility.

      I took the opportunity to speak while I dipped a big meatball into some tzatziki. “So, do you cook this stuff or is it stolen or what?”

      I loved his deep laugh, and the smile that came with it made my stomach squirm. “It just is. We don’t know how it works exactly, but some magic is draining for us, and others is not. Food, provided we know what it should look and taste like, is very easy. For you it costs us nothing. For what we produce daily for ourselves, the cost is minimal.”

      I closed my eyes. It was real. All of it. The monsters. The magic. All of it. There was no hiding from it, and they were suffering for trying to help me. “How is the magic draining?” I asked, feeling a small stab of guilt at the idea of them helping me causing them any sort of discomfort. It had been bad enough that the marks had been painful. Well, Silas’s wasn’t, not any more. I flushed at that memory and abandoned the thought, focusing on Amos.

      “If we create to meet our own ends, we become weak. If we create to serve someone else, we’re fine. More or less.”

      “How do you know what the difference is?”

      He shrugged, his muscular shoulders rippling, and grinned at me. “The power knows.”

      “So, if you want to eat, you pay for it in….”

      “Strength, yes. Meals don’t use much. The same when we travel. Short distances are very quickly recovered from. Longer ones take time.”

      He held up his hand as I opened my mouth to ask another question.

      “I tried to follow you and missed the train—I think there was some interference there—so yes, I arrived here magically. I recovered while I searched for you. All I had to go on was a rough location, and I and I honestly never expected to find you since you dismissed us, but I tried. And the food is for your benefit not mine, so it costs me little, if anything.”

      “Okay,” I said, between mouthfuls. “So the wish thing. How does that work?”

      He looked at me for a moment then said, “You want something, whether you think it or say it out loud, and we grant it, provided we’re close enough to you. Apparently, a wish that involves us being brought to you works regardless of distance.”

      “Only me, or…?”

      “We can choose to grant them for people in general, or not, while our lamp remains in our possession. The only person who can overrule that is you. I tried, and failed, to resist on a couple of occasions. I don’t know if Silas did, but I’m certain that Rhett has.”

      I chewed thoughtfully. “Okay, so I can wish for anything and you just have to grant it?”

      He shrugged. “I assume so, but the rules probably apply to you as much as anyone else.”

      “Rules?”

      “No riches, no power, no taking of lives,” he rattled off. “The taking of lives thing is a bendable rule but it’s still a bit of a grey area. The way I understand it is we can take a life to save another but only if our victim is wicked in some way. Say, a giant crocodile God trying to bite your head off.”

      I popped a falafel into my mouth and looked around as I considered the gravity of that information. They could kill for me, provided I were in danger. They would do just about anything for me; all I had to do was ask. My own trio of ninja assassins.

      That. Was. Crazy.

      “Drink?” he asked, breaking into my thoughts and changing the subject. When I looked back, he was holding a glass of fruit juice. He handed it to me and said, “Get this into you then get yourself in the shower.”
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      Strange things have been happening Genies. Gods. Talking cats.

      And that moment when Bruno, my slightly overweight lump of a mastiff, light-rarely-on, certainly-not-at-home dog, spoke. I didn’t have the energy to delve much deeper into that right then, so I acknowledged the bizarre phenomenon and stepped under the shower.

      “You okay?” Amos asked from outside the bathroom.

      Before I could answer, the door swung open and he stepped inside. I looked at him. He looked at me, all of me, and I turned back to grab my shampoo. “I’ll wash my hair and be out in a minute.”

      He didn’t say anything, but a quick glance over my shoulder confirmed he’d closed the toilet lid and sat down. Then he caught me looking. “Take your time.”

      “So how come you drew the short straw?”  I asked. His name had been in my head briefly when I’d wished for someone to be there. Amos. The calm, rational protector who was much more laid back than Silas. More willing to be around me than Rhett. But I hadn’t thought I wanted him. I just wanted someone….

      He chuckled. “I think we both know that this is not a short straw. I chose to come after you, Maia. Rhett was busy with research, and Silas….”

      He sighed, and I turned to rinse the shampoo from my hair. “What?”

      “We need you to come back.”

      I pondered his statement as the water ran over my head, then turned off the shower and reached around the screen for my towel. “To London?”

      “I know it sounds insane, believe me, I know. But we just can’t…. All of this, what’s happening, what we’ve been told, it’s all true. We are your protectors. When you touched their marks, it awoke something in them. I came looking for you because I’m not as badly affected. I need you, Maia, but I’m not experiencing the pain Rhett is. I’m not suffering the way Silas is.”

      “What’s wrong with Silas?” He hadn’t elaborated on what Silas was doing. I didn’t like the look on his face as I asked. We’d parted on bad terms; the man, djinn, was fucking infuriating and the last time I’d spoken to him I’d been angry, but I didn’t want him to be hurt. The thought made me panic. Stepping out of the shower over bath, I clutched my towel around my body and stood in front of him. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “I don’t know, but he isn’t speaking to either of us. He’s been in his room since you dismissed us from the hotel.”

      “He doesn’t spend time in his room.” I said it absentmindedly, my attention drawn to the anxious flip of my stomach. But he didn’t. He’d told me he didn’t even sleep in there.

      Since I’d left them, I hadn’t been myself. Now, with just one of them close, I was so much better. It couldn’t be a coincidence, however fucked up it all was. Whatever was going on, Rhett was gathering the answers, Amos had gone out of his way to find me, and Silas was…. “I’ll get dressed.”

      Amos grasped my hand as I turned to head into my room, brushing the tops of my knuckles with his thumb. “No. You haven’t had time to recover. You need rest.”

      “I suppose…. I need to see him. If he’s unwell or hurt or…. I should apologise.”

      He tugged me back to stand before him, and I looked up to find his eyes searching mine. “None of this is your fault. We do not blame you. Our only hope is that you will let us help you.”

      His hand had left mine and was running up my arm, and my skin prickled beneath his touch. My eyes became glazed, but I blinked back the tears. I wasn’t going to cry, not over Silas. He’d caused as many problems as he’d solved. “I didn’t mean to….”

      He stood, pulling me into his arms. I sighed at the sensation of his hand in my hair and felt myself relax at the low rumble of his voice resonating through his chest. “Let us look after you. Let us find the answers and put an end to all this. That starts with you getting everything you need to feel better.”

      He pushed me away and turned me gently, so that I faced the doorway, then steered me into my bedroom by my shoulders. “I feel fine.”

      “Yes, well, you look dreadful.”

      I spun, my mouth open in protest, and glared at him. He was grinning as I said, “That’s just bloody charming.”

      I wasn’t expecting him to lean down and kiss me lightly on the lips. I wasn’t expecting to reach for him again. He didn’t pull back, not that time; he was as hungry for it as I was. His hand trailed down my back as we kissed. The movement was controlled, like he was holding himself back, waiting for something.

      I broke away, cocking my head in question. “What’s wrong?”

      He leaned back in. “Nothing.”

      I pulled away, keeping him where he was with my hands on his shoulders. There was something, and I wanted to know what it was. “Don’t lie to me, Amos.”

      He seemed to be struggling with some internal battle, his eyes betraying what he really wanted. Eventually, he said, “You need to rest.”

      Annoyed at his rejection, I argued, “I’m fine.”

      I noticed him roll his shoulders as he took a breath to tell me I wasn’t, and I asked, “Is it hurting?”

      He took a step toward me. “It tingles. It isn’t painful. I want you to get some rest, Maia.”

      My shoulders sagged. “I will. Just…. Kneel down, let me see.”

      He immediately did as I said, tugging his shirt over his head. On his knees, he watched me, following me with his eyes as I moved to stand at his back. His mark was exactly like Silas’s, identical to the etching I’d seen at the exhibition. It matched a small part of the mark on my hip, an apparent symbol of our connection to each other. A link to the gods that hunted me.

      He bowed his head, waiting, the muscles in his back bunched in anticipation. I didn’t keep him in suspense, running my hand over his shoulders, then down between the blades. Since he seemed to know what to expect, he didn’t react to my touch, but I noticed a small twitch ripple across his shoulders. I sucked in a breath and winced at the searing heat in my hip, but instead of panicking, I embraced it. He’d been uncomfortable. Silas had been in real pain. Rhett still was. The least I could do was bear it for a minute or two. I knelt and kissed the tattoo, running my hands up and over his shoulders, pressing my body into his.

      “Better?”

      He didn’t answer, reaching up and taking my hand. I allowed him to guide me to stand and walk around to his front. His eyes didn’t leave my hip, the patch of darkened skin that burned so painfully. He knew I would be hurting, too, and placed his hand flat over the mark. The pain eased much more quickly than before, draining away beneath the heat of his palm. He looked up at me again, reaching for me with his other hand, and pulled me toward him.

      “You need some sleep.”

      I took a step away and looked him over. I could see his arousal straining in his pants but even without that as evidence I knew what he really wanted. I wanted it, too. “I think I’m okay. You healed me—”

      He shook his head. “No, I didn’t, I hadn’t had time to work out what was wrong so I could. What’s happening is you’re just feeling better for having one of us around. It isn’t enough though, you need to recover.”

      I frowned, not feeling as smug as I expected at him confirming my suspicion. “How—”

      “We’ll explain later. There’ve been five days for us, or rather Rhett, to piece things together and we have a much better understanding. Right now, you need your strength back. Into bed.”

      He sidestepped me and pulled back the bedclothes.

      I did as he instructed and climbed in, then smiled to myself as he slid in behind me. “Will you stay?”

      His arm circled my waist and he said softly, “I won’t leave you. I’ll stay here in the house, I promise.”

      I relaxed. For the first time in days I felt safe, and all because I had one of them around. If I hadn’t been so fucking stubborn it could all have been avoided.

      The issue remaining was if that was how I’d been feeling, what was it doing to Rhett? Not to mention Silas. I needed to sleep. But as soon as I woke up, I had to see them.

      None of us had asked for this, and I wasn’t sure I was happy about being reliant on them, but I could at least make it easier for them. I was uncertain about going back to London, but I would do whatever I could to reduce their suffering. If we were stuck together, we should try to make it work. They’d helped me during my week in London, and Amos had blindly followed me in the hope of finding me, despite how I’d reacted.

      It was time I repaid the favour.

      My sleep was dreamless for the first time in days. I knew it was because I had him close. I fell asleep wondering how safe I would feel with all three of them around me.
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      I had to concentrate. We needed the answers, however vague. Making sense of it all could come later, but we had to know everything first. Over the countless years we existed without her, I researched what we were. Silas did not believe it at first, but the more advanced mankind became, the more written evidence there was of our kind. Djinn. We were, for want of a better description, spirits, but we took the shape of humans to perform our function.

      To assist mankind.

      Apparently, we existed before the time of man, in the form of smoke and flame. I presumed that was why we left a puff of smoke in our wake when we appeared or disappeared. Nothing like signalling your whereabouts, but I suppose it was a firm reminder to exercise caution. It was thought we belonged to the realm separate from that of humans, but I had never managed to discover how to get back there.

      When reading matter had run short, I turned my attention to world history, finding the ancient Egyptians particularly interesting. While Amos took an interest in many topics, and would occasionally skim over whatever I was studying, Silas had none. I was incredibly annoyed at myself for never linking our marks with the hieroglyphs I had spent months poring over. But since there was little I could do to remedy the fault, I was trying to ignore my annoyance.

      We had met two gods while we were… where? Where had we been? That we could not use our magic until after the god who had summoned us all there had been rendered inert suggested it was their realm. Her realm. Sobek was not dead, Horus had said. I scanned my scribbled notes, piecing together everything we had been told. We had no reason not to believe Horus. Of course, it was all beyond belief, but we were djinn. That alone should leave us open to the suggestion of other magical beings, of gods and magical wars.

      “Anything?” Silas was leaning on my door frame. He looked like hell, although I did not think I looked much better.

      “She is the goddess,” I said. “Pip was sent to watch over us and lead us to her. After Horus intervened, I have every confidence it was Bastet who sent the feline. Who else Maia has on her side is anyone’s guess, but I am unsure of who to put trust in now. We must find the answers ourselves if we want to keep her safe.” I kept the memories of my life with Ma’at to myself. I wasn’t convinced he’d admit to remembering the past like I had. “It all points to Duat.”

      “This is fucked up.”

      I cocked a brow. “Said the fire spirit masquerading as a human to avoid having to grant them all wishes.”

      He huffed a quiet laugh.

      “Indeed, they always labelled us tricksters. At last we live up to the name.”

      He was silent for a moment, and I asked, “Are you holding up all right?”

      “Yeah. You?”

      There was a hint of concern, but there was nothing I could say to alleviate it.

      “It seems to be getting worse. Have you experienced anything?”

      “No pain, just…. I’m fine,” he said.

      I looked over at him. “He will bring her back to us.”

      He didn’t appear convinced. “What if she doesn’t want to come back?”

      It was unlike Silas to give away anything of his feelings unless they were ones of anger. What he’d just said told me far more about his current state than he intended to reveal. My feelings were the same. “Then we shall go to her. Hide the lamp in her house or… something. Anything to stop this.”

      His brows rose. “You’ve changed your tune.”

      I did not bother to look at him. “If you had left well alone, as I said you should, none of this would have happened.”

      “Yes, it would. Only we wouldn’t have known about it and she’d have drowned in that pool.”

      And I was supposed to be the blunt one.

      I swallowed and turned my head away. That was almost the reality of the situation. She would have been dead. Twice. Had we failed her, we would be left adrift and suffering with no possible way to make amends. I wanted to make amends.

      I cleared my throat. “So, if he finds her, this is what I have thus far.”

      He came into the room and scanned my notes. “This is all the goddess?”

      “Yes. Silas, do you remember...?”

      “Some. What I do know is that Maia is everything that being was not.” That was not the response I was expecting, and I gave him a sideways glance with my brows raised.

      “Do you think she will listen?”

      He laughed. “She will. She’s witnessed enough.”

      I looked back round sharply. I knew that expression. “Silas?”

      He ran a hand over his head, pushing his hair back from his face. “Before Sobek attacked, she…. I don’t know how she did it, but for just a few moments she held a Was Sceptre. It just appeared. She was so busy gawping at that thing she didn’t move, and I was so awed by it I didn’t warn her soon enough. That’s when he about ripped her fucking arm off.”

      I got up immediately and pushed past him into the living room. “You are sure?”

      He followed, apparently confused by my frantic scanning of the bookshelves. “I don’t know.”

      “Think.”

      I found the book I wanted and flipped through the pages at speed, searching for the image I needed. As I found the image and turned the book, his eyes narrowed.

      “Yeah, it was that. Definitely that. Looked like some sort of dog….” He tilted his head. “Yeah. It was silver.”

      “That puts an end to the speculation, then.”

      “She’s definitely her?”

      “Yes.” I looked back at the book. At the sceptre. “The mark on her skin. The marks on ours. The memories and the attraction we have to her all point to her being Ma’at and we her servants. I am as certain as I can be, but without confirmation from a deity I am reluctant to act on it.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “I need more evidence.”

      “We could just ask her.”

      I frowned. “She does not remember. If she did, she would never have avoided us.”

      “Did she avoid us? She seemed drawn to Amos. She was more than comfortable with you after you brought her round. She definitely likes me.”

      “It seems that she is drawn to each of us, in a way.” I was musing, still looking down at the book in my hands. “What if there is a small, residual memory left?”

      His eyes widened. “You remember?”

      I shrugged but avoided answering his question. “It would explain the attraction.”

      He turned away and walked from the room, his low chuckle following him.

      I wondered where Amos was. Had he managed to locate her? Or had he been captured? Maybe killed? And if anything had happened to him, would we know? Would Maia? Who would protect her? The more questions I asked, the more sinister the whole thing became. The more sinister the whole thing became.

      “You okay, Rhett? You look like someone just died.”

      I wasn’t expecting them. The smug bastard stood grinning at me, and it took me a moment to notice her at his side. She was gazing around the room, her eyes finally settling on me when I said, “I thought you had. Where the fuck have you been?”

      “Maia was unwell. She hadn’t eaten for days and was weak to the point of collapse, so—”

      “I picked up once Amos got there, and I had something to eat,” she interjected.

      The theory seemed to be confirming itself. All of us inexplicably drawn to her, her not questioning her attraction to us, opportunities to get closer to her presenting themselves at every turn.

      “So, I had a sleep, and then I asked him to bring me straight here, so I could help you with your back.”

      “There is nothing wrong with my back.”

      She rolled her eyes. I set my jaw.

      “The mark, Rhett. Show her. Let her help. Nice to see you, Maia,” Silas said. He was leaning on his bedroom door frame, arms crossed over his chest. His expression was oddly friendly, considering how irate he had been when she dismissed him. How he had cursed her very existence in rage for hours. Days. But with her close, he looked to have physically relaxed.

      I found I was becoming even more tense.

      “There is no need, Maia. Thank you, but I really do not want you to feel ob—”

      “Shut the fuck up, Rhett. Strip.” Silas sounded amused.

      I glanced at him, and the smirk on his face set my temper flaring. For the first time in… I could not say how long, he had paid full attention and even given serious consideration to what I had said. But I had more thoughts on the matter than he. She would not be touching me until she was fully aware of what it seemed to signify.

      “Maia, I need to explain this to you.”

      She frowned. “Explain what?”

      Silas walked across the room and flopped down onto his pillows. Amos tightened his arm around her waist, but Maia stepped away from him and closer to me. “What do you mean?”

      We were what we were. It was what it was. We had never really known anything different. But her? She had a life, friends, and it was all being taken away. The reality of her situation was a lot to lay on her, but…

      “The mark. Sobek. Us. You have no control over any of this and I will not see you walk blindly into it, Maia. It is probably too late, and we cannot change it, but you need to know.”

      She glanced at Amos. Rather than offer any words of support he ran his hand over his face and stepped back. So, she looked to Silas who was reclined on his cushion like some fucking sultan waiting for the entertainment to begin. The only one of us left to look at was me. But she avoided me.

      “I… I made notes.”

      “Notes? Fuck me, Rhett.” Silas had the audacity to snort.

      Had I been closer, I would have kicked him. Instead, I just glared. “There is a lot to take in, but if you can let me get my notes I will explain as well as I can.”

      “All right.”

      I looked at her then. She had gone from cautious to confident in the few moments that had passed, and she looked at me with a calm expression. “Umm… they are all in my room.”

      I passed Silas, resisting the urge to kick him, and edged by her. Surprisingly, she turned to follow, and I tried to put her off. I had no wish to be trapped in my room with her. “I can bring them out.”

      “No. I’ll come through. We still have to sort the pain in your back.”

      I stepped into my room and sat at my desk. I had bought it three hundred years previous, from a craftsman in Florence. It was exquisitely made and had caught my attention when I passed his small workshop. When she sat on the edge of it and looked down at my papers all spread before me, I resisted the urge to tell her to get off. Instead, I shuffled through the papers, trying to work out which would be the best starting point while Amos leaned on the post of my bed.

      That was another item I had picked up on my travels. Hand-carved mahogany with the original drapes, it dominated my room. The entire collection of furniture I had amassed was a mélange of styles, from different periods, each a reminder of the places I had been, and the things I had seen as we passed through the centuries without purpose.

      I found the relevant sheet, the information scrawled in Arabic. I did not know why I still wrote in that language yet spoke mostly in English. I slipped back, occasionally, but for the most part I stuck to the language of the country I resided in.

      “The marks. Your birthmark and our tattoos, all symbolise our connection.”

      I paused, waiting for her response. She took the sheet of paper I offered and blinked once or twice, then began to read, and I remembered her wish. She had wished for understanding, and it had been granted.

      I was silent for several minutes, waiting for her to respond. Eventually, she looked up. Her eyes flicked to Amos, then she glanced over her shoulder. Silas stood silently at the door and she nodded to my bed, indicating he sit down.

      When she looked back at me, she relaxed and smiled ruefully. “Okay. None of this is normal. None of this makes sense, but I can’t pretend it isn’t real. Explain. Please.”

      Strangely, I was nervous. I wanted her to know as much as I could tell her, but the gravity of it all was surely too much for her. Wasn’t it?

      “She’s handled worse the last two weeks, Rhett.”

      I looked back at Amos to see him nod once, then glanced to Silas. He shrugged, sitting forward with his elbows resting on his knees. They all looked to me for their enlightenment, so with a resigned sigh, I began.
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      When Rhett had finished explaining how we were all linked, it was clear that he was worried. I appreciated his concern for me, but it was a bit of a waste of time. Couldn’t really change any of it, could I?

      I was scanning a paper Rhett had given me when Silas asked, “But these are mostly just theories?”

      I tried not to roll my eyes. For some reason, Silas seemed to want another explanation.

      “My intention here is to make sure we have the most information we can get our hands on before we decide on a course of action,” Rhett answered.

      “What course of action?” I asked. “What can we do? I know I’m supposed to be this all-powerful goddess thing, and I do believe you, but I don’t have any power. I died! Powerful goddesses don’t drown in Jacuzzis.”

      Rhett eyed me. “You seem to have accepted this very easily, Maia.”

      “Not easily. I spent five days slowly wasting away at home. Unable to eat, I’ve lost weight, I collapsed. That’s all after I almost died, again. In a magical land far-far a fucking way, eaten by a giant crocodile, no less. Honestly, I feel like I’m going mad sometimes, then I wonder if a film crew will turn up and tell me I was pranked. But, when Amos turned up, I felt loads better straight away, and that can’t have been a coincidence. The same as this fucked-up pain in my birthmark if I touch your tattoos matches the pain you say you have in them if you touch me.” I went quiet for a minute. The more I thought about it the more I could accept it. “Seriously, it’s adding two and two to get a cabbage, but I suppose it makes its own sort of sense.” He was looking at me as though I’d grown an extra head. “What?”

      “There is also the matter of your obvious attraction to the three of us.”

      My temper flared. The damned cheek of him. He hadn’t been complaining the previous week. And what I did with Silas or Amos was none of his damned business. “I’d say it was pretty fucking mutual, Rhett. What’s your point?”

      “Does it not strike you as odd that the attraction was mutual and instant?”

      I glanced to Silas. He was rubbing his thumb along his bottom lip, apparently deep in thought. Amos was looking to Rhett with his brows raised. Neither seemed to have anything to say.

      “Probably.” I didn’t want to admit it, but he was right. People didn’t just meet and jump in the sack. Not like this, anyway. And while it hadn’t been quite that instantaneous, it wasn’t far off. Silas seemed game the previous Monday. Amos would have come to my room had I asked him. The only one who had been reserved was Rhett, and that didn’t last long. “What does that mean?”

      Rhett cleared his throat and looked away. None of them would look at me.

      There was something big they were avoiding telling me. If they wanted to play it all coy, then fine. I wasn’t going to beg for the information. “Okay. Forget about that for now. These marks, why do they hurt?”

      “We don’t know, Maia.” Amos was finally making eye contact. He held mine for a moment then looked to Rhett. “Any theories?”

      “One, but it is sketchy at best.”

      I raised my feet, crossing my legs beneath me, and I saw him clench his jaw. Seemed he had issues with me sitting on his desk. Good. He’d pissed me off enough, so I was glad I had a way to get back at him. “Spit it out, then.”

      “Suppose we had taken oaths of servitude when Ma’at first took us into her employ. Using that logic, I am assuming the whole thing is a replay of our vows of servitude.”

      I wanted to ask how he knew that, but kept my mouth shut and listened.

      “The first touch is a request,” he went on, “our request to serve. As a result, we suffer discomfort until the offer is accepted. That is the second touch. One that causes you the discomfort, Maia. The sealing of the oath is the third touch. It would be fair to say when this first occurred, the marks were placed on the first version of you. On us. That would explain why yours is in the form of a birthmark and not a tattoo like ours. It stayed with you, through your lives, in that form, an emblem of our connection….”

      He looked between us, a frown lining his brow. “I did say it was sketchy, but it is the best I have been able to come up with given what we are. I have found no explanation as to how we got to that plane from our own. It would explain our appearance—”

      He stopped abruptly as Silas got up and left the room. I watched him go, then looked to Amos who sighed and flopped back on the bed. With neither of them appearing to want to explain what had brought that on, I slid from the desk and followed him out. “Silas?”

      He stopped, halfway across the room, and turned to me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Go back and listen to his theories, I’ll be back soon.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Out.”

      I didn’t like his tone, but rather than kick up a fuss, I nodded. “At least take Amos with you.”

      A small line forming between his brows.

      “Please. I’m here because I need to be kept safe. If someone’s after me, they’re after you too.”

      “Amos!” he snapped.

      I smiled as Amos strode past me, making a point of brushing my hand with his, asking, “What’s up?”

      “Come with me. She’ll be fine here with Rhett; he can explain more about our pasts and all that shit.”

      Amos looked past me, and I turned to see Rhett at the door to his room. When I turned back, they had both left, tendrils of smoke fading away the only proof they’d been there at all. And I was alone with Rhett.

      “Where did they go?” he asked, looking a little confused.

      I shrugged. “Dunno, but I insisted they go together. Whatever is happening, none of us are safe on our own, are we?”

      I looked up to find him looking at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Where were we?”

      “You were saying about your appearance and how you started working for Ma’at.”

      He stepped aside and let me pass, following me back inside. “Working for you.”

      I held his gaze as I slid back onto his desk. “I’m not her, Rhett.” I waved a hand at him, “Are you going to let me sort that on your back?”

      “No.”

      That surprised me. “Why?”

      “Did you hear nothing of what I said?”

      “Yeah. But you already made your request.”

      “And if I do not wish to serve you?”

      Well that was a slap to the face. I crossed my arms. “I’m not asking you to, you asked me to allow you to.”

      I had him there, and his face said it all. “Before I knew for certain what it meant.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t go around seducing half-naked women without thinking it through.”

      “It was a kiss, not a proposal.”

      “It obviously was since you’re stuck with a burning tattoo.”

      He opened his mouth, then closed it again, staring at me like he wanted to wish me out of his room. “Please do not sit on my desk. It is a rare antique.”

      Having expected another snappy retort, I was surprised and immediately slid from the surface. He was annoying as fuck, but I couldn’t stay mad. I don’t know why. Maybe it was because I knew he was in pain because of me. Maybe it was something else. But I softened my tone. “Will you please let me take that pain away? I don’t want you to serve me, I want to get all this shit sorted and just go back to my life.”

      He lowered his head, hair falling forward with the movement, and sighed. “You were never given the choice.”

      I stepped forward, reaching out a hand. “Then we’re all in the same boat, aren’t we? Please, Rhett. I don’t want you to pander to me, I just want to stop the pain you’re in.”

      “And what about the pain you’ll be in? I’ll have to complete the ritual or let you suffer, and I cannot do either.”

      “You killed a giant crocodile for me. I didn’t ask you to. You weren’t oath bound to do it, but you still saved my life. If the thought of working with me is that terrible, why did you bother helping me at all? Why not just leave me to die in the pool?”

      He was silent.

      “Just turn around and let me take that pain away. Maybe Silas or Amos can take it from me. If the thing isn’t completed, then you’re free to do what you want. Nobody’s getting hurt, are they?” I asked. I had been, several times over, and I was offering myself up for all that pain again, but I was there to make amends. “I didn’t want any of this, but it’s happening. I didn’t ask for this any more than you did. It isn’t fair and I’m sorry, but I can’t change it. All I can do is try and make the best of it. If that means being followed around by you three, then that’s what I’ll do.”

      I watched as he turned around and tugged his shirt up over his shoulders. He didn’t remove it fully, but I had a clear view of his entire back. The muscles in his shoulders bunched slightly beneath his russet brown skin and I held my breath. I didn’t linger, and with two steps I was close enough to reach out and touch him. I was ready for the burning pain when my skin met his, and I managed to not make a sound. Instead, I backed straight up, stopping when I reached his desk, and turned away to look at his papers. And that was it. All done.

      “If all of this is true, and I think you’re probably dead right about all of it, how do we handle that lot hunting us down?”

      I didn’t watch him cover himself back up and didn’t look up as he took his seat at the desk, keeping my attention firmly fixed on the paper in front of me. “I think we just have to work out why, exactly, they want you dead and work around it. Are you okay?”

      The pain in my hip was intense, and I was doing everything I could to ignore it, but I must have been wincing or something because he was watching me with a concerned look on his face. He’d made it perfectly clear how he felt about the whole ‘bound to Maia’ thing. Honestly, I didn’t fully understand it, but it sounded like he knew what he was talking about, and if he didn’t want to be tied to me by whatever ridiculous magic created those marks, that was his choice. If I’d known beforehand, I wouldn’t have let Silas in my bloody room, let alone give me a full-body massage. I certainly couldn’t undo what had been done there, or with Amos. Best case here was to push through and hope it went away.

      I forced a smile. “Yeah. Nothing you haven’t put up with for three days. I’m fine.”

      “Maia, I—”

      I dropped the paper I was scanning. It was detailing who this Ma’at was and what she was responsible for, and although it was really interesting, I didn’t want to discuss it any more. “Honestly, I get it. I’ll get Amos or Silas to take me home and try to stop it when they get back. If they can’t, I’ll… I’ll find a way to fix it. Maybe Bruno knows?”

      It did occur to me how crazy that sounded. I’ll go home and ask my dog how to stop the magical pain in my side. It wasn’t something you would just come out and say, but I wanted him feeling sorry for me.

      “Who is Bruno?”

      “My dog.”

      “And you intend to talk to him?”

      The condescension in his tone riled me right up. He was irritating me. I’d given him my undivided attention, I’d taken away his pain, and even smiled when he’d rejected me. I didn’t think I was bothered before but something was twisting in the pit of my stomach and it was starting to feel like disappointment. “You spoke to your fucking cat, Rhett. Why wouldn’t I talk to my dog?”

      He blinked and tilted his head. “Your dog speaks. Why did you not mention that sooner?”

      “I was kind of busy trying to stop you from being in pain and listening to you telling me I was some sort of goddess you tied yourself to without thinking you might change your mind in a few thousand years.”

      “That is not what happened.”

      “No? That’s what it looks like from here. Whatever. Yes, my dog can talk. He hasn’t spoken to me, but I know for a fact he spoke to Amos. If he didn’t tell you then that’s on him. Don’t give me shit for what he isn’t sharing.”

      My stomach growled then, and I could have screamed when Rhett smirked. “Would you like something to eat?”

      The mood I was in I didn’t want a damn thing from him. I don’t even know why I was brooding over his apparent rejection; he’d never given any indication that he liked me, apart from that one time after I drowned, and when he saved my life. Okay, he liked me a bit, but let’s be honest, he’d just said it was left over from when he wanted someone else. And he didn’t owe me anything. We were even.  He’d saved my life, and I’d removed the pain he had because of that. “No. Thanks.”

      He sat back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. “Maia, I do want to help you. I just… you haven’t had a say in any of this. You were pulled toward us as we were guided toward you. This all happened without you being consulted.”

      “You three weren’t either.”

      “No, but that is not the issue.”

      Slow as ever, I raised my brows. “You think I… you think I didn’t want you? You think it was this stupid bond thing?”

      He looked uncomfortable, but I maintained eye contact. Yeah, so my ego was a bit bruised. I wanted to bruise his, just a bit. “No. I was more concerned that it was the other way around. That I would be using you to scratch an age-old itch.”

      I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say to that, so I just stood staring at him. I don’t even know how long it was, but it felt like ages. Certainly long enough to remember that Silas had mentioned that Rhett had been more likely to need company and I wondered why that was. Had he missed her the most? The more I thought about it, the sorrier I felt for them. They’d bound themselves to her. It must have been torture for them to have spent all those years apart from her. That he even considered my… well, I suppose it was honour, was incredible. I was sort of grateful. Eventually, I shrugged and turned away, dropping the paper on the desk. “It didn’t feel like that, not to me. It felt… well, it was about normal from my experience, but okay.”

      He let me leave the room, not bothering to say anything else, and I took myself out into their living room to wait for the other two. My hip was killing me, and walking was uncomfortable, so I made directly for Silas’s pillows on the floor. At least there I could turn on my side and not have anything rub it.

      It was all fucked up. All of it. And it didn’t really matter how much sense it was beginning to make, there were no answers to the questions going around in my head. Amos and Silas were bound to me. I couldn’t stop it now even if I wanted to. They’d taken an oath, the proof of that was burning a hole in my side, and they were bound to serve their deity. It wasn’t my fault I was apparently a reincarnation of her. It wasn’t their fault they blindly served whoever had her mark. It was what it was. I’d asked Amos to bring me here, so I could help Rhett. I’d done that. His pain was gone, transferred to me. My mark. My pain. Now I just had to work out how to get rid of it. I closed my eyes against the aching burn and concentrated hard on not wishing it away. Or for anything else. That was another thing I’d have to really work on, no absent-minded wishing. It wasn’t fair on them.

      I thought Rhett was in his room until his hand slipped beneath the band of my yoga pants and pressed against my hip. Immediately, I could feel the pain retreating. I swallowed hard, my eyes filling with tears. As much as it pissed me off to hear it, I understood now what it meant for him to seal that bond. And unlike Silas, he’d done so willingly. Deliberately. He’d taken away my pain and promised to protect me against more for eternity. He’d waited an eternity to find her. Instead, he’d been presented with me. He was accepting that. Me.

      “Thank you.”

      “Eindama tasqut alshams min alsama'. Eindama tahtariq alhuqul, watartafie albiharu. Eindama tantahi klu alhayat, sawf 'atrikuk, walakuna lays min qabla.”

      I hadn’t realised I could understand the language spoken until that moment, and while I heard it in his tongue, it unravelled in my brain in English.

      When the sun falls from the sky. When the fields burn, and the seas rise. When all life ends, I will leave you, but never before.

      He placed a gentle kiss on my temple before rising to his feet. I didn’t watch as he retreated into his room. Instead, I choked back the tears and closed my eyes. No one had ever done anything like that for me before. No one had ever really promised to love me. Plenty had let me down. Adam loved me, but he was family. This was different. Rhett had just vowed to never leave. Ever. Until the world ended. The tears slipped, and I brushed them away, not wanting the others to come back and find me a wreck on the floor. I was stronger than that. It looked like I was Ma’at, Goddess of Balance, and they were my guard.
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      We arrived in the side street where the shop was located and checked for anything untoward before approaching the building.

      “You think she’s on board?” Silas asked.

      I shrugged and leaned against the wall of the building opposite the antique shop. “I don’t know. Her main concern was getting back to check on you and help Rhett. She couldn’t stand to think that he was in pain.”

      His mouth pulled down in the corners. “What does that mean?”

      “For us? I don’t know. She’s claimed both of us. Our roles are clear. It all depends on him now.” I wasn’t going to mention that it meant she wasn’t the same Goddess as before. That this wasn’t a replay. I nodded toward the shop. “Why are we here?”

      “I’m waiting for Pip.”

      “Then why didn’t you just go in and grab him?”

      “I’d rather he came to us. We have to consider how his behaviour will impact Maia; I’d rather he came willingly.”

      He made it sound so dramatic. “Why didn’t we all just come?”

      “And have her all wound up again? No thanks. Rhett needs straight answers not cryptic bullshit if he’s going to confirm any of his theories.”

      I wondered at his tone but said nothing and nodded, looking up and down the narrow side street. It was deserted, which was usual for that time in the afternoon, but it didn’t sit well with me. We needed to be a little more cautious given the events that had played out, and standing outside the place we secreted our lamp, when we knew some god or another hunted us, was not being cautious. We were of no use to her captured. “We should go inside, Silas.”

      He didn’t respond, appearing to be deep in thought. When he moved away from the wall and toward the shop, I followed, but he didn’t go inside. Instead, he moved to peer through the window and let out a high-pitched whistle. I chuckled, and he looked at me. “What?”

      “He won’t take kindly to being summoned by a whistle.”

      “We need information. He holds it. He can come when called or face her. She’s waking up, Amos. It might have been a long time coming, but it is coming, and she needs all the help she can get. This is his problem as much as ours; he led us to her.”

      I knew how important this all was, and I wanted the answers as badly as he did, but to hear him say that out loud ignited something in my blood. She was waking up. She was discovering and taking ownership of who she really was. Rhett was giving her the very information she needed right then, and we were seeking out more. With luck—a lot of luck—we would restore her knowledge before Set found her again. That wouldn’t be long. He had eyes and ears everywhere—that much was clear from the way he had her followed when she arrived in London. He knew of us, too—that was proven when we learned he had his greasy little henchman sniffing around Mrs Barnes’ shop.

      There was a distinctly feline chirrup of enquiry from nearby and Silas stepped away from the window, turning to face the wall behind us. He looked up at the cat and tilted his head, motioning to the small alley that led between buildings, before taking a few small steps and disappearing into the gloomy passage. Pip followed. After looking up and down the small side street to ensure there was no one watching us, I followed more cautiously, hoping he wouldn’t interrogate the cat right there. The last thing we needed was the thing to launch another attack. Pip may only be a cat, but he’d proven to be fierce.

      “Maia requires your assistance.”

      “I do not serve her, Silas.”

      “Yet your goddess sent you to assist her. You are summoned.”

      I was rarely grateful for Rhett’s absence, but right then, after the way the little beast ignored the mention of her, I was. The simple reminder of Pip’s goddess, and the lie that Maia had summoned him, was enough to make the cat think again. He took a step toward me, his ears flattening against his head at the notion of Maia summoning him. “Come on, Pip. Don’t be difficult. She’s doing so well after your help. She just needs a bit more information and she probably won’t bother you again.”

      That was another lie. I was more than certain Pip would be needed a few more times before we gathered all the information we required, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “Very well. Where is she?”

      Silas grinned. Pip frowned; such an odd expression on a cat almost made me laugh. “No.”

      “It’s a two-second trip, Pip,” I said. “I’ll carry you if you don’t trust Silas.”

      His yellow eyes narrowed but he stepped toward me. I lowered a hand to scoop him up and he arched his back, hissing. “Dog!”

      I wiped my hand down the leg of my pants. “Maia has a dog, but we left him in Manchester. I promise he won’t be there.”

      He backed up, nudging Silas’s leg, and yowled when Silas grasped him around the chest. “Chill out, kitty. Maia won’t let any harm come to you.”
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      She was lying on Silas’s cushions alone when we returned, complete with hissing and spitting cat. Silas dropped him immediately, stalking to where Maia lay, his hands balled at his sides. She rolled over at the sound of his footsteps and we both noticed the unshed tears in her eyes as she said, “You got back quick.”

      “What did he do?” Silas demanded.

      Her mouth opened, then closed, and she glanced from Silas to me.

      “Maia?” he pressed.

      “Nothing, h-he just—”

      Rhett stepped from his room. “I remembered our vow, years ago now, but I remembered. I pledged myself to her, completed the rite, and removed her pain as was expected of me.”

      Silas shifted uncomfortably.

      “Oh, so you remember, too, Silas?” Rhett asked. “What about you, Amos? Is there anything else we should discuss or am I to rely entirely on my own intellect and no small amount of guesswork to help Maia?”

      “Please, don’t fall out. Can’t we—” Her eyes widened, and she tumbled from the cushions in her hurry to back away. “Why do we need the bloody cat?”

      He strolled between Silas and me, apparently happy there was no dog in the room, and hopped onto the now vacant pillow, curling up in the warm patch Maia had left behind. “You summoned me, apparently, Goddess. I am relieved to see the three of you have settled your differences and returned to your rightful places. Although I see little point in repeating a vow already made.”

      Maia glared down at him. “They didn’t make any vow to me. Well, Rhett has now, but they made it to her.”

      “One and the same.”

      She sighed. “Okay. And we’re all certain this isn’t a mistake?”

      The cat narrowed his eyes. “There is no mistake, Maia. Your attraction to them was the first step. Once you were brought together, that old spark was ignited and your burning need for one another was reawakened.”

      Maia frowned at him. “So, the three of them vowed to protect Ma’at. Fair enough, but they served her how? What could three genies do for her that she couldn’t do for herself?”

      He settled back on the pillow, folding his front paws beneath himself. “Your people are fickle. Allegiances are forged and broken on a whim and guards are easily swayed. Ma’at would have no part in their petty politics, but realised she was vulnerable without any form of protection. When the three traversed onto your plane of existence and sought you out, you accepted their offer on the premise they make the vow. They did so happily and have been yours since.”

      “Why? And stop talking as though Ma’at and I are one person. We aren’t.”

      “Yes, you are. The mark proves it. Please be more specific, this is becoming rather difficult to track. Why did they seek you out or why did you make them take the vow?”

      “The vow is obvious, I know what it was, I mean why did they seek her out?” She looked from the cat to each of us for an answer, but none came. I certainly didn’t know why. Nor did Silas. We both looked to Rhett. He just shrugged.

      “I cannot say.”

      Damn cat. Maia considered what he’d said then looked at me. “Who is my dog?”

      Pip didn’t appear willing to divulge that information either, but I knew. “Anubis.” I said, earning myself a sly look from the cat. He could kiss my ass. She wanted answers and I wasn’t prepared to piss anyone else off by withholding any information I had.

      Silas, it seemed, had caught up. “Fucking Anubis? What’s he got to do with this?”

      “Another ally,” Rhett explained, “As Set has Sobek, Maia has Bastet, Anubis, and Horus. Am I correct and are there any others, Pip?”

      The cat had closed his eyes and didn’t bother to open them to reply. “I do not know for certain. Allegiances change with the wind. However, it is safe to say some are firm supporters of your cause since they’ve bothered to connect with earthly beings to communicate with you. The information you require is all laid out for you, except you missed it when you were rudely interrupted by the scaled cretin. Might I suggest retracing your steps?”

      I frowned at the cat then looked to Maia. “The museum.”

      Shaking her head, she stepped back and straight into Silas who had moved while the cat spoke. She turned immediately, looking up at his face and shaking her head. “I’m not going back there…. Eaten alive once is enough, thanks.”

      “I don’t think there’s much of a choice,” he said, taking her hand. “I’ll come with you. Just us. In and out.”

      I nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “It’s not in and out if you have to walk in there surrounded by hundreds of tourists,” Amos said.

      “Go after hours,” Rhett said. “Wish yourself there, I will grant it.”

      Turning to him, she shook her head. “Rhett, I don’t want to use your…. No.”

      “If I send you myself it’ll cost me,” he reasoned, pushing his hair back from his face. “If you make the request, it’s done with no lasting after-effect. I insist.”

      The cat stretched his front legs out and dragged his claws over the silk cushion. I heard Silas grind his teeth in annoyance, but he held back whatever comment he wanted to make as Pip got up, curling his spine as he stretched. “You would do well to listen to the djinni, Maia. He’s been doing this a very long time and it is his job to keep you safe. He knows better than anyone how much you are needed.”

      Rhett inclined his head but didn’t respond.

      Maia started to laugh. “Needed? What good am I to anyone?”

      He sat at my feet but looked back to her. “You maintain the balance, Maia. Balance is everything. Too much of any one thing can be catastrophic. Maintaining balance is the whole purpose of Ma’at. I’d like to go back now, Amos.”

      She didn’t respond. She didn’t say anything at all for a moment, then Silas stepped to her side.

      I picked up the cat, and said, “I’ll take you home,” then I nodded to Silas and smiled at Maia before leaving.
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      Rhett returned to his room and buried his nose in his papers as soon as Amos left with Pip, leaving me alone with Silas. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I crossed the room the room and studied the bookshelf—my way of ignoring him.

      It was overfull of various titles, not one of them fiction. I was bored already.

      Silas cleared his throat behind me. “Maia, I wanted to apologise.”

      I looked over my shoulder to see him brushing off one of his huge cushions, I assumed to remove any cat hair. “Yeah? What for?”

      “Everything, really.”

      I turned and looked at him as he crossed the room toward me. Shrugging one shoulder, I looked down and said, “I wasn’t perfect.”

      Huffing a small laugh, he reached for me. I let him take my hand and kiss my fingertips. “Perfect is overrated.”

      Dropping my hand abruptly, he took a step away. “What did the little shit say?”

      I turned to see Amos had come back.

      “He’s going to scout the museum before you get there,” Amos said, and I looked up as he flopped into his armchair. “What’s your plan for tonight?”

      I glanced to Silas. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “We’ll be fine,” he said, turning away from me and heading over to his cushions. “Sobek won’t be there. Not after last time. He’s probably still licking his wounds. I expect to get a good look at all the pieces and work out these allegiances. There must be something there we can’t find elsewhere, or the cat and his informant wouldn’t have suggested we go back.”

      “It’s been a week, Silas,” I said, sticking out a hip. “I’m sure all his wounds are clean.”

      He patted one of the cushions at his side, inviting me to join him. I chewed the inside of my cheek for a moment then decided what the hell. “I’m sure we can handle anything that occurs, but I don’t anticipate much.”

      I wasn’t sure, but he seemed confident enough. “What if we do run into trouble? It took all three of you last time.”

      Surprisingly, he leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Relax, we’re fine. In and out.”

      I glanced to Amos. He was smirking at us. “What?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. Is anyone hungry?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Do bears shit in the woods? I can knock something together. Where’s the kitchen?”

      Silas lay back with his hands behind his head and said, “Slow leaner for a goddess…”

      Amos just laughed and presented me with lunch.
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      Rhett sounded incredibly concerned. “Be careful. Do not let any harm come to—”

      “Yeah, yeah I know. You’d think I’d never done this before,” Silas said, taking me by the hand. There was a distinct lack of tension between them. “Ready?”

      “No.”

      “Well at least you’re honest,” he said, then looked to Amos. “The cat will be there?”

      Amos nodded once. “He said so. If there’s any danger he’ll let you know to get out.”

      Silas tightened his grip on my hand and I nodded, looking to Rhett. He nodded once, and I said, “Will you send us to the museum. Please?”

      He looked amused, his eyes brightening slightly, as he nodded again and the lamp was gone.

      We arrived in the atrium and Silas set off for the exhibition immediately, pulling me along after him.

      “I thought you said the cat would be here,” I said, looking around for security cameras or guards or anyone else.

      “If he has something to tell us he’ll show his face,” he said. “Until then I want to get in there, see what there is to see and get you back to safety.”

      He remembered the way and we were there in minutes. “I thought there’d be guards or something,” I said as he released my hand and approached the first display case.

      “There are.”

      I looked back the way we came. “Where?”

      He turned back to face me and pointed up. “I handled them. Are you helping?”

      It wasn’t cold, but I rubbed my hands up and down my arms as I walked toward him. “What am I looking for exactly?”

      “Anything Ma’at related. Make a note of who is with her, it’ll help. We already know Bast is on her side, although she hasn’t a damn thing to do with the whole ritual.”

      That didn’t make a bit of sense. “So how do we know it’s the gods involved in her… ritual that are helping?”

      “Without her, or her feather at least, there’s no ritual,” he said, moving slowly among the various displays. “Did he mention the feather?”

      I shook my head.

      “Okay,” he said running a hand over his face. “Ma’at is central to the ceremony here. Her feather is weighed against the souls’ heart. Heavy heart, fed to the soul eater. Light heart, pass on through. According to Rhett, the feather is missing, and Set wants to keep her down to keep the feather out of Duat.”

      I frowned, pausing in front of a large tablet. There was a scene etched into it, and I studied it for a minute. “Silas… who are these people?”

      He came directly to my side and scanned the images. “That one there,” he said, pointing to the male figure standing on the right, “is Thoth. I think…. Those two are Osiris and Anubis.” He pointed at the top of the image where a number of figures appeared to be sitting “They are the assessors of Ma’at, they’re just judges if you like, symbolizing each of the possible sins against justice and truth, no real power. The delightful Ammut, the soul eater, Ma’at favourite goddess and the closest thing she ever had to a friend. Horus okay he’s there to guide the soul on, so that clears that up. He’s involved because he needs you, too.” He looked at it for another few moments then said, “Okay that’s enough of that… what’s this?”

      I followed him to another display. There was an image “Is that Set?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. This is him in his animal form, the Set animal. See this, this is Ra turning Set away. After he killed his brother to take his throne, repeatedly attacked his nephew and then warred with him over the throne of Egypt, he was eventually defeated. Ra turned him away from Egypt. With no throne and no status, he was no longer an integral part of natural order. He can’t still be pissed about that, can he? Is he going after Duat, Ma’at, all of that to get back at Ra? I mean, he was always temperamental, but surely, he learned his lesson after—"”

      A hiss from behind stopped him in his musing, and we both turned to look at Pip who was crouched, fur bristling, tail fluffed, on a cabinet nearby.

      “Who?” Silas demanded, sword appearing in his hand.

      There wasn’t time for the cat to answer as a shadow loomed by the doorway. Silas reached for me as I immediately thought, “Oh shit… um… I wish… hide me,” and seemingly without having moved I was standing with my back against Silas’s chest and his arm was around my waist.

      “Why did you do that?” he growled in my ear as the lights in the room flickered.

      My instinct was to pull away from him, but to do that would mean taking a step closer to whatever was outside, and I didn’t want that, so I turned my head and whispered, “What?”

      His lips brushed my ear. “You wished and overrode my fucking escape.”

      “What the fuck did you want me to do? Whatever that is, it’s massive and it’s obviously look—”

      I stopped dead as the thing stepped into view. Something told me to be very afraid, and it wasn’t because of its strange appearance. “Silas, what is that?”

      “Shut up.”

      I gladly obliged, watching the four-legged creature at the door as it sniffed at the air with its weird curved snout. The images on the various artefacts did the thing no justice at all. I didn’t really have anything to compare it to. Mutant fox, maybe? It moved like a dog, claws clicking on the floor as it stepped into the room we were hiding in, but there was more to it. Its neck was long, its large, powerful body lean, and its head looked like some sort of cross between a giraffe and a dog.

      Silas held me tighter as it came closer to us. “Don’t move.”

      I didn’t know how he’d hidden us, but there was something in his voice that suggested it wasn’t a reliable camouflage. “How did you hide us?”

      “Shh…”

      It was well into the room, still sniffing at the air when it finally dawned on me what, or rather who I was looking at. I didn’t want to watch, but I couldn’t close my eyes, both hands clinging to Silas’s arm. Not content with Sobek’s attempt, it seemed Set had taken matters into his own… paws.

      The lights flickered again then went out, plunging the room into darkness. The only light was from the next room, and Set, in the form of the Set animal, was blocking much of the door.

      “Shit,” I heard Silas breathe as the bloody thing turned its head straight at us.

      Its eyes were red, even in the semi darkness, and the sight of them struck fear so deep into me I felt like I was about to piss my pants. They seemed drawn to our location and I was about to volunteer another wish when a low growl drew its attention.

      There was definitely some canine in it. The proof was in its reaction to the spitting cat that looked down at it from a high display piece. His tail was flicking left to right, the sound coming from his throat one of warning. What little Pip planned to do against Set in his monstrous form, I had no idea, but his diversion gave Silas time to ask, “Will you get us out of here?”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant to begin with, my attention fixed on the creature before us: the one rearing up on his hind legs and snarling at Pip. It was a strange sound. Not quite a growl, but definitely not a whine.

      “Maia, we need to leave…”

      I snapped out of it. “Get us back to yours.”

      Silas’s arm left my waist, but we hadn’t left the museum. Set bared his teeth at the fearless little Pip, and while our feline friend kept hissing and spitting at the monster, my stomach churned. “Oh god…”

      He turned me to face him, both hands cupping my cheeks. “Maia, he’s sealed the room, we have to run.”

      There was no point arguing. I couldn’t reason my way out. Wishing hadn’t worked, Silas was obviously having trouble, and that thing was looking for me. I reached for his hand.

      “Stay behind…”

      He started to move, gripping my hand and edging around the display case we’d been standing in front of, whatever screen he was using to hide us from the Set animal moving with us.

      Pip was still yowling, but he let out a panicked sound which made me turn to look. I shouldn’t have.

      “Silas… we’re not hidden.”

      Volume wasn’t an issue any more. Pip had lost Set’s attention completely and he was looking directly at me. His red eyes glinted as his top lip lifted in a growl, muscles bunching as he crouched.

      I pushed at Silas’s shoulder. “Run… go, go, go,”

      But he didn’t move. Instead, he stepped around me, Khopesh appearing in either hand, and took a defensive stance.

      In the periphery of my vision, I saw movement. It was fast. Too fast. The crash of breaking pottery came with it and was immediately followed by the abrupt sounding of an alarm directly above our heads. I was startled, but it was nothing compared to the reaction Set had. Those super-hearing ears were sensitive it seemed, and the high wail of the security siren was too much for them. The powerful animal was reduced to a cowering, whining mess, and wasn’t much of a threat for the time being.

      Where Pip went to, I couldn’t tell, but I assumed he was safe and grasped Silas by the shoulder. “Fucking move.”

      Where his other sword was, I had no idea, but he’d freed a hand. His grip on my wrist was uncomfortable and keeping up with him wasn’t easy as he made for the door, weaving between the various cabinets and displays, but I followed. A crash from behind us spurred me on and I shouted over the alarms, “Where—”

      “Just run,” he snapped, dragging me out into the main hall. The alarms stopped, and my blood ran cold at the roar that chased us.

      I ran and ran, Silas maintaining his firm grip, and eventually collided with another body.

      When I looked up, I realised Silas had finally managed to transport us out of the museum and back to the lamp.

      “What happened?” Rhett asked, sounding very surprised.

      I’d never have believed I could be so happy to see him. “Set,” I gasped, resting my head on his chest. “Set was waiting, animal—”

      Silas pulled me back, spinning me to face him. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “Were we set up?”

      “It certainly appears to be the case,” Rhett said. “Or, Bastet was.”

      I turned and looked at him. “The cat goddess? You think she’s been caught helping me?”

      “I do not know, but she would be the only one who knew of your plan to visit the museum again. It was likely her suggestion to Pip. With a god involved, I presume you were trapped. How did you escape?”

      Silas peeled his T-shirt over his head, dropped it on the floor, and sat in Amos’s armchair. “Ran for the doors. He didn’t cover the whole building; wouldn’t have been strong enough.”

      “Shame we can’t keep him there and handle him. Where’s Pip?” Amos asked. I hadn’t noticed him before then and looked around to see where he was. I found him leaning against the wall beside what I assumed to be his bedroom door.

      “He helped us get out. He did a good job of knocking a few artefacts over, smashing something incredibly valuable no doubt, and triggered the security alarms. Turns out Set animals have sensitive hearing,” Silas said, stretching and cracking his back. “Little shit redeemed himself.”

      Amos looked to me and nodded once. I gave him a weak smile and nodded, then said, “It was a complete waste of time.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Silas argued. “We found a few things out.”

      “Like what? We could both have been killed and all we saw was that same image of the ceremony thing in the hall. Ma’at wasn’t even on it.”

      Silas looked annoyed. “No, but her feather was,” he snapped.

      Rhett placed his hand on my shoulder, drawing my attention away from Silas, and handed me a bottle of water. “That is interesting. The feather is everything. No feather, no ceremony. That confirms the feather is as lost to Duat as Ma’at is.”

      “And that’s why Set is trying to kill you,” Amos said, moving into the room. “It’s with you.”

      I frowned and shook my head. “It can’t be. I’ve never seen it.”

      “Yeah, you have. We all have.”

      I looked from him to Silas, and finally to Rhett. “What?”

      “Your mark,” Rhett said simply.

      “That’s just fucking insane. I don’t want to know, I’ve had about enough for one day.”

      I opened the bottle and took a drink as Amos stepped close and brushed a finger down my cheek. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine, I think. I want to go home. I should be okay on my own while you three sort out… well. I imagine you want to figure all this out, don’t you?”

      “You staying alone is not an option. It is not safe.”

      “I haven’t felt uneasy since that guy on the train home. Set won’t be back, not tonight, so I’ll be fine. I have Bruno, Adam will be home. You three have some stuff to discuss by the looks of it and Amos knows where I am, you can check in later.”

      They each exchanged a glance, but it was Silas who asked, “What guy? Uneasy how?”

      I didn’t understand the interest in a stranger, but answered, “This bloke sat at our table on the train home and I felt really… I dunno, just some people make me feel nervous and I try to stay away from them. Does it matter?”

      “Yeah, it matters. Who was he?” Silas was pressing, but I didn’t have an answer. How could I know who he was?

      “I dunno, some creepy Londoner. Seemed really interested in where we were going, asking questions and shit. Addie told him we lived on the other side of Manchester and we hopped in a taxi as soon as we left the station to get away from him. I wasn’t well, I couldn’t be bothered, and he creeped me out.”

      Silas got up from the chair. “Did he introduce himself?” he asked. “What did he look like?”

      “Fucking hell, calm down,” I said, stepping back. “Had a Mediterranean look to him, Londoner. Nick?”

      Silas and Rhett looked to Amos. His gaze was fixed on me. “What did he say?”

      I folded my arms over my chest. “Not much. Who is he?”

      “Nicky is the grandson of a London gangster. He didn’t take over the family business and as such is a nobody, but he’s always where he shouldn’t be,” Amos said bitterly. “With what you’ve just told us, I suspect he’s an informant of Set’s.”

      “I was followed home?” I asked, my voice rising a few octaves.

      It was Rhett who answered. “Not if Adam had the good sense to send him in the wrong direction, but that only confirms that the net is closing.”

      I took a deep breath. “Well this is just fucking peachy. I’m going home. Can someone take me, please?”

      Silas reached for his shirt, Rhett took my hand, and Amos stepped close.

      “No…” I said, shaking my head. “I want to go on my own.”

      Silas frowned and opened his mouth, so I held up a hand. “Just for a bit. Just to get my head on straight.” I took a deep breath. “I want you to be there. All three of you. So, just give me an hour, then follow.”

      Amos smiled down at me and kissed my cheek. I glanced over to Silas who dropped his shirt and nodded, then to Rhett, who gave me a small half smile.

      I looked back to Amos and he leaned in close and said, “As you wish.”

      I’d have laughed if I wasn’t in the middle of being hunted down and slaughtered over a birthmark.
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      I don’t know why the house felt strange, but it did, and I didn’t like it. Silas had wanted to stay, but I sent him home to sort out whatever was going on with Rhett. The day had flown by and it was almost time for Adam to get back from work so I wouldn’t be on my own long. Plus, I had Bruno. Or whoever he was now. I flopped down on the sofa and watched him sleep in his usual spot across the living room doorway.

      “So, you can talk now?”

      No answer.

      “Well, if you decide you can, don’t do it in front of Ad, I can’t handle him screaming and passing out any more than you can handle the surge of interest when he comes ‘round.”

      Bruno gave what I was sure was a snort of laughter but didn’t bother to look in my direction when the front door opened and Adam bellowed through the house. “Mai?”

      “I’m only here, Ad. You’re early.”

      He stepped over the dog and perched on the arm of the sofa. “I was worried and knocked off early. You look loads better.”

      I grinned. “I feel it. Told you I was okay, there was no need to leave work early.”

      “I don’t think I could have stood another hour in there anyway. Portia’s being a witch with the audit coming up and she’s up our arses asking for shit we all got straight last week. Julia ended up in tears in the toilets, security gave me shit for going in after her, so I gave him some shit about being pre-op himself and it all got out of hand, so I came back to see to you.”

      I loved when he got all sassy, sat looking at his nails and shit in full diva mode. When he noticed me smirking, he burst out laughing and slid into the seat at my side.

      “Okay then, princess, what happened to cheer you up?”

      “Amos found me.”

      Loved it when he gawped like that, too. “How?”

      Bruno sneezed, and I was sure I heard him mutter “Eager,” but I didn’t draw any attention to it. Instead, I shrugged and reached for the TV remote. “I dunno. He checked on me, I had something to eat and a shower and felt all right after a sleep.”

      He wasn’t buying it, but he didn’t push. “You needed a sleep, eh?”

      “Oh, I definitely needed a sleep.”

      It took him a minute to stop laughing. “Where’s he at now?”

      “Umm…” I couldn’t say home, because that was in London and there hadn’t been time to travel. “They’re staying at the lodge.”

      “All of them? Fucking hell, Mai, you got them all eating out of your hand?”

      I smirked. “Just about.” Then I blushed, and he elbowed me painfully in the ribs. “Oww!”

      “Oh, you whore, I love it! Are they coming back tonight?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I invited them. They should be here in an hour or so.”

      I was missing them already. It was strange how quickly that had come about. I didn’t have all the answers, but things were a little bit clearer. Well, in as much as I understood that I was supposedly the reincarnation of an ancient Egyptian goddess, another Egyptian god was trying to kill me to keep me from returning to my rightful place in Duat, wherever that was, and I had three genies sworn to protect my previous self, insisting they carry on the job with me.

      I wasn’t complaining. They were fucking beautiful, all of them apparently as eager to get into my bed as I was to get into theirs, and after the whole London mess we seemed to be getting along much better. At least Silas and I were. Amos had never been a problem and Rhett… well, he’d sworn his oath. The first of them to do it.

      I chewed my lip, looking back at the TV, and flicked through the channels.

      “Should I make myself scarce?” Adam asked.

      I looked at him and frowned. “No, this is your home. If they want to come here, they work around you.”

      “I don’t think I want to listen to the four of you…”

      I dug him in the ribs with my elbow. “Stop. It isn’t like that.”

      He snorted, and I heard Bruno scrabbling to find a foothold on the laminate before ambling to the front door. Instead of barking, or doing anything remotely Bruno-like, he sat down and wagged his tail. Adam looked confused. “What’s he doing?”

      I smiled. “It’s probably them. They’re early. Let them in.”

      “They haven’t—” A hard knock on the door confirmed there was someone there and he got up and answered it immediately. “Fancy seeing you three here.”

      I rolled my eyes and selected a music channel, turning down the volume. “Let them in, Ad.”

      I could see the stupid grin on his face in my mind and it was confirmed as the three djinn shuffled into the room with him behind them, eyeing Rhett’s arse as he moved. I scowled at him and he masked his amused snort with “Tea?”

      There was a mixed response of “Yes, please” and “No, thanks” that only fuelled his amusement. “Okay, five brews coming up.” And that’s when he lost it. I scowled as he edged past Bruno in peals of laughter and went to make the drinks.

      “You’ll have to just ignore him. He’s a filthy-minded pain in my arse.”

      “I heard that. I’ve never been near her arse, lads, honest!” he called through.

      Amos was the only one smirking.

      “For fuck’s sake, Adam! Rhett, close that door.”

      His laughter was muffled as the door closed and Rhett looked down at me with a strange expression. I didn’t want to know what it meant, though I was grateful he’d discarded his earlier trepidation and gotten onboard.

      “I’m glad you came,” I said quietly.

      “He’s just being a prick. You’ll get used to it,” Silas grumbled with a side glance to Rhett

      “Yeah, well let’s not start taking swipes. You’ve been together too long to start that over me. You might all think I’m important but I’m not worth that sort of friendship.”

      Rhett looked like he was about to say something else, but my glance stopped him from making whatever statement was on the tip of his tongue. Instead, he bowed his head and I looked over to Silas and Amos on the other side of the room. They stood uncomfortably by the window, hands behind their backs as if at attention.

      “What are you standing up for? I know it isn’t a massive room but Christ, find somewhere to sit.”

      I watched them physically relax and arrange themselves. Silas sat on the floor where he was, Amos took the armchair to my left, and Rhett hovered by the door for a moment before perching on the edge of the sofa at my side. “Okay, what are we supposed to do?”

      Rhett turned and looked at me. “About?”

      “This mess.”

      He sighed through his nose. “It is becoming difficult to know where we are with you. One minute you say you cannot be her, the next you are asking us how we should approach the matter. Which is it, Maia?”

      I chewed my lip. I suppose I was messing them about a bit, but I hadn’t really had a chance to work it all out in my head.

      “Look, it’s a bit much to take on board. I’m trying, really, I am but I don’t know how I’m supposed to just accept this new identity. I don’t even know who Ma’at is. Was. Should be. All I know is cats seem to want to talk to me, my dog is possessed, you three have magical powers, someone is trying to kill me, a crocodile attacked me, there’s a weird dog monster wandering around in the British Museum, and you’re all making me horny and making these wild promises to me.” I sucked in a huge breath. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to handle this. It’s a lot to wrap my thick head around.”

      “I think you should keep your voice down,” Silas snapped, looking pointedly at the door.

      My temper spiked the second he spoke, and I shoved my tongue into my cheek to stop myself from responding. I wondered what it was about Silas that did that. He was great to be around, seemed to genuinely care how things made me feel, wanted me to be comfortable and confident, and was obviously as attracted to me as I was to him, but he’d tell me to do something and I wanted to slap his face. It was so confusing.

      I could hear the kettle boiling. It was Adam’s idea to get a whistling kettle; I didn’t want the hassle of putting it on the hob. I liked to fill it and flick the button, but he said it was retro, so it stayed. “Adam won’t hear anything over that stupid fucking kettle. Look. All I’m saying is I’m doing my best, but I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do about all this crap I’m being fed. What if I am her? What am I meant to do? Why am I here? What’s the point to any of this? Why is Set trying to kill me? Who the fuck is Set anyway?”

      The kettle had stopped boiling by the time I was done. I looked to the door as Rhett took my right hand in both of his. I tried not to show how surprised I was at the gesture. “We need to sit down, properly, and discuss it. We can do that tonight, if it is convenient for you? We shall spend the evening here and when Adam retires, we will work our way through it all, with some help from Bruno if we need it.”

      I heard Adam stirring my tea, making sure the four sugars had dissolved, the spoon rattling in the mug. He always stirred like that, it never failed to wake me up in the mornings. “Okay. Are you all hanging around?”

      “We’re here until you kick us out.”

      I looked over to Silas where he’d settled on his side, one hand propping his head up, grinning over at me. Amos laughed and said, “That’s about where we’re at. Yeah.”

      I was about to say something when Adam kicked the door and Rhett got up to let him in. He was carrying a tray with five mugs of tea and a small plate of biscuits. I knew they were for me because they were my favourites: Party Rings. I watched him set the tray down and dole out the mugs. I picked up mine and took a sip, surprised to hear Silas sniggering.

      “What?”

      “Nothing at all.”

      That was when I remembered that my mug had a massive yellow triangle on the front and had “Slippery when wet” printed on it in big black letters. I scowled up at Adam who was passing a mug to Amos. He noticed and cocked a brow but didn’t make the remark I was expecting. Instead, he sat down next to me and looked around at them all.

      “So, you three, I’ll ask you again since you’re following her around the country. What exactly are your intentions toward my Maia?”

      My heart stopped. Of all the insane things to say, again, he came out with that? The tea scorched my throat when I slurped a mouthful in shock, and I set off coughing, spilling the hot liquid over my hand. Rhett took the mug from me as Silas jumped to his feet to face Adam. That wasn’t a good sign, so I wheezed my reassurance. “I’m fine, really, I’m fine. Honestly, Silas, sit down.”

      He watched me intently as I switched the mug to my other hand and wiped the spilled tea onto my thigh, trying not to wish for the ground to open up and swallow me, just in case.

      Silas pushed back his shoulders. “My intentions, Adam?”

      Adam wasn’t fazed. “All of you. I’m all the family she’s got, so I’m watching out for her and I want to know. You’ve turned up out of nowhere and can’t seem to stay away from her. Why?”

      I definitely wanted the ground to open up and swallow me. Not because of the question. Having someone who gave a shit about me, knowing I meant enough for him to confront three blokes like them in an enclosed space was the best feeling in the world, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear their answers. Silas relaxed and looked to Rhett, the one who apparently couldn’t bloody lie.

      “We wish to see her happy, and healthy, and fulfilled. We can give her that.”

      I looked at the other two as Rhett spoke, and their expressions were so serious I honestly wanted one of them to crack up laughing, or for Amos to say something funny and break the building tension in the room. But they didn’t. They agreed with what he was saying. Rhett had said precisely what they were thinking. What they believed. What they lived to see.

      “All three of you?” Adam sounded incredulous.

      “If she wants us.” Amos. Still serious as hell.

      I expected Adam to laugh, but he took a casual sip of his tea and looked between the three of them, not bothering to make eye contact with me. He looked back to Silas. “And if she doesn’t?”

      “We walk away. We don’t come back. She moves on and we don’t ever darken her door again.”

      My mouth went dry. He meant it. They all meant it. They wanted me and if I didn’t want them, they’d walk away. The idea of them leaving made my stomach tighten and the nausea I’d experienced in the days after London, right up until that morning, washed over me. I knew what being apart from them felt like and I couldn’t do that. Not to any of us.

      Adam stopped his interrogation of them and looked at me. “Maia? Baby, you’ve gone pale, are you all right?”

      “I… I’m fine, I think, I just… what the fuck is the concerned parent act for, Ad?”

      Adam looked at me, brows raised, and put down his mug. “Someone has to look out for you. After last time. I’ve always looked out for you, Maimai.”

      “This isn’t last time. This isn’t me being cheated on.”

      He squared his jaw. “No, this is three of them setting you up for a fall. I haven’t gone to all this trouble, keeping you safe from horrible bastards who only want to hurt you, to hand you over to this trio. We don’t know a bloody thing about them.”

      I couldn’t believe it. He was sitting there talking like that in front of all three of them, not a single fuck given. He was right, of course, I was wide open, but he didn’t know what they’d done for me. He hadn’t seen them fight that monster for me or felt what I did when they were with me. That uncontrollable pull toward them that had landed me in bed with Silas. Then Amos. I vividly remembered that night after I’d drowned. If they hadn’t interrupted, I knew I’d have claimed him then, too. Claimed. I owned them completely. Whatever magic bound us together had been pulling us even then.

      We were supposed to be together. I hadn’t fully realised it earlier, but before I sent them away, I’d felt okay. It was only after I left them that I’d gotten worse and worse until I’d collapsed. And even after I’d told them to leave me alone, Amos had found me, he’d been right there. But I hadn’t meant what I’d said. Had they known that? There were so many questions and no opportunity to ask for the answers with Adam there. It was so frustrating.

      “I don’t think they want to hurt me, Adam. In fact, I feel better now than I have in a long time and I think that has a lot to do with them.”

      “That bastard didn’t plan to hurt you either until he fucked you over and look how long that took to fix.”

      I hated the memory. I didn’t ever want to feel that betrayal again, I wasn’t sure I’d survive it. “This is different, Ad. They aren’t Dan. None of them are Dan. I can’t explain it, but I feel… right, somehow. They’re right for me.”

      My stomach growled. A welcome distraction that gave Amos the opportunity to interrupt what was rapidly descending into an argument. “Maia, you should eat. We’ll go for takeout, our treat. What would you like?”

      His eyes were full of mischief. A challenge. I thought for a moment before I gave my answer. “Two portions of Persian rice with a side of grilled chicken and lamb. And sauces. All the sauces. Adam?”

      He frowned. “Umm, same. Half her portion size though, we aren’t all animals. Where are you going for it?”

      “I know a place. We won’t be long.” He looked at me and winked.

      I watched them file out of the room, heard them each mutter to Bruno as they passed him in the hall, and waited for the front door to close before turning to Adam and leaning over to kiss his cheek. “Thank you.”

      “What for? It’s my job as your bestie, Mai.”

      I laughed at his choice of title for me. “Bestie? How fucking old are you?”

      “Twenty-four Unless one of your hotties is asking, then I’m twenty.”

      I smiled and got up, gathering our used mugs, and headed into the kitchen. I wasn’t expecting him to follow me.

      “Three, Mai? All three?”

      I reached up to the top cupboard for five plates while he took out enough cutlery and glasses. “Yep.”

      “Fucking hell. Have you thought this through?”

      I shrugged, carrying the plates over to the small dining table at the other end of the kitchen. “It isn’t like I’m not equipped, is it?”

      When he looked at me open mouthed, I wiggled my brows and pushed past him to get to the cupboard for salt and pepper, a grin on my face. The idea wasn’t terrible. In fact, the idea had my stomach churning. I’d waited long enough. I’d been single since Dan. Without counting my little tryst with Silas, that equalled eight months alone. Okay, it wasn’t that long…. But all of us?

      The front door opened, interrupting my thoughts before I could answer myself, and I heard Bruno skittering up the hallway and into the kitchen. I immediately looked at Adam, who shouted, “Forgot your wallet?”

      His face was a picture when Silas stepped into the room holding up two large paper bags. “Nope, fresh Persian cuisine as requested. Are we sitting at the table or eating on our laps?”

      If he was impressed or confused, I couldn’t tell, but Adam smiled and nodded toward the table. “Thanks.”

      Silas grinned as he passed him, followed closely by Rhett and then Amos. They served the food while Adam poured drinks and I was ushered into a chair. For the first time since I’d left for London, I felt complete. I was home. The four men in my life, albeit three of them entirely unexpected, all together at the table. I was happy. I knew it wouldn’t last, not with a team of angry gods hunting for me, but just then everything in my life seemed pretty much perfect.
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      Adam had gone to bed hours before, giving us strict instructions to keep it down. I gave him the finger. Silas had returned to the floor, Amos to the armchair, and I sat with my laptop open on the sofa arm, with Rhett looking over my shoulder as I read all about the gods that were hunting and helping me.

      “You don’t look comfortable there at all, Silas, and you’re tired. You should go and get some sleep. You all should, I’ll be okay.”

      He rolled onto his back and closed his eyes. “There isn’t a chance of us leaving you alone.”

      “I’m not alone, I have Adam and Bruno.”

      “Not happening. One of us has to stay here.”

      Amos leaned over the chair arm, resting his chin on the edge of the laptop screen. His chestnut eyes were soft as they scanned my face. “I’m exhausted. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I don’t know why, but I leaned forward and kissed him. “You know where I am.”

      Silas got up from the floor and looked at Rhett. “Looks like it’s your turn.”

      He stilled behind me. “I will keep watch until morning.”

      Amos sat back, giving Silas room to approach the sofa. “Is there anything you need before we go?”

      He was leaning over, one hand on the edge of the sofa arm, his hair falling over his face. I shook my head and smiled. “I’m fine, thanks. I’ll get through this lot and get some rest.”

      His kiss was gentle. Tender. It surprised me.

      Rhett sighed when they vanished in puffs of smoke and I turned to look at him with a frown. One minute he was happily helping me out, the next he was… sighing. I almost wished he’d make his mind up but thought better of it and asked, “What’s up?”

      He didn’t look like he wanted to say, but I reached out a hand and placed it on his arm. He tensed, but he didn’t move away. “Look, I know you think this is all…. Remember after I drowned, and you slept with me in the hotel? I slept so well that night. I didn’t really think about it before, but that was you. I felt safe with you. I know I’m safe with you. I’m sorry this was forced on you, Rhett, I am, but I don’t know what to do about it. So, until we can work this out, we’re all stuck with each other. When it all makes sense, I’ll find a way to get you out of it.”

      I didn’t expect the small huffed laugh. “Maia, I want to take care of you. What I do not want is for you to feel that you must have this… relationship with us all.”

      “What if I want to have this relationship with you all? I moved on you, remember?” I gave him a gentle shove and turned back to the laptop. “But don’t think I’m here to get a good seeing to, I’m not. We have to work together to sort this mess out, and this guy,”—I tapped the screen with my fingernail, my fingertip covering the face of the god I was reading about— “seems to always be one step ahead.”

      I carried on reading while Rhett sat quietly beside me. I don’t know what he was thinking or if he believed a word of what I’d just said, but I meant it. Yeah, I was drawn to them. Yeah, I wanted each of them. But it honestly wasn’t why I was there. When I really thought about it, it felt right. I felt right with them. “So, this Ma’at bird? She maintains the balance of…”

      “Everything. The sun, the stars, the tides, the seasons, good and evil. Her opposite is Apep, or Apophis, chaos, evil.”

      “So, if he’s her opposite, where does Set come into it?”

      “I do not know. While he, too, is known as a representation of violence and disorder—a form of chaos—after murdering his brother, he doesn’t not embody those traits. He was once considered a hero, vanquishing Apep when he attacked Ra’s barge…” He sounded tired. “I endeavour to work it out for you. Whatever it is, we really must work to stop him. He is the primary villain in all this, I am certain.”

      “Okay, so why does he want to kill me?”

      Rhett frowned. “I do not know that either. Not yet. He has something to gain from your demise, otherwise he would not be going to so much trouble, but the definitive reason has not been revealed as yet.”

      I nodded but didn’t understand.

      For every question he bloody answered another one popped up. It was doing my head in. I was tired, too. I looked back at him, grateful for his effort. I considered thanking him but something about his expression put me off. “I’m going to bed.”

      I passed the laptop to him and stepped over the trailing power cable. “Need anything?”

      I noticed his brows pull together and he shook his head, apparently engrossed in whatever he was reading. “Okay, well I’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks for staying.” He nodded, but didn’t look up, so I took Bruno out before going up to bed.
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        * * *

      

      The house was silent. Bruno had gone straight back to the living room and jumped up on the sofa next to Rhett, Adam was out cold, and I couldn’t settle. It was a warm night, and I’d already pushed my duvet to the foot of the bed, so it wasn’t that I was too hot. Not in just my oversized T-shirt and knickers. I couldn’t seem to stop my brain. There were just so many things going through my head. Gods. Powers. Genies. Rhett was reading up on all the different gods and their myths, again. I didn’t know what he could discover that he didn’t already know but I assumed he would be sleeping on the sofa when he finally gave up. I could relax knowing he was in the house, but I also felt so alone. I don’t know whether it was because I’d had Amos there all morning, or that I remembered how well I’d slept last time Rhett had been with me all night, or some crazy magic trying to pull us together, but my bed felt too big, and my chest felt tight.

      I wondered if he’d left the house, and panic replaced the tightness, a wave of nausea making my mouth water, and I was almost certain I was going to vomit. I closed my eyes, willing the feeling away, and before I had a chance to check my thoughts, I wished he was there with me.

      The bed shifted, and I sucked in a startled breath.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Crap. I hadn’t meant to, I didn’t really believe that just the thought would do it, but up until that point I’d been careful… just in case. And there he was. I wished him there and he’d appeared in an instant. I didn’t dare look at him, so I curled up on my side and stared at the lamp next to my bed. “I… sorry, I can’t sleep.”

      “So, you thought of me?” He was trying to hide it, but I could hear the triumph in his voice.

      “I said earlier I slept better with you close.”

      “Perhaps if you turned off the light you would find sleep less evasive?”

      His body brushed against mine as he leaned over and flicked the small white switch on the cable, plunging the room into darkness. I lay perfectly still, listening to his breathing, as he settled behind me. “Come here.”

      Shuffling back, I lifted my head and settled it on his arm, then felt my stomach flip as his free hand pressed on my hip. The edge of his little finger brushed the hem of my shirt, but he didn’t touch the bare skin only millimetres from his finger. “Thanks.”

      “Do you need anything?”

      “No, thanks. I ate that full pack of biscuits, they’ll do me till morning.”

      The tension in his body ebbed away and he relaxed. I don’t know how long we lay there but I didn’t fall asleep. I couldn’t. Call me a horny bitch but having him next to me brought back the memory of the night in the hotel room and I couldn’t help but wonder how he would have felt. I could smell his aftershave. They all smelled so good—it was like an aphrodisiac all by itself—and the urge to bury my face in his chest and breathe him in was almost too intense. I lay there, battling with my thoughts for what seemed like forever, and he didn’t speak or move until I turned over.

      “What is the matter?”

      “I don’t know.”

      His breath was warm as he huffed a quiet laugh into my hair and I was comforted by his hand brushing up and down my back. “I know when you lie to me, Maia.”

      I pulled back. “How?”

      “It’s something I’ve given some thought to. It seems we each embody one of your traits. For example, given my often-annoying habit of stating facts, I am truth.”

      “Well that’s a pain in the arse.”

      “No, that would be Justice. I expect he will demonstrate in time.” The statement was drawled.

      I frowned, not sure what he meant.

      “And Silas would be Order,” he continued. “You should bring balance, we bring our traits. The Goddess and her guard.”

      “Should?”

      “There has been little evidence of it thus far, but I believe there is far more to you than has been revealed. Balance comes in many guises, but you seem to embody as much chaos as you do balance. Personally, I like it. There are advantages to being your own person, but it has the potential to be problematic. What is important is that you are kept safe until we work out what exactly is going on. I intend to do precisely that. You are incredibly important, Maia. To me especially.”

      My throat closed up and I couldn’t speak. We really did belong together.

      After a few moments, he asked, “Why are you unable to sleep?”

      I closed my eyes. I couldn’t lie to him. “Because I can’t stand having you this close.”

      “And?”

      “And not be able to touch you.” Why was I admitting this shit?

      There was just enough light in the room for me to make out the twitch of his lips as he half smiled and the amused glint in his eyes. “There, everything is easier if we just tell the truth.”

      I lowered my head, but he moved his hand from my back and tilted my chin up to kiss me softly. “Please do not think that I do not love you, Maia.”

      “What?” That was a fucking strong word.

      He kissed me again, his full, soft lips warm against mine, and I melted into him as a flutter started in my stomach. “We would not fight the gods for just anyone. We do not search cities for human girls out of habit. We have never traversed the country to be with someone. Or left our lamp behind when we know slimy little pricks like Nicky are looking for it. We do none of this for people we do not care for.”

      I think my heart stopped because I couldn’t hear or feel anything. I knew he’d meant his vow when he’d said it that afternoon. I knew he wanted to help me. But that? That was a declaration from someone I barely knew. His voice was so calm. So sure. But how could he possibly think that? “Rhett, you—”

      He cut me off with another kiss. This one more urgent than the last. Demanding. Searching. His hand came up and took mine, pushing it up beside my head, the movement bringing his chest flush with my own. The friction of his body against my nipples was agony, and I groaned into his mouth as his tongue caressed mine. He didn’t just smell like cinnamon, he tasted of it, sweet and hot and spicy. I couldn’t get enough. I raised my other hand to run it through his ear-length curls, but he caught that and pressed it into the pillow without breaking contact with my mouth. Trapped between him and the mattress, hands pinned by my head, I couldn’t move to follow when he finally pulled away, trailing kisses along my jaw and down my neck. “Not tonight. When I fully taste you, Maia, it will not be out of desperation or relief.”

      My heart was pounding in my chest, pulse racing through my veins, and I could barely hear his calm, quiet words over sound of my own ragged breathing.

      His tongue traced my collar bone, and I whimpered as he shifted, brushing one thigh against my aching mound. I rolled my hips, desperate to repeat the movement, to maintain contact with him and find some kind of release, but he moved again, released my right wrist, and returned to my side. He tugged me over, so that I faced him again —still panting and aching and desperate for him— then dropped my hand. “Get some sleep.”

      He planted the most chaste kiss on my lips before rolling onto his back, and despite every inch of my body screaming at me to make him dampen the flames he’d ignited, I lay my head on his chest and promptly fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      The room was only barely lit by lamps, the smell of the oil heady and rich. But it didn’t overpower the scent of the three men worshipping her body. Cinnamon, leather, and spices; the intoxicating mix had her eyes rolling before they’d so much as touched her.

      “Not yet.”

      The plea went ignored, the fabric fastened over her eyes regardless.

      A low chuckle. “Apologies, mistress, but we answer to no one in our own quarters. We hold the power here. You knew that before you came.”

      The groan that escaped her was the only indication she’d heard as a mouth closed over her own and another moved up the inside of her leg in a slow trail of bites and kisses.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start. “Fuck.”

      Rhett was on his knees at my side in an instant. “What is it?”

      “It was her. Me. Us. Fuck.” I pushed my hair back from my face. “I’ve been having dreams about her for ages. No, not dreams, flashbacks. It’s her fucking life.”

      He was frowning. I could see his face clearly, so it must have been dawn, the early morning light filtering through my bedroom curtains. I owed him an explanation for my rambling.

      “After the accidents, the night when I sent the three of you away, just now, I’m having these little dreams…”

      I reached for the quilt at the foot of the bed and pulled it up over myself, despite the heat. Rhett moved aside as I rolled over, my back to him, and hugged the soft quilt.

      “What happened to her?”

      I didn’t want to say. “Nothing bad.”

      The ache was back. That dull throb of need in my core that Silas and Amos had dealt with, that Rhett had awoken and refused to ease. Not yet, he’d said, and her words echoed in my ears. The same words. But hers had gone ignored.

      It was so frustrating. Why did I need them like that? What the fuck was wrong with me?  Okay, so I’d been more than ready to get back in the saddle. Six months of meeting my own needs had been torture, but the way I was with them, three of them, gagging for any tiny bit of attention they were prepared to give me…. I’d never needed it before, not like that, it was agony.

      “Then what?”

      I couldn’t lie but I could avoid the issue. “Nothing that hurt her, go back to sleep.”

      He lay back down, pulling me back into his arms. “What did you see before?”

      “She made a bet with Set.”

      “Hmm. What else?”

      I thought for a minute. More. I flicked through all the little dreams I’d had, trying to remember. “She kicked the three of you out. Said she didn’t need allies. Told you all to remember your place. Not you so much, she seemed fond of you.”

      There was no reaction to that little piece of information. “And this time?”

      His hand was on my bare thigh, stroking up and down. I was wet. I could feel it, my knickers absolutely soaked. Bastard was driving me insane. But he wanted to play like that? Fine. I’d play. “She gave you a good whipping for taking liberties.”

      He chuckled in my ear and sucked the lobe into his mouth, catching it between his teeth. “Liar.”

      A flood of tingles rushed through my body, starting at my ear, and working over my scalp before moving down my spine. I trembled, squeezing my eyes shut as my nipples hardened, and I willed myself not to react. I wanted to scream with frustration. I wanted to cry at the ache he’d started. I wanted to feel him fucking me, but he was enjoying himself too much to give in. He was loving doing that to me; he’d done it to her. He’d covered her eyes, he’d ignored her plea while the other two…

      “Prove it.”

      Dragging his teeth over my earlobe, he pulled away. In my aroused state it felt like needles pricking at the sensitive skin and I moaned, not just at the sensation, but at the realisation that he was leaving me.

      “Where are you going?” I tried not to whine but he was driving me crazy. I didn’t want him to go, I wanted him to kiss me again, to touch me. Fuck me.

      “Shower then back to work. Get some sleep if you can.”

      The satisfied, smug look on his face deserved a slap, but in all honesty, having him leave the room would give me the opportunity to relieve some of the tension he’d wound up in me. Complete fucking waste, but if he wanted to play games, he could play them. I’d seen to my own needs for long enough and a bit of self-love was good for the soul. I didn’t hear the door close, so without looking to see if he’d left the room, I rolled onto my back and tilted back my head. There was more than one way to get what I needed, but after the torturous his was the only name in my head and I was aching for relief. I heard the shower running, meaning he was gone, so I slid my soaked knickers to the side and suppressed a moan. I needed it, desperately, but I’d have to be quiet if I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d wound me up so much.
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      I needed to know what they remembered.

      The vow had been in my thoughts for decades, but I had never been sure of what it meant until I touched her. Then I had the most vivid recollection. It was her, but it was not. She looked different but fuck it had felt like her. I knew them to be the same person. The same whimpering beauty beneath my hands, begging me to bring an end to her suffering. To give her the release she needed.

      I wanted to, the need was as pressing in me as it was in her, but it would be all the greater for making her wait. She had taken the edge off—as I had the second the shower started running—but it wouldn’t cure the ache.

      I couldn’t explain it. I had flashes of other memories, but nothing substantial past that. Had they?

      I was reading through the small amount of new information I managed to dredge up about Ma’at when she came into the room still wearing the oversized T-shirt she’d slept in, hair mussed. The small smile she gave me was beautiful. I looked back at the screen. “Did you get more sleep?”

      I had been down there forty minutes, was in the shower for ten; there was no way she had been back to sleep. I heard her whimper as I left the bathroom, and her cheeks were flushed even now. She had clearly been hard at it for almost an hour.

      “Yeah, I feel loads better now. Want some breakfast?”

      She knew I knew she was lying, but she was doing a convincing job of not letting the mask slip. “What are you having?”

      She shrugged, the action lifting the shirt up her thigh and I wondered if she’d left her underwear on. “Probably bacon sarnies. Adam usually just has a protein shake and eats after the gym, so I see to myself in the mornings. He’ll be down in fifteen.”

      “Just tea, thanks.”

      She frowned but nodded and left the room. I heard the back door open and the dog move out into the garden as she filled the kettle at the sink. More running water and the sound of the fridge opening. That was when I closed the laptop.

      She was bent over, head deep in a cupboard when I walked into the kitchen. And she wasn’t wearing underwear. Witch. I know it was a dick move, but she was killing me, so I stood directly behind her. It wasn’t until my foot brushed hers that she realised I was there. She stood up sharply, only just managing to avoid hitting her head, and backed straight into me. The feel of her rubbing against my cock was heaven, and I knew she felt me hard against her bare arse. “I could have prepared your breakfast.”

      The plate appeared in front of her and she groaned. “I… I didn’t want to take the….”

      Trying not to rub my cock against her again, I backed up. That wasn’t me, not really. That was more Silas. He would openly taunt her. He would make her want it. I was not that guy. Or, I did not want to be. Not with her. “Eat up before it gets cold.”

      She didn’t answer, her whole body tensed, and I turned and walked back to the living room as a mug of tea appeared in my hand.

      “You having fun there?” Silas was sitting in the armchair; Amos on the sofa.

      “Some.”

      Silas shook his head at me. “You’re a sick bastard.”

      “I doubt you will be complaining later.” I looked over my shoulder. “When she goes to get dressed, we need to talk.”

      “About?” Amos cocked a brow.

      “She is having dreams, remembering things. I remember things. I need to know your recollections.”

      “I’m here, you know.”

      Silas and Amos almost choked at the sight of her. I shrugged but didn’t turn to face her. “You made short work of breakfast.”

      “I eat fast. Don’t start the discussions without me, I’ll be back in five.”

      They both glared at me until the bathroom door closed, then Silas started. “What the fuck have you done to her?”

      “I have not touched her.”

      “We can see that, she looks dreadful. You could have at least helped her sleep.”

      “He’s right, Rhett.” Amos sounded disappointed I hadn’t nailed her. I could have laughed.

      “She would not have had the dream she shared with me then, would she?”

      That caught their attention. “What dream?”

      “She dreamed of us. The four of us, back then. Before. I have had similar over the years but nothing as tangible as she seems to have had. She said—”

      “Come on, Mai, I’ll be late for the gym!” Adam was not pleased at the bathroom being occupied. “You’ve got all fucking day…. Bollocks, I can.”

      He came stomping down the stairs, muttering under his breath and stopped at the living room door. “Did you all stay here last night?”

      Amos smiled at him. “Good morning, Adam. No, Rhett stayed, we left just after midnight.”

      He grunted, heading into the kitchen then reappeared moments later with a bag slung over his shoulder. “Tell Lady Muck I’ll see her tonight.”

      None of us said a thing as he stormed out the front door, slamming it behind him.

      “They’re supposed to be friends.” Bruno pushed past my legs, looked around the room and sat in front of the fireplace opposite the sofa.

      Silas grinned at him. “Anubis. Have you any information for us?”

      His brows rose—I assumed from Silas addressing him so informally—deepening the wrinkles on his broad forehead, and he scratched at his ear. “No.”

      “So why the fuck—”

      “Perhaps it would be better to wait for Maia?” Amos interjected, cutting Silas down before he managed to further offend the disguised god.

      The dog didn’t respond but looked to me. “Sit.”

      Amos snorted as I obeyed his command and tried not to look irritated. The only god I was prepared to pander to was her, but we needed him for the time being and did not want to irk him. That said, I was struggling to hide the irritation from my tone. “So why are you here if not to advise?”

      “I am observing.”

      “Observing?” I looked to Silas and he shook his head. “Watching over Maia?”

      “That, too. I watched over her for the last two years, here and there,” he said, scratching his ear.

      The great lump of a dog did not look as though he was much use for anything else. I heard the bathroom door open and listened as Maia headed into her bedroom. She didn’t close the door. My attention taken up with what she was doing, Amos stepped in.

      “I could have been anyone. How did you know I was friend and not foe?”

      “Bast told me that one of you had left London.”

      Amos nodded. “So, Pip knew and tipped you off?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who else is working to assist her?”

      “Horus.”

      Amos nodded again, showing no irritation at his one-word answers, and fell silent as Maia came running down the stairs.

      She breezed into the room wearing a light summer dress that finished well above her knee. No bra. I knew she’d done that to wind me up. She played dirty, and part of me liked it. “All right. What’s going on?”

      I offered the explanation. “Bruno was just telling us that he has been watching over you for years.”

      She looked at him with her head tilted. “Two years. Why?”

      He sighed and flopped down onto the floor as though sitting up was far too much effort. “You dislike cats.”

      Silas tipped his head toward the dog and said to Amos, “She’s normal.”

      Maia scowled at him then looked back down at Bruno. “Okay, so you’ve been watching over me since I picked you up from the kennels. The cat was watching them. What’s the point? Why not just bring us together and tell us what to do?”

      “Timing was everything. You were very well hidden, so Set needed to find you, gather his allies and ensure they were loyal this time. You are not so young as the last… few. The balance is tipping.”

      “I’m still bloody young,” she said with irritation. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “About to turn twenty. At that point you shall gain the power.”

      Maia was about to say something, but I cut in. “So, we keep her safe until then and she can take her power?” The dog nodded. That was simple enough. “So why has this never been orchestrated before now?”

      “Set found and killed her predecessors, every time.”

      Obviously. “What is different this time?”

      “Bast found you. Her guard. Her djinn.” The cat had been watching over us for so long it had never occurred to me to just ask why that had been. Had they decided to intervene fully after so many successful executions?

      “Wait.” She dropped to her knees at the dog’s side and rubbed his head, apparently a reflex action. “So, on Friday I turn into her?”

      “You become the real you, but not here. You will have some strength here, but not enough to defeat Set.”

      She looked even more confused than she had been before. “Then where?”

      Silas cleared his throat. “On your plane of existence, Maia. Home.”

      We all looked at him, including the dog who nodded. “Yes. The hall must be retaken.”

      That was bad. The hall of Ma’at was the very centre of the universe as we knew it. In Duat, thus confirming my fear that Set had overthrown the hall. “They have the hall? Who controls Ammut?”

      He lowered his head, resting it on his paws and whined.

      “Hold on… he controls that soul-eating monster thing?”

      “Why isn’t she completely up to speed on all this? What the fuck did you do last night?”  Silas demanded.

      I didn’t like his tone or the suggestion that I had been as hasty as they to bed her. “Considerably less than you did when you had her to yourself, Silas.”

      Maia raised her voice, a look of fury on her face. I didn’t blame her with the way we were discussing her as though she were not there. “This is fucking ridiculous.”

      “What is?”

      “Yesterday, Silas. When Adam said… and you all said… well Rhett said— Does it matter who is fucking whom?”

      Her blustering was interrupted by a sharp rap on the door. We all stopped and looked at the dog who was growling low.

      Maia jumped to her feet, storming to the hall. “Give up, Bruno, it’s the fucking postman.” Before any of us could react, she slammed the living room door behind her, stomping along the hall and opened the front door.

      “Hallo, darlin’. This ain’t Oldham, is it?”

      The dog started to bark as the living room door handle turned. We each knew the voice well enough to know what was about to happen; dirty little prick had her at knife point or worse. We armed ourselves.

      The door swung open and she was standing with her back to him, a look of shock frozen on her beautiful face. “Any of you fuckers move and I shoot her, you got me?”

      The only sound in the room was the low growl coming from the dog and Maia’s hitched breaths as she tried to contain her terror.

      “Nicky, listen…”

      His eyes settled on the sword in my hand and he pressed the handgun into her temple, hard enough to dent the skin. “Fuck off. You cunts had a knife to my throat a week ago, I ain’t listenin’ to shit. Boss wants this pretty little thing dead.”

      I looked directly at him. “Who is your boss, Nicky?”

      “I told ya. Wasn’t fuckin listenin’, was ya?”

      Silas was only barely containing his rage. I could feel it coming from him in waves. Nicky seemed oblivious. Stupid little fuck.

      I remained outwardly calm, as always. I spoke slowly and carefully in the hope that she would understand. That she would think us out of there. I could have used my own power to get us all out of there, but if I misjudged, he could blow her head off before I’d moved. “Tell me what you want.”

      Maia’s eyes widened at my question, and she shook her head. She’d mistaken my meaning, thought I was asking him, but I wasn’t, I was asking her. He gripped her by the hair, yanking back her head. She cried out, but he pressed the gun back into her temple. “Shut the fuck up, you little slag. You wanna grant me a wish, Rhett?”

      He was nervous. His hand was shaking, and he was leaning on his accent more than usual. Little pricks like Nicky didn’t handle firearms. They dealt drugs and threatened with blades, but they didn’t follow through. He was out of his depth and he knew it. The only logical reason for his nerve holding so long was that his boss was nearby. And he feared his boss more than he feared us. We had to get her out.

      Silas had realised what I was asking and repeated the question. “What do you want?”

      “I’m not fallin’ for yer shit, Silas. Not so fucking big now I’ve got yer little whore, are ya?”

      She was either too afraid to even think, or she did not understand the purpose behind the question—for her to give us some direction. I hoped it was the former because the latter would see her dead before any of us could react. If we acted, we could make things worse, but if she couldn’t…. I glanced to Amos. His nod was barely perceptible, but he fully understood. It was a lot, but we could do it together. I looked back to Maia and saw tears streaming down her face. She had gone pale and was about to either scream or faint. Screaming would trigger a response from Nicky and we could not risk that; he was wound too tightly to think straight if she startled him. I mouthed the question, one last time. A last attempt at the easy way out before I drained myself to save her.

      There was no request. No familiar tug of a wish. But I felt something. Her eyes were closed, tears tracking down her cheeks, but she had stopped struggling. She was not moving at all. No. She was channelling, and she had no idea she was doing it.

      The first sign that the others had realised what was happening was that Amos cleared his throat, drawing Nicky’s attention as the temperature of the room dropped. He stepped closer to me on one side, as Silas brushed my arm, making his presence obvious on the other. Nicky’s expression suggested we were in battle stance. I moved quickly, fastening my Khopesh at my waist with one hand. He saw me move and turned the gun on me as the crackle of electricity filled my ears, but there was no chance of him using it as Maia reacted.

      It happened so quickly, her eyes snapping open as lightning danced over her hands. I watched her reach for his arm. Watched his eyes widen, mouth open in a silent scream as whatever power she summoned flowed into his body. He began to convulse, the electricity pouring from her fingertips burning him alive, and I could hear the sizzle of his bodily fluids where I stood.

      “Maia, stop.”

      Her head turned slowly, her eyes focusing on Amos, and Silas stepped forward to make a grab for her. I remained where I was, the handgun still pointed at my chest, watching as she electrocuted him. I was happy to watch him die. The truth was that he deserved it, but Amos would never allow it. It was not a just end. Silas would concern himself with Maia because keeping her safe maintained balance and order.

      The room fell silent, Nicky fell to the ground and then it came as a wild, desperate torrent of need. Her wish to leave. To be away from there. To be safe. I could handle that and then some. I would make her a safe place beyond her basic requirement, however draining. Her safety was my ultimate priority.
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      The now-familiar scent of them surrounded me. Although the combination of the three was overwhelming, and fear coursed through me—terror still sealing my throat, tears streaming down my cheeks and the uncontrollable shaking of my body—I knew I was safe. I don’t know why it had taken me so long to work out, but I could have had us all safely away from there long before. Stupid. They’d lived for centuries and I could have wiped them out in seconds; they’d stuck around to save me, and I hadn’t moved.

      And that little wanker! My skin was crawling just thinking about him. The way he quizzed me on that train, his intention to find out where I lived so he could come and kill me without any witnesses. But he wasn’t counting on my guys. Yeah, they were annoying, sometimes: Silas drove me insane, and Rhett… I didn’t quite know what to make of him. But the cheek of Nicky…. Little bastard had called me a slag. Was that what I was? Did I care? With the three of them so close, all of them holding me, I didn’t think I did. I was fucking wanted, which seemed a damn sight more than what he was. If that made me a slag, I was glad to be one.

      Amos’s deep, husky voice broke into my thoughts and I startled.

      “Are you hurt?”

      A hand smoothed my hair and my scalp burned where the dickhead had pulled it. Another hand squeezed mine, our fingers entwined.

      Silas murmured into my hair from behind and it took me a second to process what he’d said.

      “I’m fine, I think. You don’t have to carve anybody up today.”

      “I’ll kill him, Maia. I promise you…. How did you do that?”

      I turned around, facing him, and stood on the tips of my toes to kiss him lightly on the lips. “I’m fine. Do what?”

      He stepped back and looked at me. “The whole….” He turned his hands palm up and bent his fingers to form claws. “That… the lightning….”

      I looked at him blankly.

      “You have no recollection of doing that?” Silas asked.

      I shook my head and turned to face Rhett. “What was it?”

      Rhett grinned at me. “It was perfection.”

      Two large hands gripped my shoulders and I was spun to face Amos. He studied my face, running the tips of his fingers down my cheek before he too leaned down and kissed me. “Don’t worry about it for now.”

      That seemed like good advice, given the state my head was in, so I turned back to Rhett. and said, “I’m sorry, I couldn’t think straight, I—” He cut me off with another kiss. His was more urgent, his hand holding the back of my head, fingers tracing the still-tender patch on my crown. I was lost in him for a moment, the previous night’s frustrations reigniting the fire in the pit of my stomach. His kiss told me so much.

      “Rhett, let her breathe.”

      He released me, holding my gaze for just a second before stepping back and smiling. “I made you a safe place.”

      “You said…. You must be exhausted.”

      Rhett shrugged. “I may have stretched just a little, but it was worth the expenditure. We should be safe here.”

      Silas and Amos backed up too, giving me a clearer view of the room. It was open plan, massive, and bright. I looked around in awe at the exposed wood beams that supported the ceiling and over to the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the city. Of London. The living room ran along the rear internal wall of the apartment and I noticed a book case loaded with books, a corner sofa and a couple of small tables.

      “Why are we back here in the city?” I kept gazing as I asked the question, stepping between Amos and Rhett to look at the modern kitchen. It shone in the morning sunlight that streamed through the windowed front of the apartment, all gleaming granite and shining steel.

      “The lamp is here.” There was something in his tone that worried me.

      The lamp. It was their biggest weakness. If someone else got hold of it, they could be trapped there again. Under their control. Fuck. I couldn’t let that happen. The next thing that popped into my head was that I needed a solution to that problem, and I needed it now.

      “I need to get it,” I blurted. The three of them turned their attention squarely on me.

      It was probably a bad idea. It was a terrible idea and I clearly wasn’t thinking straight because what I should have been doing was sorting my head out. I’d had the shittiest morning, and I needed to handle that, but I still blurted what was in my head.

      “How?”

      “Didn’t you say it was in an antique shop? I’ll walk in and fucking buy it.”

      “With?”

      Silas always had a fucking remark. I hated that smug smirk. I wanted to slap it off his face. Instead, I held out my hand. “Silas, I wish I had the ten grand I won at the championships.”

      Amos laughed, stepping up to me and wrapping an arm around my waist as a cash-stuffed envelope landed in my open palm. “She’s got you worked out.”

      I kept my eyes on Silas. “So, I need to get down to that shop.”

      “Okay, if you’re so smart, where will we keep it?” He folded his arms across his chest and gave me a sarcastic smile. “They’re looking for it. We’ve seen Nicky near the shop once already, remember. Where it is, it’s hidden.”

      Prick. “I don’t know but it’s safer here with us than in that shop where….” Yeah, didn’t want to think about him. “It has to be moved.”

      I must have lost colour again because Amos turned me to face him. “He won’t touch you again. On my life, if he comes near you again, he won’t live more than a minute.” His eyes were hard, his jaw set, and he ground out the words.

      The largest of the three, he should have terrified me, but all I could feel was comfort and safety despite his barely masked anger. Movement on the left made me look away from him, and I saw Silas walking to the window. There was a huge dining table behind him, running parallel to the window. I wondered how we were expecting to be hidden when an entire side of the building was open to the world. He leaned on the corner of the dining table and looked back at us. “If we’re going down there, we need to plan it carefully.”

      “Let us get Maia fed first. She hardly had enough breakfast this morning and the shock of that prick shoving a gun in her face is not going to fade away quickly.”

      I turned to Rhett to see him walking to the kitchen. He looked at me over the central island, winked, and glanced upwards. “There is a bedroom, bathroom, and dressing room up there. Everything you need. If you find I have left something out, let us know and we can put it right.”

      I frowned. “Where’s Bruno?”

      “Asleep upstairs, I believe.” He smiled at my relieved sigh and tilted his head toward the glass-and-steel staircase that marked the end of the living area and beginning of the kitchen. “We will be waiting for you down here.”

      Have you ever walked up a flight of stairs with people watching you? It’s properly awkward. I don’t often fall upstairs, but I’ve been known to and if I did it on those, I’d probably split my face open. Plus, I was wearing a dress. When I’d planned my outfit for the day, I was working toward winding Rhett up after the dickhead had left me hanging. That had meant I skipped the underwear part of my attire. With them watching my ascent, how the morning had gone? I’d rather be wearing jogging pants.

      Stairs safely navigated, I looked over the glass partition to the lower floor. They’d watched me. Were still watching me. It was strange, but I was comfortable, so at home. “Umm… question.”

      When none of them spoke, I carried on. “Do we all live here now?”

      They all exchanged looks. Surprisingly, it was Silas who answered. “If that’s what you want.”

      I nodded, whether it was understanding or confirmation, I wasn’t entirely sure. “What about Ad?”

      “I’ll visit. Explain,” Amos said quietly. “I’ll tell him we’ve brought you to stay with us for a week or so. That gets us safely past your birthday. We can review then.” He frowned at my expression. “I’m sure he will be safe there, Maia. Nicky saw us leave.”

      I’d never been cut off from Adam since I met him. He was always there for me, always, and the thought of leaving him was….  I didn’t want to concentrate on how that made me feel; even though he would be at the other end of the phone, it felt too much like ditching him. “I didn’t bring my phone, I can’t talk to him. Can you pick that up for me while you’re there?”

      “Of course.” I felt weird when he gave me a small bow. Good weird, I think, but still weird. I smiled down at him, glanced back at Silas, then to Rhett who was busying himself in the kitchen, then turned to check out the bedroom.

      “Rhett… this bed, did you already know I’d agree to stay?”  I shouted as I dropped the envelope stuffed with money on the bed. My voice seemed unusually loud in the quiet loft apartment as it reverberated around the white ceilings and glass surfaces.

      “Made to meet all your needs, yes.”

      I jumped at the feel of his warm breath on my neck; he was directly behind me. My heart rate increased and I flicked out my tongue to wet my dry lips. Did they know what they did to me? Was it part of who they were to her? What I saw in my dreams was real. That I couldn’t be this close to them without feeling the need to touch them, to kiss them, told me I was who they said I was. It was driving me crazy. And that bed, big enough to fit at least five people comfortably, could only mean one thing.

      I didn’t miss a beat, looking up and grinning at him. “Right. That answers that then. I was wondering where we would all sleep.”

      He looked surprised. Good. “I had wondered if I were taking liberties, but you are comfortable with the arrangement?”

      I’d spent the morning wanting Rhett so badly it hurt. And despite having just had a gun held to my head he was up here flirting again. To add insult to a still aching injury, my body responded immediately. Fickle bitch. I needed a distraction before I could act on the impulse to lean back into him and beg him to help me out.

      Bruno was snoring on the bed, and I’d spotted a door off to the left of the room. I made for it. Looking back over my shoulder, I said, “What’s not to like about it?”

      His chuckle sent spikes of excitement through me. I’d just agreed to share that with the three of them. To share myself. My pulse was loud in my ears as my heart rate increased. Fuck. I needed him away.

      I closed the bathroom door behind me and heard him say, “Lunch will be ready for you in about half an hour.”

      I opened the door again and called, “Why the hell are you cooking when you can just… magic it?”

      “I enjoy cooking, I find it relaxing. Half an hour,” he called back. I pulled back into the room, shaking my head. Of all the hobbies for a genie to have, that one chose cooking.

      The bathroom was almost as big as the living room. Three walls of the whitest marble inlaid with veins of charcoal gleamed in the bright light from the spotlights above. The left-hand wall was constructed of glass brick, letting in even more light. A huge roll top bath, finished in polished steel, stood on a raised plinth with pillars at each of its four corners and a chaise upholstered in shining silver fabric sat facing the plinth. I noticed several clear glass tables dotted around the room, some holding huge vases of fragrant and colourful flowers, some with small carved wooden boxes, while others had ornate black glass bottles and jars. I couldn’t see the contents. As I walked further into the room, I noticed the ceiling above the bath was mirrored, and two large mirrors hung on the very rear wall.

      On the right were two large sinks, more mirrors hanging above, and a cubicle that I assumed housed the toilet. I made for that, locking the door behind me. That tiny room was no less impressive, and I spent longer than necessary fiddling with the small hand basin that was set into the wall when washing and drying my hands, all within the tiny recess. I couldn’t believe he’d come up with that all on the fly. Somewhere safe could have been the very top of Everest, or on a plane to a far-off country. Literally anywhere. What he’d come up with was just incredible. And he’d done that for me. He provided somewhere safe, with them to watch over me.

      That was the first opportunity I’d had to really consider everything that was happening. Or, at least the first time I’d allowed myself to really think. I had three, three, men willing to lay down their lives for me. Rhett had gone so far as to tell me he loved me, I’d had sex Silas, thrown myself at the other two and had just sort of agreed to move into that swanky loft apartment with them all. And all share one bed. There was no way I could deny how that made me feel. I knew what excitement felt like.

      “Do you like it?”

      I turned from admiring the mirrors grinning. “It’ll do.”

      I couldn’t read his expression. Of the three of them, Silas was easily the most confusing. He was never in the same mood for more than five minutes, continuously rubbed me the wrong way, and was so easy to argue with, but he always managed to make me smile.

      “How’re you feeling? Honestly,” he asked, seriously. Weird question from him. I hadn’t expected him to give a shit how I was feeling. I took a deep breath before answering. I could have lied, he wouldn’t have known, but it didn’t seem fair to. “I’m a bit scared, a bit happy and a bit excited. Probably not in that order.”

      He didn’t laugh often. I’d never heard him laugh like that. It sounded like relief and happiness combined. I hadn’t realised how serious he was all the time before then. He was always smart mouthed. Always bordering on sarcastic or smug. I liked this side to him as much as I liked the side to him that I’d seen when we’d been intimate. I liked him relaxed. “Well that’s a relief. I half expected you to run screaming.”

      “Why?”

      His eyes flicked to the bed. I snorted and walked toward him, stopping by his side at the top of the stairs. He looked sideways at me but didn’t turn. “Takes more than that to scare me, Silas. Gun to the head, yeah. You three after the last week or so? Not so much.”

      He pursed his lips and I set off down the stairs.
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      Lunch was ready when I got down there, and we sat and ate together at the table looking out over the city.

      “Okay, we can see everything, so how is this, being here, hiding?”

      “I have taken steps to ensure our concealment while not compromising on comfort and aesthetic appeal.”

      It was such a Rhett answer I didn’t even laugh. I pushed my bowl away and leaned back in my chair. “Thank you for going to the trouble.”

      “You need something inside of you if we plan on going down to see Mrs Barnes.”

      I frowned.

      “She looks after the lamp,” he explained.

      I made a little O shape with my lips and nodded. “Does she know she’s looking after it?”

      Amos laughed. “She’s had it for years, but Pip hides it around the shop to prevent it being sold.”

      “How much is it worth?” It was a fair question; I needed to know I had enough money with me.

      Silas shrugged. “No idea. Probably a couple of hundred.”

      “Please say quid.”

      He popped the last of his spiced lamb in his mouth. “Thousand.”

      “Does she know that?”

      Rhett looked at me and answered in his serious voice. “She is an antiques dealer and is very good at what she does, however, the lamp is so old it will not have any of the relevant stamps to indicate its worth.”

      I looked at him with my brows raised and the three of them laughed.

      “I’ll need a bag.”

      Rhett leaned over and took my plate. “You have a closet full of things upstairs. Go and get yourself ready and we can head out.”

      I chewed my lip. They needed to know their lamp was safe, but I didn’t want to put them in any danger. Going out was dangerous for all of us, but the thought of them getting hurt for me made me uneasy. I was probably sky high on adrenaline still, and it was probably a bad idea, but their anxiety over the lamp wasn’t as well hidden as they thought it was. I appreciated the importance of it. “All of us?”

      Amos took my hand. “All of us. We’ll be okay. Pip has eyes all around that building.”

      I nodded, pushing back my chair. “Okay. Five minutes and we’ll get going.
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      Portobello road was busy. The crowds were insane, but then summer days brought tourists. Manchester was smaller, but we saw the same pattern. I’d ignored the ridiculous amount of stuff in the dressing room and grabbed a pair of sandals and a bag big enough to hold my envelope, then gone straight back downstairs. Silas made me wish us down there, and since I had no idea where anything was, I’d brought us out a fair walk from the street the shop was hidden on. Amos was going to move us closer, but Rhett had told him no, they couldn’t risk being noticed, and using their magic would be noticed if anyone were looking. I didn’t fully understand how it worked and made a mental note to ask about it if we made it home in one piece. A tingle ran up my spine at the thought of home. The one I shared with them. It was weird how comfortable I was with it all, I knew that, but I couldn’t feel any other way.

      I looked up, hoping for one of them to give me some indication of where I was going, and found they were nowhere to be seen. My heart pounded in my chest and panic took over. They weren’t there. I clutched my bag closer to my chest and was about to call out when Amos said, “We’re here with you. Relax,” while snaking an arm around my waist.

      I tried so hard not to sag against him. I hadn’t realised how nervous I was until then, how frightened I was of whoever was hunting us. Me.

      “We don’t have to do this right now, Maia.”

      I took a deep breath and let him lead me through the crowds. I didn’t know where the other two were. “I’m fine, just get me there, so we can go home, Amos. Please.”

      His arm left my waist and he grasped my hand, leading me firmly. I kept my head up, looking for Silas or Rhett. I thought I saw Rhett ahead, his black curls gleaming in the bright July sunlight, but I couldn’t be certain.

      “Where are they?”

      “Close. Watching. Up here.”

      He led me between two market stalls and down a small alley. It was dark and cool, but before I could feel any more nervous, we emerged on a back street. Amos led me right and onto another road. Silas and Rhett were leaning on a wall up ahead, and I relaxed slightly.

      “Don’t worry so much, Maia, we weren’t followed. No one knows we’re here.”

      “I’ll relax when we’re home.”

      His hand tightened around mine slightly, and I looked up to see him smiling.

      Silas stepped forward as we reached them and pulled me close. “Pip hid it and we haven’t seen him to ask where. You’ll have to look.”

      “I don’t know what I’m looking for.”

      I heard him laugh quietly as he kissed the top of my head. “You’ll know when you see it.”

      Rhett didn’t move from the wall, but I heard him say, “Please be polite. She has kept us safe for two decades, Maia.”

      I was anxious enough to snap a retort. I’d been up and down for two days now, not to mention that morning’s events that I certainly wasn’t over, but I managed to just nod and turn away from him, looking to the shop.

      It was tiny, hidden away up that side road where nobody was likely to find it. I wondered how she’d stayed open. Without looking back at the guys, I walked forward and pushed the black glossed door. It swung open easily, a loud bell ringing, and I stepped inside.

      I didn’t realise how much I loved the smell of these places until I entered that shop. Musty and old, but somehow comforting and cosy, and I relaxed the moment the door closed. It was less antique shop and more bric-a-brac cavern. From my first quick look I saw shelving units piled with books and vases, ancient display cases packed with jewellery, ornaments, little leather cases, theatre binoculars, and snuff boxes. Every inch of space was utilised, and while it looked tiny from outside, the building was like a Tardis. The room I was in led back to another, and I was certain I could see another beyond that.

      “Can I help you, love?”

      I heard her shuffling before she came into view. She was all of four and a half feet tall—thanks to the stoop caused by the curve of her aged spine—her hair was scraped up into the tightest bun I’d seen in my life, and she was old. Really old.

      “Hiya. Umm, I’m not sure.”

      I turned away from her. I wasn’t sure why, but old folk had always made me uncomfortable and I didn’t want her to pull me into a conversation about something I knew nothing about. I didn’t want to have to lie to her to find what I wanted.

      “Looking for anything in particular?”

      Fuck. I tried not to groan and picked up a cut-glass decanter. “I dunno. I like shiny stuff.” I knew I sounded stupid, but given I’d been scared to death on the way up, I hadn’t really thought through what I was going to say to her.

      I almost said “thank fuck you’re here” when the cat strolled in, winding himself around the old woman’s ankles and purring, but I managed not to. The smile on my face was genuine. “Hello! What’s your name?”

      “Lord Peregrine Proudfoot.” The woman didn’t sound the least bit embarrassed at her cat’s mental name and I was glad I was used to it, so I didn’t laugh in her face. “He’s been here a very long time, haven’t you?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, I assumed in warning, and I looked back at the old woman. “Am I okay to leave my bag here while I look round?”

      I hoped she’d stay where she was and watch my bag while I poked around, and I dropped it on the floor. Pip rolled onto his back and started to play with the silver charm that hung from the zip. I walked past the woman, into the second room of the shop, and began my search.

      I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking for. I think they’d assumed I knew what a lamp looked like. I had a vague idea, we’ve all seen the Disney film, but I’d never really seen a genie lamp. Were they all sparkly and glittery like in the story books? Gold? Silver? I didn’t have the first clue. Apparently, it was hidden, so, scanning shelves wouldn’t help me much except to make the old woman think I was browsing. I hoped the cat would get bored with my bag and help me out soon. I heard her say something to him, clicking her tongue fondly, as I picked up a small wooden box. There was a rose painted on the outside and its tiny brass hinges and clasp were tarnished. Bit of old tat. I kept moving, scanning the shelves and display cases. There was dust on the higher shelves, so I kept my browsing below shoulder height and tried to look interested.

      I’d made my way into the third room of the shop by the time the bloody cat bothered to join me. The arrogant little bastard came strutting by like I had all the time in the world and didn’t even bother to acknowledge me as he hopped up onto an oak dresser that displayed a load of old faded plates. Then all he did was sit there, blinking at me.

      “Well?” I murmured, growing impatient.

      “In the drawer.”

      I ground my teeth. “Which drawer?”

      He actually sighed. I heard him as he looked down. How was I supposed to know he meant the one directly beneath him? There were three of them. Instead of opening the drawer, I passed the dresser completely and picked up a little silver trinket box. It was pretty, so I tucked it under my arm and went back to the cat.

      “You’re a beauty, aren’t you?” I said far more loudly.

      He scowled up at me but accepted the stroke behind the ear as I opened the drawer and reached inside. My hand closed around the cold metal and I pulled it out without looking at it. “Cheers, Pip.”

      I used my hip to close the dresser drawer, causing the plates displayed on the shelves to rattle. Pip leapt down before any could fall and hit him.

      “Idiot.”

      I kept my voice low; I was sure the old woman was deaf, but I didn’t want to risk drawing her attention. “Watch it, I haven’t forgiven you yet and could still have Silas turn you into a purse for me.”

      He walked away, back to where the woman appeared to have busied herself with rearranging a few bits while I browsed. His tail was flicking angrily as I followed, then he disappeared among a load of tall vases that were arranged on the floor. “Can I have these, please?”

      I looked more closely at the lamp. It was just like the ones from the story books: silver and tiny with a delicate chain linking the lid and the base. I don’t know why I expected it to be bigger, but it fit comfortably in my hand. I could see the details etched into the metal, but none of them were clear. It needed a good scrub. The curled handle was just big enough to fit my index finger through.

      I handed her the trinket box first, and she turned it over to see the sticker beneath and nodded. “Come to the till, love, and I’ll wrap them for you.”

      The till was as old as most other things in the shop, an old brass thing that took all her strength to open. “That’s forty for the box…”

      I thought I was going to pass out. Forty quid for that tiny little thing?

      “And…” She held out her hand expectantly. I don’t know why I was so reluctant to hand it over, but it took conscious thought to. She turned it over and over in her hands, looking for a price tag, and shook her head. “I don’t know why this isn’t marked up.”

      I didn’t say anything as she took out an odd little cylinder from the pocket of her cardigan, turned the lamp over again and began examining the bottom through the contraption.

      “Well, it isn’t silver. I haven’t seen this for years, I thought it’d been stolen.”

      She was talking more to herself than to me, but I said, “Does that mean it’s worthless, then?”

      She was quick, for her age, I gave her that. “Not at all. It’s authentic; I bought it in Egypt. We’ll call it two fifty for the two?”

      I balked. Okay, so it was worth infinitely more, but I didn’t have that sort of money going spare. I’d won a lot of cash, but I needed that for bills, and couldn’t risk her thinking I knew its real worth. She couldn’t possibly comprehend its real worth. Anyway, antiques dealers expected you to haggle, didn’t they?

      “I don’t mind the forty for the box,” I said, “but this lamp is filthy. What if I clean it up and it ends up wrecked? I’ll give you fifty for it.”

      “Two hundred the pair.”

      Tenacious old bat was going to fight me for every fucking penny. I caught movement by the door and glanced up to see Silas peering through the glass window. I gave him the bird while the old lass looked busy searching for some proof the lamp was worth something more than the fifty I’d offered. She wasn’t going to find anything, that thing was older than date stamps.

      “One hundred and fifty the pair or I’m going.” I reached down for my bag and slung it over my shoulder.

      “One seventy-five.”

      I grinned. “Perfect.”

      She didn’t do much of a job of wrapping them up for me, but I didn’t give a shit, I wanted to get home and sort everything else out. I shoved the two paper-wrapped items into my bag and made for the door.

      “Thanks, love!” She didn’t answer as the door swung shut behind me and I turned right to head down toward Portobello Road.

      Silas was leaning against the wall by the door when I got outside. Smirking, he asked, “Maia! Did you fucking haggle?”

      “Bloody right I did. Greedy old bitch wanted two hundred and fifty quid for that and a fucking trinket box.”

      Rhett glared at me. “Mrs. Barnes has kept us safe for a very long time, Maia. She deserves some respect.”

      He sounded really pissed off. He’d gone from how he’d been that morning and the previous night, and right back to the way he’d spoken to me outside the gallery. With distaste. Wrapping my arms around myself, I turned and walked away. I took a right down the street on my right then left into the dark alley I’d been led down earlier. Even without looking back, I knew they were right behind me. “Can we go home now?”

      “Show me.” Silas sounded impatient.

      “I want to go home.”

      I noticed a flicker of annoyance in his eyes and what seemed to be discomfort on his face as he ignored my request. I took a step back as he said, “I want to see it.”

      “Give her some room.” Amos, as always, stepped in to get him off my back. “We can look when we’re all safely back there.”

      “Rhett?” I looked around Amos to see him standing well back, leaning on the wall. He looked at me, but I couldn’t see his face clearly in the gloom of the alleyway. “Can we go home?”

      Amos was the only one of them still close to me when we arrived back home. I sat straight down on the sofa and unpacked my bag, starting with the envelope just to piss them off.

      “What condition is it in?”

      I looked around as Amos sat beside me, Silas paced opposite, and Rhett turned and walked away.

      “I dunno. Check for yourself.” I tossed the little package in Silas’s direction and shrugged when he swore under his breath. “I’ll be upstairs.”

      Neither of them said anything, but they at least waited until I was out of view before tearing into the tissue paper to examine the lamp. I heard Silas groan as I went into the kitchen, in desperate need of a drink, but I couldn’t work out which of the gleaming doors was the fridge. Frustrated, I turned on the tap and had just cupped my hands beneath the cool water when a bottle appeared at my side. I looked up to see Rhett standing at the bottom of the stairs. He was still pissed off.

      “Thanks. Want to tell me what I’ve done?”

      He didn’t answer, turning away and walking up the stairs. I snatched up my bottle and followed, stomping up after him. “Rhett.”

      When I reached the top step he was waiting and grasped my wrist to tug me toward him. “The way you spoke of that woman was appalling.”

      I gawped up at him, not entirely sure what he meant.

      “She scrapes a living, gives to charities from her own light pocket and pays her dues. She has worked every day of her life, Maia, while you have managed to find the least taxing method of keeping yourself afloat and endeavour to do the bare minimum.” My stomach clenched, and not in a good way, as he looked me up and down. He was disgusted. When he put it like that, so was I. “Without her we would not have been here to find you. We would not have been there to save you. You would have drowned in that pool and been missed by no one, just as Mrs Barnes will eventually pass and not be given a second thought. You are a goddess, Maia. Be better.”

      He dropped my wrist as though I’d burned him and stalked back down the stairs. I stared after him and saw him raise his right hand again before he reached the lower level. Muttered conversation below, the sound of more tissue paper being torn, and then silence. I turned back around wondering what had just happened. Yeah, I was probably a bit mean, but surely that was an overreaction?

      Bruno was out cold on the bed again, so I took myself into the bathroom to get out of the way. They were all busy admiring their lamp. Rhett was furious with me. Bruno was in a coma, again. I wouldn’t be missed. So, I ran a bath. When that was cold, I could run another.

      I didn’t want another confrontation like the one I’d just had with Rhett. The disgust in his tone had more than upset me. It made me feel dirty. Yeah, I’d been out of order, but his way of delivering that message had cut to my core. The sick feeling of shame. Of all the things he’d made me feel, that was not what I’d expected from him. I didn’t like it, or my response. At least if I was locked in the bathroom, he wouldn’t have to look at me.
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      We hadn’t seen it in years. It was filthy, the silver tarnished and black, but it was certainly ours. I’d recognise those engravings anywhere. All the lamps I’d seen had decorative patterns, and this was no exception. To anyone else it looked like a series of hieroglyphs and decorative swirls, but we knew it was symbolic of our original lives. We were imprisoned inside an oil lamp for a reason. It was a statement. We could only be of use when summoned, just as the oil in a lamp was only of use once lit. Like the oil, we were to lie dormant and useless, locked inside for all eternity.

      I could have used my magic to restore it, to remove the grime and dirt, but doing it by hand gave me a distraction from Rhett’s foul mood and Maia’s sulking. I thought he was being a little harsh given she’d retrieved the lamp and paid for it, but it was none of my business. Whatever our current arrangement, she had spoken ill of the old woman and Rhett had called her out on it. I wasn’t angry with her, but it was unbecoming, and Rhett was exceptionally fond of Mrs Barnes. He’d made a point of taking care of her before we’d left, as he always did. I didn’t know what he’d said to Maia, but it was enough to send her to the bathroom feeling sorry for herself. She hadn’t eaten since lunch, which was never good for her, and after the day she’d had she probably shouldn’t have been left alone, but I really didn’t want to confront Rhett. They may have looked to me for leadership, but I was not his keeper and I didn’t want to enter into a disagreement.

      Amos was hovering between interest in the lamp and the need to go to Maia, so he’d sat himself at the dining table. Rhett had stood staring out the window for the last hour. None of us spoke in that time, but I was done waiting and the lamp was restored to glinting perfection. “I’m going to check on her.”

      “Let her stew.”

      I placed the lamp on the coffee table and the cloths I’d used vanished. “You don’t really want to leave her upset like that, do you? What the fuck did you say to her?”

      “I shared some truths.”

      Amos leaned forward. “What did you say?”

      “I pointed out that as far as humans go, Mrs Barnes is the better of them and she should have shown some respect. I expect better of a goddess.”

      I joined Amos at the table as he gave his two pence worth. “But she isn’t a goddess, Rhett, she’s human and behaves as one. I thought that was understood?”

      I had to agree. “Why? Why would you upset her so?”

      When he turned to face us, he still looked furious. “She spoke ill of the old woman.”

      “You went out of your way to upset her.”

      He glared at me. “And you do not? She needed the lesson.”

      The crying had stopped but there was no sound from the bathroom to suggest she was getting out of the bath. Bruno had come down shortly after she had slammed the bathroom door, and he was still sprawled in a patch of sun on the kitchen floor. He didn’t react, so I assumed she was still in the bath.

      “What she needs, Rhett, is our support. You’ve had her wound to a pitch for two days, she had a gun to her head this morning, she’d been terrified at the market, and now this? Are you trying to drive her away again? Because if she leaves, she won’t be back. Not a second time.”

      Amos was the first to crack. “I’ll check on her.”

      Rhett leaned an arm on the exposed brick of the wall between two of the windows that dominated the north wall of the apartment, fist clenched. “Suit yourself.”

      He took the stairs two at a time, running silently up to her. I stayed watching Rhett.

      “What?”

      “You could just love her, Rhett. I know I rub her the wrong way much of the time, but she knows I have her back. Would it kill you to show her some kindness?”

      “I’ve saved her life twice. I feed and house her, clothe and teach her. That is all she needs from me.”

      He was lying to himself. She’d pissed him off and he was disappointed, fair enough, but to dismiss everything he felt for her, and what she felt for him, because of that disappointment was unfair to her. Even I could reason that out. “And what about your needs? Why are you doing this to her, or yourself for that matter. She has no defence against it, Rhett.”

      “And when she can she’ll be free to treat people the way she treated Mrs Barnes today. I cannot serve a malicious deity. Not again.”

      He was so dramatic. I understood his point, of course I did, but the way he’d gone about showing her he was unhappy was destructive. “If you drive her away, Rhett, I’ll kill you myself. We’ve waited too long to lose her.”

      I hadn’t wanted to admit it, but I remembered. I’d waited for her; I needed her as much as she needed us. I didn’t wait for his answer, deciding to join Amos. He could stay there alone and think about his actions; we would try to repair the damage.
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      She was shaking. Amos had dried and dressed her and was lowering her onto the bed when I reached the top of the stairs. “What’s this?”

      Tugging off his shirt, he climbed into the bed next to her. “She sat in cold water for over an hour, she’s barely eaten, she’s exhausted, and she’s been under a lot of stress. She needs to warm up and sleep it off.”

      I didn’t think about it, I just peeled my T-shirt over my head and joined them. Her head was resting on Amos’s arm, his other stroking up and down her back. She was freezing, her skin goosed beneath the satin pyjamas he’d given her, her whole body trembling. Despite the heat of the evening, I tugged a sheet up over us and pressed my chest against her back. “I’m going to kill him.”

      He looked down at her face and brushed his lips over her cheek. “Let her handle it herself. She’s capable. It was their disagreement, not ours. If we interfere with one another it will lead to infighting. We cannot help her if we cannot work together.”

      Head resting on my right hand, I ran my other over her arm. With the sharing of our body heat, she’d stopped shaking. Her skin was smooth, warm, and she was peacefully asleep. Her thick blonde hair contrasted against my chest, the opposite of the long dark locks that dominated my dreams.

      When Rhett had asked what we remembered, I hadn’t answered. Nor had Amos. I wasn’t sure how to explain it without sounding whipped. She’d been everything. In my dreams I relived her reprimands. I relived my duties. I relived our other life. Maia was very different. She had some of Ma’at’s bite, and there was some fight in her, but this version of her was so much more delicate. Perhaps that would change when she came into her power, I didn’t know, but right then my instinct wasn’t to serve, but to protect. I wanted to defend her, to tear him apart, but Amos was right. We couldn’t serve her if we were at each other’s throats. “He hurt her.”

      “Not really. She’ll be fine. They have to find their rhythm. You found yours.”

      I half smiled. Yeah, we had. It’d taken her slapping me—she’d hated me—but we’d settled down, sort of.

      “And you?”

      “I’m trying to be what she needs when she needs it. I have no expectation. I am her Justice. You are her Order. Rhett knows who he needs to be, he just isn’t there yet.”

      Maia shifted then turned over. Amos removed his arm, allowing me to take her in mine, and carefully got out of the bed. “Need a piss.”

      Shuffling back a few inches, I pulled her with me, cradling her against my chest. I heard her breathe in then sigh my name, her fingers settling on my chest. I hated what she did to me. I hated what she reduced me to and the constant fight I had to keep myself under control. The only part of our new situation that didn’t faze me was sharing her. I couldn’t be everything she needed. She needed all of us.

      Amos was right; she could handle Rhett. Top of my hit list was Nicky. That prick was going to pay for what he’d done to her. He’d rendered us powerless, and I didn’t like that feeling. If he’d fucked up, she’d have been gone. She couldn’t wish to be fixed with her head blown to bits. The rules were clear, we couldn’t interfere with life or death unless at her behest and even then, she could only control her own fate. I’d stopped trying to help the dying centuries before. In their confusion, they didn’t often know what they wanted and many accepted their fate. But it was different with Maia. My life was incomplete without her, I knew that much. He had threatened her life. No one threatened anything that was mine and lived.

      The bathroom door closed softly, and I rolled onto my back, tucking my free arm behind my head.

      “Is she okay?”

      “Yeah. Sleeping it off.”

      He returned to the bed, resting his arm over her waist. “Get some rest. He’s awake down there so someone is watching. It’s going to be a long week.”

      The week leading to her twentieth birthday. Set would be redoubling his efforts to find her, and we would have to be on our guard. That meant no independent use of magic. We needed all our strength to defend her should he locate us. There was also the matter of what to do with the lamp. I suspected Maia had a plan forming, some idea what she could do with it to prevent its detection, but we wouldn’t know what that was, or if it were suitable, until morning.

      I looked down at her beautiful face and kissed her forehead. She slept soundly, fingers brushing the hair on my chest as her fingers twitched. Amos was already breathing deeply, and Rhett was silent below. I closed my eyes and focused on the steady rise and fall of her chest against my side until I, too, fell asleep.
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      I woke up feeling too hot. I remembered running myself a cool bath—it was far too hot for a hot one—and sitting crying for what felt like ages, but I didn’t remember going to bed. I certainly didn’t remember putting on pyjamas, but I was dressed. It was soon explained when an arm tightened around me and a leg hooked possessively over mine. I opened my eyes, looked over my shoulder and felt my stomach flip. I was trapped between Silas and Amos with no way of escaping without waking them.

      Silas looked so peaceful, with a couple of tight black curls covering his eye, and one arm tucked behind his head, I didn’t want to disturb him. I kissed his chest and brushed my fingers through the mat of coarse hair and felt his arm relax, allowing me to turn over. Amos was in just as deep a sleep, his full lips slightly parted as he breathed evenly. He moved his leg away, snaking an arm around my waist, keeping me trapped. His lips were too inviting, so I pressed a gentle kiss against them and hoped it would disturb him enough to free me from his grip without waking him. I really needed to pee, and if he woke up, I wouldn’t be able to tear myself away.

      It took a lot of effort, but I managed to slide out from between them by moving down the bed, and when I was free, I looked down at them for a moment. They were just gorgeous. And they were mine. I still couldn’t quite get my head around that. They’d pledged their entire lives to serve the goddess Ma’at. I was the new version of that goddess. It was ridiculously farfetched but the longer I spent thinking about it, the more amazing it was. I didn’t know what that meant, exactly, but it seemed incredible. Too incredible. I was powerful. And apparently, I could conjure up staffs and shoot lightning. I hadn’t explored that little titbit—that was safer ignored for the time being—but hell. I’d displayed some sort of power, but I really had managed to summon enough of it to stop Nicky from killing me.

      I’d never experienced anything quite like how I was begging to feel about them, and it was a little bit frightening. There was still this tiny part of me expecting to wake up from whatever mental dream I was having, half expecting someone to turn around and say “Oops, sorry, wrong girl” and snatch them away from me.

      My stomach turned over at the thought. I didn’t want them to leave me, but it would be my luck. It had only been a few days, but I was so used to having them with me all the time, and knowing what happened when I was away from them made me feel sick at the thought of them leaving me.

      But that wasn’t going to happen.

      What was happening was that I was the reincarnation of Ma’at. Something had brought them to me, and for that I was truly grateful.

      My complaining bladder drew me away from the bed, and when I was done in the bathroom it occurred to me that I was absolutely starving.

      I made my way down the stairs, the steel steps cold on my feet. Bruno was asleep by the window and there was no sign of Rhett. The plan was to get something to eat if I could find the fridge and go back to bed but when I reached the bottom step a plate appeared on the kitchen worktop. The smell hit me immediately, steak baguette and curly fries, and I didn’t care which of them was awake and feeding me. I snatched up the soft bread and took a bite, the juices from the steak and mustard mayonnaise running down my chin. I wiped my face with the back of a hand between bites, eating quickly because I was so hungry. It was not ladylike. It was barely even human, the way I stuffed it in. I raised a sticky hand, looking around for somewhere to wipe it, and mumbled a curse around the mouthful of steak I was still chewing when some of the mess dripped onto my pyjama top.

      Rhett’s voice startled me. “Did Amos get you those?”

      I looked over my shoulder and shrugged, reaching for the tea towel he held in his hand. He let me take it and wipe my hands and face, walking around to the opposite side of the island and facing me. “Drink?”

      He didn’t wait for my answer. A can of Coke materialised at my side and opened with a hiss before my eyes. “I thought you were preserving energy?”

      He watched me for a moment and I didn’t think he was going to bother saying anything, so I tucked back into my meal, shoving four curly fries into my mouth and taking a slurp of the Coke. “Amos visited Adam while you were… busy.”

      Busy. Fucking moping because I’d been a bitch and he was a prick, more like. I felt a bit stupid when I thought of it like that with him there. “Right. He okay?”

      “He was displeased that we dragged you away. He thinks there is something untoward going on.”

      I snorted and bit into my sandwich, wincing as a glob of mayo dropped from the bottom onto my top. Dropping the baguette on the plate, I bunched the fabric and sucked it clean, leaving a wet greasy patch behind, and then wiped my hands on the tea towel again. “I’ll ring him tomorrow. He’ll be fine.”

      “And what about you?”

      I carried on eating, not wanting to answer the question. There was no point lying to him, he’d know, but being honest would mean admitting what he was doing to me. I couldn’t think straight for wanting him. It was a straight up want, and he’d been stringing me along for days. I didn’t even understand it, but whatever had started when they first came to that hotel changed me. I had everything I needed before then, and in the space of two weeks I was dependent on the three of them. The only person I’d ever really relied on in my life was Ad. Whenever anyone let me down, I looked after myself, but there I was relying on them for food, protection, and comfort.

      When I didn’t answer he began to explain himself, like I wanted to hear it. “I was harsh. I —”

      “You were right. I shouldn’t have said those things. But you won’t ever speak to me like that again, Rhett. I’m not some wayward child you can scold. I won’t live with someone who….” I didn’t finish saying it. Dan used to talk down at me like that and I hated it, but they didn’t need to know.

      “You would leave us, knowing all you know?”

      I thought about it and shook my head. “No, not really. I shouldn’t have been so hard on the old lass, Rhett, I know, but I didn’t need you to go off like that. I’m doing my best with all this. Honestly, I’m still struggling a bit. It’s all so… I mean me, a goddess? People hunting me down and trying to kill me? Giant crocodiles and talking animals? This stuff just doesn’t happen. I believe you. I do. How could I not? But I already have Silas on my back, I don’t need it from you, too.” I popped another couple of fries in my mouth and watched him as I chewed. I didn’t think he was expecting that amount of honesty but fuck him. I was still upset. Yeah, I was out of order, but I didn’t need him to jump down my throat,

      “I’m sorry, Ma’at, I….” He realised the mistake, but it was too late.

      “My name is Maia. I know you remember her, I know she was important to you, but that isn’t me. I’m not her. I won’t banish you or punish you like she did, Rhett, but I do need you to be patient.”

      We looked at each other for a long minute. I couldn’t make out his expression, but he was certainly considering everything I’d just said. I couldn’t be bothered with a standoff, so I was the one to turn and walk away. I couldn’t go upstairs, I was too wound up to sleep and didn’t want to disturb Amos since he’d travelled to and from Manchester. He needed his strength in case those crazy gods found us. So, I went to the living room and curled up on the sofa. I hadn’t finished my fries, but I was done with Rhett. I’d probably end up losing weight, but I would handle that later. I wouldn’t die. In fact, I felt better than I had since knobhead Dan had left.

      Just another odd thing to add to the list.

      I made the decision then to get my head really, seriously around who I was supposed to be. I’d only half arsed it before, not really believing any of it, but it really was happening. With all the talk of my birthday and power and all that, I really needed to take it seriously. As insane as it was, I had made that sceptre appear. I’d electrocuted Nicky. I had power stirring in me and it was only going to get stronger if I survived the next nine days. Eight days, I realised, it was after midnight.

      “Sit down, Rhett.” He was hovering, watching me, and it was making me uncomfortable. “I won’t fucking bite. I’m not even mad. Please.”

      He sat right next to me and turned to face me. He was studying my face and reached out a hand to brush back my hair. “I am—”

      “Don’t.” I don’t know if I meant don’t apologise or don’t touch me, but he pushed my hair back regardless. His deep brown eyes had softened, and they held mine as his thumb brushed my cheek. I saw the apology there. The regret that he’d upset me. Again.

      I thought being so angry and upset earlier had killed it, but it hadn’t. It was still there, a burning ember waiting for him to stir and that one touch brought the flames back hotter than ever. I closed the distance. I kissed him. I pushed him back by his shoulders and sat astride him while my tongue pushed into his mouth. Two days’ frustrations were churning in my stomach and if I didn’t get off it was going to eat me up. I needed him. It had to be him.

      He was rock hard between my legs and I ground against him, the barrier of our clothes frustrating me even more as his hands pushed my top up over my head. Before my head was free of the satin, his mouth had closed over one of my nipples, his tongue swirling over the hard, sensitive tip. Every muscle in my body went taut, and he took the other between his thumb and finger and pinched. I was wound so tightly I came right then. The orgasm tore through me with a ferocity that had my back arching. Before I could tip my head fully back, his hand caught the back of my head and forced my mouth down onto his. He groaned as I ground onto his cock again, the sound urging me on.

      His hands were everywhere, leaving trails of fire where his skin touched mine and I couldn’t take any more. I remembered what he’d said about when he finally tasted me and ran my hand down my body, beneath the band of my pants, and down between my slick folds. I found my clit, running my middle finger over the tip, but kept going. I was ready for him. More than ready. When I brought my hand back up, I rolled my hips, brushing myself against his cock again. His lips parted, the tiniest moan passing them, and I ran my finger over the bottom lip. His tongue darted out to taste me, but I pulled my hand away before he could catch the whole finger. He watched me suck it myself as I shuffled back, planting my feet on the floor between his legs.

      He remained on the sofa, looking up at me. His eyes didn’t leave mine as he stripped his shirt and I pushed off my pants. I tugged the waist of his pants as he slid them down just far enough to free his cock and I kneeled over him again. The sofa was soft beneath my knees, his hands warm on my arse as I lowered myself, his head dipping to suck a nipple into his mouth. His groan rumbled in his chest as I took him, as he filled me, as I closed around the hard length of him. His fingers dug into me, spurring me into movement. He angled his hips, my clit rubbing against him as I rode him, bringing me to a shuddering orgasm.

      When I rose on my knees to relieve the pressure on the hard, throbbing nub of nerves, he took my hips, thrusting upward, slamming into me with so much force I think I shouted. He did it again and I grasped his hair, tilting his head back so I could kiss him, using his mouth to muffle my moans. My whole body was still shaking, my breathing heavy when he grasped my waist to move me onto my back. With one smooth movement he’d taken my ankles and slung them over one shoulder. My hips lifted from the cushions as he drove into my hot, throbbing core.

      The angle was perfect.

      His hard thrusts were so deep I wanted to come again. I almost did when his hand travelled down my thigh and up my body, settling over my throat. He didn’t apply any pressure but the sensation of his hand there while he slammed into me sent a thrill through me that was chased by another shattering orgasm. He released my throat, moving my legs to his waist, and kissed me. He was still grinding into me, but I needed more. I pushed him back, reaching for my clit and matched his rhythm. His eyes burned into mine as he watched me bring myself to the very edge, then he pulled out. His withdrawal coupled with the rhythm of my fingers against my clit was too much. It poured from me as the waves stopped my breathing. Still riding the waves, I cried out as he slammed into me again and my orgasm continued around him. My internal muscles gripped him, welcoming his orgasm. My hand slowed as he lowered his head and kissed up my neck until he reached just beneath my ear.

      “Are you okay?”

      Panting, I stroked the back of his head and laughed. “I am now, yeah.”

      Eventually he rolled to lie at my side, looking down at me with a smile playing around his mouth.

      “What?”

      “We should go to bed.”

      It didn’t answer my question, but he was right. I kissed him, then let him help me up.

      He led me to the bathroom, and once we were cleaned up, we got into bed. Amos was still in a deep sleep, so I slid in between Silas and Rhett. He pulled me into his arms as he had the night in the hotel and I fell asleep finally feeling whole. We were together, all of us, on the same page. It was perfect.
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      “Well it’s not fucking on,” Adam snapped in my ear.

      “I’m sorry, I just got caught up and—”

      “Seriously, Mai, I come home at fucking lunch time and the front door’s wide open, dog’s gone, you’ve gone, they’ve fucking gone. I thought… doesn’t matter what I thought but fuck!”

      I lifted one foot out of the bath and looked at my wrinkled toes as Amos grasped it gently and ran his thumb down the arch. I almost dropped the phone. “I said I was sorry. Twice. Look, I’m staying here for the week. I’ll still—”

      “You’re blowing me off for your fuck buddies on your birthday?”

      “It’s not like I can get back from Lond—”

      “You’re back in fucking London?”

      “Well, they live here and—”

      “You know what, Mai? Fuck it, I can’t be arsed. But when they drop you, when they hurt you, don’t cry to me because I won’t have a single fuck to spare.”

      I rolled my eyes and Amos gave me a rueful smile before lowering my foot back into the water and winking at me. I watched him leave the room and sighed as the door closed, looking up at the ceiling. Most of my body was covered with bubbles, but my knees and shoulders were visible. My collarbone was sticking out still; I needed to get that lost weight back on. They’d made a good start that morning, making sure I’d stuffed my face with a full English before insisting I had a good long bath and catch up with Adam. They wouldn’t let me even mention the lamp or what we should do with it until I’d had the bath, so I used that time to check in with Adam.

      “I love you.”

      “Of course you fucking do. I suppose I should be grateful you took the fucking hound for a change. Was that all?”

      I cringed. “I should have said something, I know, but I just got caught up in… it doesn’t matter. I just wanted to let you know where I was because I knew you’d b—"

      His voice softened. “Whatever. I’m glad you’re okay but you have to tell me where you are, Mai. I was worried.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ll come home soon.”

      “Yeah, well…. Try not to die in the middle of a sex game. Remember your code word or signal or whatever.”

      I snorted, and I could tell he was smiling. He wasn’t being dramatic; he genuinely was worried about me and Amos hadn’t revealed much when he went to collect my phone the previous day. “Love you, Addie.”

      “I love you. Just… you know, be careful.”

      “Honestly, I’m fine. They’re looking after me.”

      “Spare me. Phone tomorrow to prove you’re alive.”

      “I will.”

      “Oh, before I forget, I was talking to Jodie and she asked me to ask you if your phone does this?”

      Bastard hung up on me.

      I rested my head back. Adam was right, I was in a dangerous situation. Not because of the guys, I was safer with them, but the rest of it was a bloody mess. I was stuck with half the information I needed, a rogue god was wandering around looking for me and the three genies who were attached to me via some ancient vow, and a lamp that I had to get rid of sharpish. I had the last one handled if I could bring myself to ask them for the favour. For the rest I needed help.

      Eyes closed, I lay there for a while, enjoying the hot water. I couldn’t bring myself to put my head beneath the water after the whole Jacuzzi incident, and I was grateful my feet reached the foot of the bath, but it was nice to lie there for a while and mull things over.

      I heard the door open, but didn’t bother to open my eyes, assuming it was Amos.

      “I’m getting out. Where are the towels?”

      “We have them here.”

      I smiled. I hadn’t expected Silas. “Pass it here.”

      “Stand up.”

      I opened my eyes to see him holding out an open towel. I sighed. The whole servant thing didn’t sit well. “I can manage.”

      “Indulge me.”

      I stepped out of the bath as he came to me, wrapping the fluffy white towel around me and kissing my head. “What’s this in aid of?”

      “What did Adam say?” he asked, not answering the question.

      “Oh, he’s fucking livid. I’ll call back tomorrow and ‘prove I’m alive’.”

      Amos was waiting by the bed with a dressing gown. I looked over my shoulder at Silas who gave me a nod. Shaking my head, I dropped the towel and let him help me into it, turning to face him as he tied the belt. When he was done, he kissed my cheek and I turned to Rhett who was standing by the stairs. “What’s going on?”

      He looked confused. “Nothing. We wanted to be with you, so we came.”

      “Oh.” That wasn’t much of an explanation and I wasn’t sure what to say, so that had to do. I decided to just change the subject. “Okay, so we need to discuss… everything, because I’m still not entirely clear on a few things and I really need to understand.”

      He flicked his chin up indicating I sit on the bed. Someone had made it, the sheets and pillows all arranged perfectly. I crawled into the centre of the massive bed and sat cross-legged. Amos walked around and lay on my left. Silas lay on my right, and Rhett lay across the foot of the bed. “Where do you want to begin?”

      “Her.”

      He looked unsure. I gave a nod of reassurance.

      “Ma’at maintained the balance of the entire world,” he said. “She was the guardian of the feather of Ma’at. The feather, an ostrich feather kept in the goddess’s headdress, was counterbalance on the Scale of Truth that each heart of the soul is weighed against. Put simply, if the Scale of Truth balanced, the soul passed on. If not, it would be fed to Ammut, devourer of souls”

      “That’s the monster thing?” I asked, remembering the image of the thing in the museum.

      He shook his head. “She was never a monster. Living in the Hall of Ma’at, she was under her control. A pet, of sorts. Her role was to swallow the heart of the soul of anyone who did not pass the ceremony, denying them passage to heaven. They would cease to exist. No afterlife. No rebirth. No chance of redemption. Nothing. When Ma’at was cast out, her enemies took control of the hall. I do not know what has happened to Ammut. I can only hope that she is not under Set’s control.”

      I lay quiet for a moment, processing that information, then asked, “And how did you three end up with her?”

      “We don’t know. We have some memories, flashes like the ones you’ve had. We remembered taking the vow but nothing before that.”

      “So how do you know what you are?”

      Amos rolled onto his back and put an arm behind his head. “Research. Rhett is good at research. He’s read every djinn legend in every language. We remember waking up inside the lamp and taking these forms and we’ve kept them since, but this is the form she wanted us to take. To match her own.”

      Something stirred in the pit of my stomach. “So, you gave everything up for her, even your identity?”

      “They offered. They begged,” said a rough voice from the top of the stairs.

      I’d forgotten about Bruno. He stood looking directly at me. “When Set tricked her—”

      “I know about the bet. I dreamed that.” I would never forget that dream. Ma’at had made some sort of bet with Set. Silas had warned her not to, but she ignored him. Set’s intention had been clear, but the stupid bitch hadn’t picked up on it. You get to keep all that you are. She bet her life without knowing it.

      The dog nodded.

      “Who were they?”

      Bruno sighed. “Mark Antony and Queen Cleopatra. They bet on who would win the war. Set put his money on the Roman, Octavian. She saw the best chance of success with the couple, in the balance of two.”

      “Okay, so she lost the bet and Set threw her out. Then what?”

      “Set killed her,” Silas said angrily. “We watched. The other gods didn’t care. There was no outcry. I’ve re-lived that event several times.”

      We all looked back to Bruno.

      “Thoth, god of the moon and times, wisdom and magic, tampered. He knew what would become of the world without you, Maia, and so he ensured the loss would not be permanent. Their marriage may have dissolved, but he would not betray her.”

      Rhett looked from Bruno to me. “Your, her, ex-husband must have been working against Set from the beginning. The return of your power after twenty years must be his doing.”

      Bruno nodded. “Indeed, but Set suspected many. Secrecy has been paramount.”

      “What happened to Thoth?”

      Bruno tilted his head. “Nothing. Set believed Thoth to be his. He lives. He waits, like us.”

      “Okay,” I said, counting on my fingers. “I have Bastet, did you say Horus? You, Anubis. Thoth. And he has?”

      Rhett’s tone was grave. “Assume almost everyone else. Set is feared. They will not risk his wrath.”

      I suddenly felt sick, but I needed to get it all worked out in my head. “All right, this power I’m supposed to have. What is it?”

      The three of them exchanged glances but it was Silas who answered. “We don’t know, exactly, we never really witnessed it. We felt it often enough, but she never released it. That’s why she had us. I brought order. Amos was her justice. Rhett ensured she was always given the truth. Between us we protected her and exacted her wishes.”

      I wondered how he had this certainty in what he was saying. He hadn’t had it a couple of days ago.

      “Have you remembered something, Silas?” Amos asked.

      Silas ignored him.

      I gave Amos a warning glance and asked, “But did you ever go up against gods?”

      “No.” Rhett said. “Not until Sobek.”

      I nodded and looked down at my hands. I needed to make sure they were kept safe. Abandoning all the God talk, I said, “I thought I should send the lamp to Adam’s mum’s house. It won’t be found there. I know I said I wouldn’t use your magic, but I need some help with this, so it can’t be tracked.”

      Amos rolled onto his side and I looked at me. “Done. Gone…. You’re different.”

      “I understand now, that’s all,” I said. Understood and, I suppose, accepted.

      Rhett squeezed my hand. Despite him being the only one of the three to have repeated his original vow, he was never really with me until the night before. I hadn’t realised it until I’d had time to think it through in the bath, but he’d never given me all of him. It wasn’t just sex to them, I realised, it was another type of vow. Like the sealing of the marks and the speaking of words, it was another pledge of allegiance. Becoming one. I didn’t know how I’d worked that shit out, since it sounded too deep to have come from me, but whatever, it made an odd kind of sense to me and I was happy with it.

      More importantly, they seemed happy.

      “Okay then, now I’m as caught up as I can be since we don’t know anything, so what are we going to do with the rest of our day?”

      “I would like to go out,” Bruno said as he ambled toward the stairs.

      I sighed and looked at the three guys. I could have been forgiven for thinking I’d wandered into a hot chocolate commercial. I snorted at the thought and flopped back onto the pillows between Amos and Silas.

      “I’m going to take the hound for a walk,” Silas said, getting up.

      I pushed up on my elbows to give him a questioning look.

      “Have a nap or something, I shouldn’t be long,” he said, heading for the stairs. I smiled and lay back down, my head on Amos’s arm, and Rhett got up.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, following his progress toward the bathroom door.

      “Shower. Won’t be long,” he said with a small smile.

      I watched him leave, wondering why they both took off like that as soon as Bruno—Anubis—had stopped talking.

      “Looks like I have you all to myself,” Amos said, kissing me.

      “Looks like it.”

      Fingers sliding inside my robe, he kissed me again and I moved closer as he opened the tie at my waist. “I didn’t think I was ever getting you alone.”

      Running my hands over his shoulders, I revelled in the taste of him. In the feel of his chest against mine. It was warm in the apartment, but my nipples were hard and the friction of his skin against them was incredible. “You didn’t have to wait….”

      Hand sliding over my waist he pulled me close, then moved it over my hip and around to cup my arse. Raising my knee, I hooked him around the back of his thigh with my foot and he moved his kisses from my mouth to the soft spot on my neck between my ear then said in a low voice, “I’m not fucking going to.”

      He wasted no time, kneeling on the bed and dragging me by the hips to a suitable position before going down on me. His tongue rolled over my clit and I closed my eyes, burying my hand in his hair. He took that as in indication that I wanted more and he sucked hard. I tugged at his hair, and a low groan escaped from him, the vibration adding to the intensity of the sensation I was already experiencing, pushed me to the edge fast. Breathing less steady, he raised his head and held my gaze for a long moment. I couldn’t make out the look in his eyes, but it wasn’t one I’d seen there before. Hungry, maybe? I reached for him again, and he knocked away my hand, flicking his chin up the bed. I obeyed, shuffling back toward the pillows, my stomach churning with anticipation. “Turn over for me.” He remained at the foot of the bed as I slowly knelt, then turned my back to him. “On your hands and knees.” The mild command mixed with his accent made me shudder, butterflies turning my stomach.

      I gasped at the feel of his warm hands against my bare, sensitive skin as he pressed my shoulders down onto the bed. Being entirely exposed like that made me tremble, and I pressed my lips together tightly and waited. The seconds ticked by, but he didn’t move or speak. Anticipation building, I closed my eyes, then his fingers plunged in deep. My relief was instant as he pumped into me and I inched myself backwards, needing more. His free hand took my waist and I stilled, feeling his breath against the skin of my lower back. He kissed, then traced down with his tongue and I was entirely undone. Internal muscles gripping his fingers, my orgasm came from nowhere, and he withdrew, moving them to rub at my clit. My orgasm increased rather than ebb, and I pressed my face into the bed at the force of it, trying not to be too noisy.

      Dragging his wet fingers along my throbbing lips, he gathered up the viscous fluid. I felt the pressure of a finger as he massaged my anus and tensed. That was new…

      “Relax.”

      I barely heard him, too focused on the tip of his cock nudging at my cunt. The promise of it, of him giving me what I needed, what I’d wanted but never had the courage to ask for. I relaxed. He pressed inside. He thrust his cock into me with enough force to rock me forward and I gripped the duvet, burying my face in the soft quilt again and pushed back, only to feel his finger slide into my arse. Everything tightened around him, both finger and cock, and I’d never felt so entirely full in my life.

      It was glorious.

      It was intense.

      It was absolutely amazing, and I spiralled back up almost instantly, the feeling not only in my core but in my back, my legs. It was everywhere, or so I thought, before he reached around and pinched my clit between finger and thumb. He broke me. I screamed my release, my legs trembling while Amos pounded into me from behind. It wasn’t until I clenched again that I realised he’d added another finger. I moaned low and deep, the stretching sensation coupled with the feel of him ramming into me was almost too much and I reached down to release some of the pressure myself. He was close, so close he pulled out. Too late, he spilled onto my back. The sticky heat against my skin just another sensation to add to the mix that was pushing me to another dizzying release. I gasped his name as I came, my fingers working my clit, his fingers pumping in and out of my arse, his cock playing along my still-throbbing slit.

      The bed was soaked. I wasn’t sorry. He must have cleaned that magically because when I fell face forward onto the bed as he withdrew his fingers, I landed on dry sheets and my back felt clean. His breath was warm on my shoulder as he kissed it and lay on his side.

      “Enjoy that?” he asked.

      I rolled over, grinning as Rhett said, “Very much so,” and lay on the bed by my side.

      What was weird wasn’t that I didn’t care that he’d just watched us. He didn’t seem jealous and Amos was perfectly relaxed with having an audience.

      I couldn’t stop myself from yawning and snuggled into my pillow as Amos draped an arm over my waist and Rhett stroked the side of my face. “Get some rest. Silas will be back soon, and we have something to discuss.”

      Silas. All that was missing was him. He completed us. They completed me. I closed my eyes, finally at peace with my new life.
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      Head thrown back, she remained silent, her hips rolling against the body beneath her. Amos held her close, his lips tracing the edge of her ear as he palmed her breasts. “Ask nicely.”

      It was barely audible, but the request was made. He thrust into her from behind as Rhett slammed his hips upward. Her lips parted, but the only sound that passed them was a sigh as she took them both.

      They moved in tandem, a practiced rhythm, while she remained pinned by Amos’s large hands on her hips. Her hands were up behind her head, buried in the short curl of Amos’s hair. Entirely naked save for four golden cuffs that circled her upper arms and wrists, her skin glistened with an oil-like sheen in the light of the torches that stood at the four corners of the bed.

      Silas stepped up, stroking his impressive erection as he watched. As her first shuddering orgasm wracked her body, Amos released her, allowing her to fall forward. Rhett caught her, still grinding into her, and grasped her hair to pull her mouth over his. The altered angle gave Amos better access, and he withdrew before grinding back in. Her low moan echoed in the cavernous room.

      Silas was impatient. “Ma’at.”

      Rhett turned her head, steering her by her hair, so that she faced his cock, releasing her as she lowered her mouth. He thrust inside with enough force to make her gag and grinned down at her as he withdrew. Eyes streaming, thick kohl lines smudged, she smiled then opened her mouth wide to take him again as Amos thrust a final time. Rocking forward, she was forced over him, but she didn’t gag. Not that time. Her body lurched, and the room fell into darkness.
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      When I woke up the guys were gone. Rubbing my eyes, I sat up and found myself wearing pyjamas.

      Noises downstairs told me they’d let me sleep, and I looked over at the window to see the sun was lower in the sky than I expected. Annoyed, I got up and made my way down. They’d set the table and prepared dinner. Well, technically it was breakfast, but I wasn’t complaining.

      “Ooh, this looks lovely.” I took the seat beside Amos and reached for a Danish pastry and topped it with yoghurt. An odd mix, I’ll admit, but I like mixing flavours. “What are we going to do now I’ve wasted an entire afternoon?”

      Silas grinned, pointing a butter knife at me. “You are going to practice your knife skills. We need to pay a visit to the museum and after the last two occurrences I want you to be armed.”

      “Why do we need the museum again?” I asked, taking another bite of my pastry.

      “We’ve had a discussion, and we think there is something that will help you, if we can locate them. Ma’at always wore jewellery on her arms. We were never privy to their purpose, but none of us recall a time when she took them off. They must be of significance.”

      “Those cuff things?” I asked. “Where are they?”

      Rhett looked at me, surprised. “We do not know, exactly, but Silas tracked down someone who might.”

      So, they all remembered? “Yeah,” I said, “she was wearing them when I saw her, too.”

      “Oh?” He put his mug down and sat forward in his seat.

      I focused on my breakfast. “Yeah. Usually I dream through her eyes, you know? But once I was watching from outside… she had those things on her arms and wrists. I know what they look like.”

      I glanced up and noticed they were all looking at one another. Silas turned to me.

      “Maia, we…”

      “I do not need to know,” I said, raising my mug to my lips.

      “Are you jealous?” Rhett asked.

      “Leave it.” Amos’s voice rumbled beside me in warning.

      Dropping the pastry on my plate, I pushed back my chair and left the table.

      Silas sighed. “Sometimes it’s better to say nothing.”

      I was jealous. Jealous of someone who had been dead for thousands of years; it was ridiculous, but there I was, having a strop over it. He didn’t need to call me out on it. He didn’t have to mention it at all, but I supposed that was just who he was. He noticed, he demanded the truth. It wasn’t his fault. It was probably hers. The more I learned about her the more I hated her. She spoke to them like they were crap, she took everything they were and made them serve her purposes, she was hard and cruel and clearly fucking stupid. Not to mention me being her reincarnation was a complete pain in my arse.

      “Bruno. Come on.”

      The dog ambled over, and I stepped out into the hall and continued onto the fire escape. I let the door close, not bothering to look to see if any of them had followed me, and sat on the top step. “If you’re gonna piss make sure it’s downwind.”

      “They hated her.”

      “What?” Now that was a turn up.

      “I saw it. By the time it was over they hated her.”

      “Because she was so harsh?”

      “Selfish. They warned against her actions, then they pleaded. She ignored. She lost.”

      I sat in silence for a while, considering what Anubis had just told me. They hated her. “So why are they helping me?”

      “You are different.”

      “What if I’m not? What if I get those powers and turn into a selfish bitch like she was? What if I’m horrible to them?”

      He just shook his head and lay down, resting his head on his paws.

      “What’s the point in finding those bracelets?”

      Fat mutt was snoring. Out there in the waning sunshine it all seemed ridiculous. I was about to have my twentieth birthday and I was living in a dodgy teen romance show. Three guys, the talking animals, the “is she, isn’t she?” prophecy shit. I’d be glad to go home on Saturday. I missed Adam. I missed my horizontal TV-watching lifestyle. I missed sitting down and eating a full meal without someone pissing me off. How many bites had I managed of my breakfast/ Three? Wasn’t even hungry. Next, I’d be wasting away and having to buy all new clothes.

      When I’d been out there about an hour, a can of Coke and a sandwich appeared at my side but not once did any of them come outside. I think it was close to two hours I sat on the cold metal step while the sun set. Bruno slept the whole time, but eventually my bladder forced me to go back inside. Bruno wasn’t happy at being woken but followed me at his usual lumbering pace.

      They weren’t in view when I went inside, so I assumed they were in the living room. Placing the plate and empty can on the kitchen worktop, I turned to go straight up the stairs. Halfway up, I met Rhett coming down.

      “Maia, I didn’t me—”

      “I’m bursting.” I pushed past, not prepared to discuss it there on the stairs. I wasn’t pleased when he followed me into the bathroom, so I promptly locked the toilet door and raised my middle finger. Even though he couldn’t see, I felt better.

      He kept his distance when I washed my hands.

      “I should learn to think before I speak.”

      “Yes, you should.”

      “My intention is never to upset you.”

      “I know. I’ve remembered things about her that I haven’t liked, Rhett. Not just that, I don’t like how she treated you, so the less said about her the better. I don’t need to focus on that part of your life with her. She wasn’t a nice person. She didn’t deserve you.”

      “She was a goddess.”

      “She was a bitch. She deserved all she got. If I end up like her, start another coup.”

      “You are nothing like her.”

      “Damn right. I’m prettier for a start. I know it sounds vain as hell but I am. I’m not sorry.”

      “And you are modest, funny, smart.”

      “Okay, now I know you’re taking the piss. I’m not overly smart. I got beauty, I’m happy with that.” He was openly laughing at me. I shoved my tongue into my cheek and stuck out my hip as I folded my arms. “This weapon training. How long am I expected to spend on it?

      “An hour.”

      “Okay, I need to contact Adam and I’m all yours.”

      He nodded and left me, and I picked up my phone from where I’d left it the day before.

      “I’m alive,” I said.

      His chuckle told me he’d forgiven me. “They’re looking after you?”

      “I’m fine. Honestly, I’m happy here.”

      “But you’re coming home?”

      I decided on honesty. “’Course I am. I just don’t know when. I don’t really want to leave yet.”

      “Oh my god, I knew it,” he gasped.

      Fucker had worked it out. He’d worked it out before I had, by the sounds. I looked over my shoulder to make sure I was still alone and hissed, “Shut up.”

      “I knew you couldn’t just get some and leave. You’ve fallen with a bang, haven’t you?”

      Bastard. “Look, it isn’t—”

      “How the fuck does that work, Mai? How can you love three people at once?”

      “There’s enough to go around.” I hoped he heard me, because I only just breathed the words. I didn’t even realise myself before Adam had said. And now I had to face Set knowing it.

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Change the subject, I told myself. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you,” he answered. I could tell he wanted to discuss the matter further, but I wasn’t sure I understood it all myself. “When are you coming home?”

      “Probably Saturday. We can go out?” I suggested. That would mean I’d need to have the whole ins and outs of my relationship with the guys sorted in my head, but it should appease him for the time being.

      “Promise? You can bring the rabble.”

      I laughed out loud. “Thanks. See how it goes. I might be ready for a break.”

      “Don’t talk shit, Maimai, you’re besotted. Wild horses won’t drag you from those three now. I’ve seen this before, remember? Just promise me one thing.”

      He hadn’t seen a damn thing like it, but I wasn’t going to argue, if they heard…. “What?”

      “You introduce them all to the fuckboy.”

      “Oh god, could you imagine his face?” I set off laughing and couldn’t stop. “Hello, Fuck Face, meet my boyfriends.”

      Adam was helpless. “Oh, you must! Promise me. Please. If that’s the last thing you ever do for me, you have to do that.”

      “Maia?”

      I jumped out of my fucking skin. “I have to go. Yeah. I’ll see you on Saturday. Love you.” I made a kissing sound into the speaker and hung up quickly.

      Silas took a step closer. “What was that about?”

      “Are you ready?”

      “You can’t answer a question with a question.”

      “I can. Move.”

      He watched me edge past him with that smirk plastered on his face. “Did I hear the B word?”

      “There are a lot of B words,” I said tilting my head. “Want to hear one of my favourites?”

      His look was challenging.

      I sighed. “You got a problem with it?”

      “No. It’s a promotion from guard.”

      I frowned. “You’re not… Silas, you’re not just a g—”

      He shrugged and made for the stairs. “I’m whatever you need me to be.”

      “Well right now I need you to stop being a dick.”

      He held out his hand. “Come on, before Rhett gets all pissy.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Is he always so pushy?”

      “Oh yeah,” he said with a smirk. “And this is kind of important.”

      We got down to the kitchen, Amos and Rhett milling about looking awkward.

      I looked back at Silas.

      He held out a shiny dagger, like the ones I remembered seeing them use. “It’s called a Kris.”

      “I know what it is. Do I really need this?”

      “Yes,” he said with a hint of irritation. “We can’t guarantee we can protect you all the time.”

      “We don’t want you left open to attack,” Amos added.

      “If Set finds the lamp you will be left on your own,” Rhett said. “We cannot defend you if imprisoned.”

      “Okay. The lamp is well hidden, I have magic, you won’t be leaving me for any reason. But, if it makes you feel better, fine. Show me.”
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        * * *

      

      I had the very basics sorted before I started to feel funny and had to sit down. They presented me with tea and doughnuts, followed by a string of apologies.

      “All right, you’re sorry. I’m fine, just a blood sugar dip or something mental. I can stab someone now, too, so everyone’s happy.”

      They waited to see me start eating then each swiped one of the dozen glazed rings and arranged themselves on the sofa around me.

      “What brought that on, anyway?” Amos asked.

      I shrugged. “Not sure. I think I’m just tired. If we’re done, I want to spend some time reading up, the sooner I understand all this the better, and I’ll come to bed later.”

      They didn’t look convinced, but Rhett nodded and said, “We’ll leave you in peace.”

      I smiled and watched them file out of the room. I felt a bit bad for kicking them out, but I needed some time to think.
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      “Come on, you.”

      “Sorry. I meant to.”

      Cradled against his chest, I mumbled my apology as he carried me up to bed. I really had meant to go up when my eyes had started burning, but I must have nodded off. I only barely woke up, just enough to know it was Amos. If he hadn’t spoken, I’d have known as I ran my hand over his broad chest. I was lowered gently onto the bed, and he got in next to me. I immediately shuffled closer, resting my head in the hollow of his shoulder. He kissed my temple and held me close as I drifted back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “What time is it?”

      “After lunch. Amos brought you up to bed just after three. What on earth were you doing until that time?”

      I rolled onto my front, burying my face in the pillows. “Research.”

      “And what did you learn?”

      “That we’re probably all going to die by being fed to Ammut.”

      He rolled me onto my back and smoothed my hair back from my face. “That is highly unlikely. She is used to a diet of soul hearts, for starters. I expect we would give her gastric issues.”

      “There’s no way we’re getting past them. I’ve seen it all, Rhett, I read what they are, what they turn into. When they come, and they will, they’ll kill me and probably you too now they know where you are. I don’t want to be reincarnated if I won’t have you to come back to. I’m going to… to—”

      I couldn’t breathe. My throat felt like it’d closed, and I couldn’t get a breath in. I was panicking. I hadn’t felt like that since the first time I’d stopped eating and gotten ill. When my Aunt Jen, stand in parent, had grounded me for calling out that creepy bitch teacher. I was so upset I couldn’t eat. It was three days, and when I became so weak and couldn’t get out of bed, I panicked. I knew what this was, but I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t tell myself it was going to be okay, because it wasn’t. We were all fucked.

      I could hear them, I could see them, but I couldn’t move. I felt as though something were crushing me. Nothing they said made sense. It was like I was underwater. I was going to die. They were going to die for me. It went around and around in my head, drowning them out. Blocking anything else out. And then… lips were on mine. Hands on my face. Stroking my hair. And, with their help, the crushing weight lifted from my chest, and my throat felt less constricted. I could breathe again.

      “You’re okay. We’re all okay, Maia. Please, just breathe. Slowly. Tell me what you want.”

      I couldn’t wish my way out of it. With the realisation, the tears fell. I don’t know how long I lay there sobbing, them talking to me, stroking my hair, assuring me I was going to be all right, but it was long enough for me to finally succumb to the hunger and sort myself out.

      They all watched me sit up and scrape my hair from my face. It was plastered down with tears, and I felt groggy and probably looked shocking, but they didn’t seem to care. “Can I have some breakfast?”

      Rhett grasped me around the back of my neck and pulled me toward him, resting his forehead against mine. “You can have anything you want as long as you promise not to scare me like that again.”

      Silas was next to him. Watching me with concern. “You’ve got this, Maia. We won’t let him hurt you.”

      I reached out and stroked his face. He was Order. He brought order, he made everything right. But he couldn’t fix that. It seemed if I couldn’t put it right, it wasn’t being put right. No amount of order, justice or truth would stop Set. Not without me.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up a few times. Each time a different one was at my side until the time I was alone, and my head felt as though it were splitting.

      A sharp pain behind my eyes made the bright midday light that flooded the apartment unbearable. It made the nausea worse. The guys had fallen silent downstairs, and I wondered if they’d all gone out with Bruno, giving me some space. I couldn’t take much more of the pain, so I grabbed a few pillows and dragged the sheet into the dressing room, closing the door behind me.

      I never got headaches, let alone migraines, so I had no coping method. It felt as though my brain was turning to mush. In the cool, quiet dark, I curled up on the floor, a pillow pulled in to my chest, and cried, waiting for the pain to subside, for the nausea to end, or to die. Whichever came first. I knew it sounded dramatic, but I really was in that much pain.

      I woke up to Amos calling my name.

      “In here.” The doors opened, and I pressed my face into the pillow. “Too bright.”

      The door closed behind him. “What are you doing?”

      “Migraine.”

      I heard movement as he knelt at my side. “You know we can help, why didn’t you ask one of us to take the pain away?”

      “Didn’t think. Could you?”

      His hand stroked my hair. “Better?”

      It wasn’t. They’d healed me of a mangled shoulder but couldn’t deal with a headache? What was that about? “I think I just need to stay here and sleep it off. I’ll be fine.”

      He kissed my head and left without a word and I stayed in the dark dressing room alone. The pain and nausea didn’t ease, but they didn’t get any worse which was better than nothing. I couldn’t sleep, despite lying there with my eyes closed for who knew how long. I heard my phone ping back out in the bedroom but didn’t bother going to get it. The assault of sunlight wasn’t worth it. I heard movement out there, and then a tap on the door. “Maia?” Silas said through the door.

      “Please don’t let any light in.”

      He was very careful not to. “You need to see a doctor. If Amos can’t fix it there’s something very wrong.”

      “It’s a migraine, Silas. It’s just stress, it’ll go.”

      Silence. I was glad of it, as even speaking caused my head to throb. In my misery I ran through everything that was happening. Everything I’d learned. All that had happened. The most surprising thing of all, I realised, was how I’d adapted. Looking back, it wasn’t right. I’d fallen for their tricks, letting them get close to me, allowing myself to be drawn in. But if I hadn’t, they wouldn’t have been there to save me. Twice. It would all have happened anyway, I was certain of that. There wouldn’t have been any way of escaping my death. I owed that damned cat. When I was better, I told myself I had to be smarter. I’d been lax. I’d let myself be pushed. The only thing I’d had any choice in had been whether they stayed with me or not, and I’d chosen wrong. If Amos hadn’t found me when he had I would certainly have died. If not of starvation or whatever that shit was then by a bullet to the head.

      That was something else I needed to sort out. Nicky needed a lesson in choosing your friends. Didn’t know how I was going to sort that shit out without taking advantage of the guys, but I could make an exception for that little wanker. He was why I avoided people. He was what was wrong with the world. He wouldn’t measure up if he faced Ma’at. Prick. At least I knew how to stab him, thanks to Silas showing me how to use a knife earlier.

      I rolled onto my back, measuring the pain in my head. It seemed a little bit better, so I opened my eyes. The light coming from beneath the dressing room door wasn’t as bright as it had been, which meant the sun had moved to the other side of the building. I needed the toilet. Getting to my feet didn’t hurt my head; the throbbing had stopped and left behind just a dull ache.

      Braving the light, I opened the door carefully and was greeted by Rhett and Amos sitting on the bed. They looked worried, but I was grateful they’d left me alone. “Better?”

      “I think so. Need the loo though so give me a minute.” It was early evening, judging by the light outside, and it wasn’t so bright that I couldn’t stand to be in the room. It was a relief. I’d been in that cupboard for over five hours. Another day wasted. Not that I knew what I’d do with myself otherwise. I never went anywhere usually, and I was supposed to be lying low. The day in the park had been a risk. The crazy bastards had sent a taxi to flatten me and made a Jacuzzi suck my hair into the filter. Anything could have happened. But I was glad we’d gone. Something normal, not just being shacked up with my three new fuckbuddies waiting for the urge to take one of us.

      I was smiling to myself in the mirror and washing my hands when Rhett came in and stood behind me. His eyes met mine in the mirror. “What is so funny?”

      “Just a silly thought. I’m glad this headache’s shifting. God, that was bad.”

      “Amos was concerned. Are you sure you are all right?”

      “Why are you always fussing? I’m fine. Just a headache.” I turned and pressed into him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “It’s been a bit of a shitty week.”

      “Maia, you have a fever.”

      “Do I?” I pulled away, pressing my hand to my forehead. I didn’t feel warm. I felt fine. “No, I don’t.”

      A digital thermometer appeared in his hand and he stuck it in my ear.

      “Look at you, Doctor Rhett. Will you stop? I’m okay.” The device beeped, and he turned it so I could see. Forty degrees Celsius. “Shit.”

      “You need a doctor.”

      I took it from him and put it on the sink. “Look, it must be faulty. I feel fine. The headache’s gone, just about, I don’t feel sick, the light isn’t killing my eyes, and I’m not tired. I’m fine.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Not starving…” That was weird.

      He made for the door. “Then you certainly are not okay. Amos, feel her head.”

      “For fuck’s sake, I’m not a kid!”

      I walked out of the bathroom and almost collided with Amos. His hand shot out and felt my head, pulling it away quickly. “Shit.”

      “What’s wrong?” Silas called, running up the stairs.

      I rolled my eyes. “Nothing!”

      “She has a fever,” Rhett said.

      Silas frowned. “She doesn’t look sick.”

      “Thank you!”

      The other two backed off. “Okay. Let’s just see how you go, then. Get you something to eat and go from there?”

      I shook my head, heading for the stairs. “Where’s Bruno?”

      “On the sofa.”

      “Has he said much?”

      “Not today, why?”

      I went straight to the dining table and sat down. I really did feel okay, so it was just a case of proving to them I didn’t need medical attention. “No reason. I’m bored. Are there doughnuts left and can any of you play Queen of Sheba?”

      Amos laughed. “Of course. Are we playing for stakes?”

      Silas was about to say something, but I shot him a warning glance and he sat back, laughing quietly. “I’ve always played for matches.”

      Four boxes of matches and a deck of cards appeared on the table as the three of them took seats. “I’ll deal.”

      I nodded as Amos took the deck and shuffled the cards. “Bring the food, Rhett. We can eat and play.”

      “Yes, boss. Is Thai acceptable?”

      “Thai and doughnuts? Sounds perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      I finally gave in and went for a shower. They were all waiting on the bed for me when I was done, and each kissed me on the cheek as I crawled onto the bed, then slid between Silas and Rhett while Amos stretched out on Rhett’s other side.

      “You still feel very warm.”

      “Oh, Rhett, stop fussing. I feel fine. What time is it?”

      “Eleven thirty. We have things to do tomorrow if you are feeling well enough, so get some rest.”

      “Yes, boss.” He shook his head at me and I lay down flat on my back.

      Silas slid an arm over my stomach, and I turned my head to him and asked, “What’s happening tomorrow?”

      “We have some arrangements to make for your birthday.”

      I hated surprises. Adam never pulled any of that shit. He always told me what he was buying me, and I always gave him vouchers to get his own crap. I didn’t see the need for any fuss, it wasn’t even a milestone. Saying that, it was my last birthday as me. I should probably make the most of it.

      Amos was the first to fall asleep, followed closely by Rhett.

      “Am I going to be okay, Silas?”

      “Yes. You’re going to get your power back and you’re going to fix this. We’ll make sure of it.”

      “How am I supposed to get back there?”

      “We don’t know, yet. We’ll work it out. I expect Rhett to have a starting point. But first, let’s get you safely through Friday.”

      “I was thinking.”

      “Is that what the smell was?”

      He was lucky I didn’t punch him. “Funny. We need to deal with Nicky. He isn’t safe, running around with a gun.”

      “He’s on the list. He’s probably protected but I mean to have a moment with him after what he did to you. As soon as you’re ready, we’ll find him and handle him, okay?”

      I nodded and turned on my side, burying my face in his chest. The hair brushed my skin and his scent enveloped me as his arms pulled me closer. I fell asleep soon after, listening to his heart beating in his chest, feeling thankful for them all.
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      They were staring at me again, and not in the way that made my stomach tighten. I felt like I’d been running, I was so out of breath and my hands were shaking. “Don’t tell me I jumped one of you in your sleep.”

      Silas wasn’t laughing. “You had a seizure, Maia. You’re going to the hospital, right now.”

      “No,” Bruno said.

      I pushed myself up from the bed to look at him, sitting at the top of the stairs watching us. Somehow, he always managed to look bored. “What he said.”

      Silas looked furious.

      “Her power is growing.” Bruno explained.

      Now I looked at the dog like he was mental. “What, so I’m going to fit my way into goddess-hood?”

      He did that weird shrugging thing again, the wrinkles on his face deepening. “Not long now.”

      “We don’t have time to fuck about,” I said, shuffling off the bed and taking the stairs to the kitchen two at a time. I didn’t feel too bad. “Silas, this museum… where is it?”

      He looked furious as he walked past and pushed open the door to the fire escape, but said, “Not far. You really want to do this today?”

      “I want answers. I want to get this moving,” I said holding the door for Amos as Silas made for the stairs. “The longer we drag our heels the longer that bastard controls the hall.”

      I stopped dead on the stairs, Amos almost walking into me, Silas halting the step below the one I was on. “Oh my god.”

      “Maia?” Rhett said. “What’s wrong?”

      The problem was, I didn’t know. Everything was fine. The apartment was hidden, the dog was safe inside, the guys were all around me…. I shook my head.

      Silas turned me to face him, cupping my face in his hands. “It’s the bad feelings you get?”

      I nodded, looking between the three of them, and my stomach lurched. The familiar warning I used to get with people. That I got with Nicky that day on the train. The feeling I had when I knew Dan was fucking me over. Distrust. “Something’s wrong.”

      I backed into the railing behind me, away from them. “Something’s wrong with you.”

      Silas grinned. The bastard had the audacity to laugh in my face, followed by Rhett. “It’s just something for your birthday, Maia.”

      Fuckers. I narrowed my eyes, looking directly at Silas. His deep chocolate eyes danced beneath his dark brows as he smirked at me. “Promise?”

      Instead of keeping his distance, he stepped forward, catching my cheek in his hand again. “Really? You’re questioning my loyalty? After all we’ve shared?”

      I shrugged.

      Not prepared to argue the point, he kissed me, and murmured, “Behave yourself, Maia.”

      “If the two of you are done being dramatic, we should probably get away from here before we are seen. This is a back alley, and people lurking behind buildings is something to watch out for.” He sounded irritated, but when I looked down, Rhett was grinning up at me.

      I smiled back. “Yeah, where to?”

      Silas took my hand again and led me out of the narrow alley that ran around the back of the building. “Let’s leave the museum for now and head over to Regents Park. It’s only early.”

      “What the hell is there to do in a park?”

      Amos laughed behind me. “There are tennis courts.”

      “You can fuck off if you think I’m getting involved in sports. I’ll feed the ducks, that’s about it.”

      I saw Rhett shaking his head as he walked in front, constantly looking around, I assumed looking for signs of Nicky or anyone else who wanted me dead. Despite it, or maybe because of it, I felt perfectly safe. There was still that niggling feeling that Silas couldn’t be trusted, but since he’d assured me it was something for my birthday and nothing sinister, and Rhett hadn’t said he was lying, I had no reason not to trust them. As we came to busier streets, we got some odd looks from passers-by. I wasn’t sure why until Silas leaned in and said, “We look like bodyguards. Look at him.”

      He was right, Rhett looked like he was ready to punch the first person to step too close. “Rhett.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      I held out my free hand. “Nothing. Will you chill out? Nothings gonna happen out here.”

      “You don’t know that,” Amos said.

      I groaned. “Don’t you start. We’re fine, Amos. And now we’re blocking the path. Can we get to this park?” I bounced up on the balls of my feet. “How far is it anyway?”

      “About five minutes’ walk. We are very close to Euston.” Rhett tugged me forward and I left Silas to walk with him, looking over my shoulder to flash my eyebrows at them. I could hear the low rumble of Amos’s voice but not what he said as I kept pace with Rhett.

      “What’s in this park, then?”

      “Stuff.” I looked up at him, confused by his choice of word, and saw he was looking down at me with a smirk on his lips.

      It was weird, walking through the city hand in hand with him, like he was my boyfriend. But he wasn’t, was he? None of them were. Was there even a name for what we were? I wasn’t her, I wasn’t anything, so they weren’t my servants or whatever she would have called them. I thought about it right up until Rhett squeezed my hand and led me over a busy road.

      The others joined us, and Amos took my free hand as we walked down a tree-lined road into the park. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Nothing.”

      Rhett looked down at me and cocked a brow.

      “Oh, sod off. I was just wondering what this was.”

      “Ah.” He sounded like he’d been expecting it. “Define this.”

      “Well, you know. The four of us shacked up and….” Silas was snorting behind me and I stopped. “What’s funny, Silas?”

      “The one time you can use the word fucking and it be completely appropriate, you refrain.”

      I turned and shoved his shoulder. “So that’s it?”

      Rhett carried on as though Silas hadn’t said anything. “No. That is not it. I already explained this.”

      “That you love me?” I tried not to scoff.

      “We do love you, Maia.” I wasn’t expecting Amos to answer for him. He raised my hand to his lips and kissed it gently before lowering it and meeting my gaze. “We’re here because we want to be, but also because we need to be. We can’t leave without you becoming unwell. The distance isn’t pleasant for us, either. What this is, Maia, is what we all need.”

      “As much as I hate to agree with him, the smart arse, what he said,” Silas muttered.

      I looked between them feeling a bit stupid for making them address it, but I really hadn’t been sure. If I was completely honest with myself, it didn’t seem real. “All right then.”

      “That’s it?” Silas asked as I turned and walked away, releasing Amos’s hand. Rhett kept pace with me.

      “Yep. Just wanted to know where I stood. What’s to do here then apart from walk down roads and look at grass? No tennis.”

      Silas jogged to catch me up and walked at my side. “Seriously, Maia? You wanted to come out; you could sound a bit more enthusiastic.”

      “I know I did, I was getting cabin fever, but—”

      Nudging me with his elbow, he said. “So shut up and enjoy the fresh air.”
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      We wandered through the gardens and around the boating lake, then sat by the bandstand looking back the way we’d come. Amos sat behind me, and I leaned back into his chest, kicking off my flip flops and donning a pair of sunglasses. The sun was hot, and I was parched.

      A glass was placed in my hand and I smiled lazily over to Rhett. “Thanks.”

      Amos kissed my cheek and asked, “Are you okay?”

      Truth was, I was great. At that point I was used to being in a semi-permanent state of arousal. It was nice to have a reason for it. “I’m fine.”

      He kissed my neck, just beneath my ear, huffing a quiet laugh, and I looked around us. It was perfect, people walking, sitting, and playing. Families having picnics and friends sharing jokes, but something seemed off. I couldn’t work out why. It wasn’t Silas and whatever secret he was keeping over my birthday. Rhett was fine. Amos too. A small boy caught my attention, pointing up at the bandstand roof. I followed his finger and saw a falcon sitting there quite comfortably.

      “Is that something to be concerned about?” I asked. Birds of prey in the middle of London were not usual.

      “It’s probably Horus. Nothing to worry about. We left Anubis, so Horus is watching instead.”

      “Why do I feel nervous?”

      “They’re watching and waiting the same as we are. It’s only a couple of days. I don’t know what’s happening on their side, they haven’t told us, but when it’s time, I’m sure they’ll come to help.”

      “So why are we risking being out here?” I asked.

      “Because you need it, and while we’re keeping a low profile, you can’t be kept locked up. It isn’t good for you, and to be honest it probably sends the wrong message,” Silas said. I saw his point but wondered if it was worth the risk.

      But I was trusting them.

      Closing my eyes, I s tried to relax.

      “I have a question.”

      I didn’t open my eyes as Amos spoke. “Yeah?”

      “Your former partner. What did he do to you?”

      “Nothing too bad. I mean, he was controlling, to a point. Had this thing for talking down to me. Then there was the fucking of a colleague behind my back; left me for her. Wait a sec, let me get this right. He said ‘We met at work. She’s… we’ve got more in common. She’s just more interesting and we get on— Well, she doesn’t eat like a fucking pig for a start’.”

      Silence. I opened my eyes to see Silas and Rhett looking at me. Silas had a murderous look on his face. Rhett looked… irritated.

      I closed my eyes again and leaned into Amos. “Honestly, it’s all good. Him leaving me led me to you three. I reckon I got the better deal.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was evening before we got home. Bruno was sprawled on the bed when I got upstairs. I went straight to the bathroom; six hours had been enough. “Stay there, I want a word.”

      It took me longer than I’d expected, but he was still there when I emerged from the bathroom in my pyjamas.

      “What?”  he asked, impatient.

      “Who’s waiting? Don’t look at me like that, you know who I mean. Which gods are on my side and what are they waiting for?”

      “I could not say.”

      I didn’t like this one either. He’d turned my dog into a complete arsehole. “Won’t say, more like. All right, give me a rough number.”

      He sighed, really loudly. “Seven.”

      That wasn’t rough, that was definite. “Okay, so I have ten on my side?”

      “If you make it.”

      That hit me like a slap to the face. I’d already been drowned, held at gun point, and chewed up; there was a distinct possibility I’d die. “Wow. Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      He actually shrugged. “Nothing is certain.”

      “What should I expect? Will I change? Will it be all X-men and fire and shit?”

      “I don’t know. We have animal forms, but you do not. Your defences are unknown.”

      It was like talking to a fucking wall. I made for the stairs. “Thanks, Bruno. Nice chat.”

      “Keep them safe. There is always next time.”

      I kept walking. Next time. How many times had there already been? How many times had some poor woman been hunted and slaughtered because she hadn’t found her djinn? Was Set really so hell bent on taking over Duat, on proving he was the all-powerful? It was crazy. He would knock everything out of balance, and for what? What would the repercussions be? Would he destroy the world, wipe out humankind in his quest to finally take what he deemed to be his? I suddenly felt sick.

      Set was a lunatic. He had to be stopped. I didn’t know how I was going to do it, but there was no way he was getting in the way of what I had. I had three guys who loved me, who made me feel special, who seemed to really want me to be happy, and I seemed to make them happy. I didn’t give a shit who he was, I was done with having my chances of a normal-ish, happy life snatched away.

      By the time I reached the bottom of the stairs, I’d decided that if I was going to be slaughtered like however many others before me, I was going down fighting. Bastards. I didn’t know if life in Duat would be any better than the life I had here on earth, but the living without my guys didn’t bear thinking about. I needed them. I wanted them. They’d vowed to be with me forever, so I was keeping them forever. Even if it meant I died trying, I was keeping them.
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      Her panic attack had been horrendous to witness. There wasn’t a damn thing we could do for her. Why Silas kissed her, I have no idea, but it seemed to help. I didn’t ask him why he did it, as we had each reacted in our own way. Rhett held her, Silas kissed her, and I took her hand. There was little else we could do. When she came out of it and fell asleep, Rhett explained what she’d said. She was worried for our safety.

      We hadn’t discussed it much, what we remembered of Ma’at, but my memories were not of a woman who would concern herself with our safety. Not openly, at least. She had loved us, I was certain, as we loved and worshipped her, but Maia was different. She loved truly. It was evident in the way she touched us, in her eyes when she looked at us, whether she thought we were looking or not. She hadn’t said it, she probably hadn’t realised it yet, but we knew. Ma’at had been different. She had given herself willingly enough when it suited her, but that was another example of what we did for her. It was all part of the game she played with us. Maia wasn’t playing.

      Despite how incredible that was, it was also very dangerous. We were there to protect her. We were hers to command, not to defend. She was worried about us being killed when she should have been concentrating on how to avoid that fate herself. The universe needed her. Too much of any one aspect had repercussions—too much chaos, too many storms, not enough souls moving on to enlightenment—and Maia was central to the control of that. She balanced everything; she maintained the order that kept the world turning. We didn’t matter.

      The dog had been quiet. Anubis was either lying low or had abandoned her entirely. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. She needed allies, but was it safe having one of them among us? Anubis would benefit from restoring Ma’at to her rightful place. He kept the dead, and who knew what Set had done to upset the balance there. He needed her more than perhaps any other. He and Thoth, of course. He stood for wisdom, and all sensible thought pointed toward protecting her as the moral guardian and guide of mortals and gods alike. But the other gods were not known for their sensibilities.

      I followed current affairs as best I could. As the decades had passed, I’d watched wars break out, followed conflicts and changes in moral boundaries over the years. One thing was obvious, looking back, the scales were no longer balanced. It had taken time, but Set was finally succeeding in unleashing chaos on the world. We had to restore the harmony she brought. And she did. I’d felt it. I’d seen it. She had an unorthodox way of delivering it, but it was there.

      Sleep continued to evade me, so I went downstairs, allowing my thoughts to roam. They always returned to Maia.

      I was standing by the window when her arms circled my waist.

      “Why are you up?” she asked, kissing my back.

      “I’m not tired. Did I wake you?”

      I turned, and she stepped back but didn’t release me. “No, I needed a drink.”

      “Are you feeling okay?”

      She looked down and I lifted her chin with a finger. “I’m fine. Sorry I freaked you all out.”

      “We were concerned, that’s all.”

      “I know. I’m okay, it was just a lot to process.”

      “Do you have all the information you need?”

      Nodding, she smiled up at me. “Yep, think so. Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.”

      “What power does she have? Everyone seems to think I’m going to turn into her and have all this power, what is it?”

      The moonlight through the window turned her hair platinum, and I fiddled with a few loose locks as I thought through my answer, unsure how much she needed to know. “I don’t really know. She was revered. Feared, to a point, but I never saw her use her power. She was never in conflict.”

      “Not once?”

      “I’m afraid not. She was incredibly strong willed, and her power could be felt by anyone close enough. That, and Silas scowling at her side, seemed to be enough to keep order.”

      She frowned. I wished I could have given her a better answer, something more solid, but I couldn’t lie to her. “So, if she was so powerful, why did she need you?”

      “I think we were designed as a deterrent,” I explained. “We each embodied a trait of hers, a physical representation of her to remind those around her of who she was.”

      “And the rest? You had more of a relationship with her than just her guardians.”

      She was trying to remain passive, but I heard the hard edge to her tone. The jealousy. “Are you remembering?”

      She turned away from me and looked out the window. “Did she love you, Amos?”

      I stayed where I was. I wanted to reach for her but stopped myself. “In her way.”

      “Do you miss her?”

      “No.” It was the truth. “I thought I did, but no.”

      I watched her move to the kitchen and get a drink of water. “Are you coming to bed? It’s late.”

      “I’ll be up in a minute.”

      I turned back to the window and watched her ascend the stairs in the reflection in the glass. The next two days were going to be hell. Waiting for her birthday. Waiting for change to happen. Hoping she wouldn’t be found and attacked before then. And somewhere in the middle of all that, we would have to celebrate with her and Adam. Silas was probably right, though. Hiding sent the wrong message.

      I didn’t remember much of our life with Ma’at. I had similar flashes as they did, but I had no idea how we’d cohabited. If we had. We all served in her bedroom as well as in the hall, we all loved her, but I had no memory of life with her. Life with Maia was as close to perfect as I could imagine it getting, despite Rhett and Silas irking her and the overshadowing threat of her being slaughtered by a god. Maia had seen what we were and walked away.

      She’d seen our power and turned from it.

      I think that made me love her more. She wasn’t greedy. She wasn’t selfless, not by a long way, but the balance…. She was far better suited to her position than her previous self. She was a great improvement. I hoped that wouldn’t change when she became the goddess. I felt complete with her near, although I hadn’t realised anything was missing before we found her. One more day and she would have her power. She had us as defence. If Silas was right and the cuffs were of significance, they would help if we could locate them. It made sense. We all appeared to have remembered her wearing them. We just had to get hold of them. The planned visit to the museum the following day would answer some questions on what happened to them.

      The delay had been worth it. She really had needed to get out. Preferring the confines of our lamp, I supposed we had overlooked her need for freedom.
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        * * *

      

      Since I was in charge of collecting Adam from the train station, Rhett and Silas were distracting Maia. I waited until they were out of sight before I created the bike. Yeah, it was a drain when we were supposed to be conserving power, but I considered it a worthwhile use of power since the helmet would disguise me. I wasn’t expecting to meet Set at the station while I collected Maia’s birthday surprise, but I’d rather be less recognisable.

      It was an indulgence I allowed myself now and again. Travelling at such speed gave me a sense of freedom when not in the lamp. Being so dependent on living in secrecy and hiding was frustrating at best. It wasn’t all bad, but I longed to be free. Or I had until Maia.

      Kings Cross was always busy. I left the bike with a fake permit to save it being clamped—city parking was always bad—and removed my helmet before stepping into the building. People gathered in groups, the usual hen and stag parties, families, tourists. A month before, I’d have welcomed, or even sought, the attention of the groups of young women as they passed; I’d have exchanged numbers and passed some time with them, but things had changed dramatically. Now I had her, and she was the only woman I had time for. The image of her filled my head. Her hair, her face. Her arse. What I would do to that arse.

      I checked the board; his train had arrived. He was supposed to meet me by the cash machines, so I leaned against the wall, helmet tucked beneath my arm, and scanned the crowds. Set would have eyes everywhere, so I needed to keep my head level while I was out. If any harm came to Adam, she’d kill me.

      He found me easily, approaching with an easy gait as he avoided the passing travellers. He carried himself with much more confidence than Maia did. I’d noticed when they were together how it infected her. He was certainly good for her. “Amos.”

      I was surprised when he shook my hand, but at least he wasn’t still pissed off. He looked me up and down, a glint of approval in his eyes at my leather-clad form and winked. I laughed, clapping him on the shoulder to distract him as another helmet appeared at my feet and I picked it up. “All right? They’ve taken her out, so I’ll get you back to ours and go and meet them. She still has no idea you’re here.” I passed him the second helmet as he shrugged his backpack onto his back. “You okay on the bike?”

      “Yeah, had one myself years ago.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Just a Z900. RS. It was handy for work.”

      “Now?”

      “I drive Maia’s car. She hates driving, so…”

      “She can’t have been driving long.”

      “No. I can’t tell you how much she hates it. Road rage is a mild explanation for what she gets like. She’s safer not to.”

      The bike was drawing attention.

      “Fuuuuckinell.” The look on Adam’s face was priceless. “Is that a—”

      “MV Augusta, yeah.” She was beautiful. I always created the very same bike when I wanted to ride. Not giving him time to admire the gleaming paintwork and sleek lines of the bodywork, I put on my helmet, scanning the street before mounting the bike. “Let’s go. I don’t want her to get home before we do.”
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at the museum early and went inside. I was amazed that Silas had thought of this plan to gain information, but if anyone would know it would be this guy. Maia saw me, and her face lit up. I fought the urge to kiss her.

      “Just in time. Maia.”

      Silas watched her as she chewed the inside of her cheek. “Fine. I wish we could speak to Doctor Reuben Mortenson.”

      I turned away and walked along the rows of display cases. Most of the items were scraps of fabric, carvings, and pieces of broken pottery; there was no jewellery. There wasn’t even evidence of anything connected to Ma’at or the other gods that I could see.

      “Excuse me, Dr Mortenson?” Maia’s voice interrupted my browsing and I turned to see her approaching a man dressed in black trousers and a white shirt. He looked too well-kept to be the type that liked to dig around in dusty ruins, but he slowed and smiled down at her. “I’m Maia Reeves, these are my colleagues Silas Jones, Rhett Anders, and over there is Amos Harper. We’re glad to have caught you.”

      She was doing a convincing job, making up surnames for us on the fly as she introduced us.

      “We’re students at the university and have a research paper to complete on the goddess Ma’at. We read in a text that you had excavated the temple of Ma’at at Karnak and discovered a number of items believed to have belonged to the priests there?”

      He looked at her blankly. “I’m sorry, Miss, umm…”

      “Reeves. The dig took place four summers ago, according to the information we were given.”

      “Yes, I remember the dig, Miss Reeves, but I’m afraid your information is incorrect. No articles of significance were uncovered at that location. I’m very sorry.”

      He made to step around her, and Silas looked as though he were going to challenge the archaeologist until Maia gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

      “Oh. Well, thank you for your time, Mr Mortenson.”

      Rhett was stony faced up until that point, but his lips twitched at the man’s irritation at her not using his title. His eyes met mine; the doctor had lied.

      She didn’t wait for him to reply, turning away and making her way through the museum toward the entrance. We walked behind her, and I was aware of the doctor watching us when we turned a corner and out of view.

      When we got outside, she turned to face us. “Bastard just lied to my face.”

      “You know that?”

      “I could tell, yeah.”

      Silas looked pleased. “So, he found something. That’s good.”

      “We will come back later. If he has them, we can take possession of them and return them to you before we face Set.”

      I shook my head. “Rhett, we don’t need to think about that right now. Let’s celebrate Maia’s birthday and worry about it after the weekend.”

      “Of course.” He turned to Maia and took her hand, apparently remembering we had a house guest. “Let the birthday celebrations begin.”

      She frowned up at him, then looked between us. “You know I don’t like surprises, don’t you?”

      “Yes. So, let us get you home and end the suspense, yes?”

      He led her through the few streets between the museum and our apartment. The entrance was down an alley, and we checked around before stepping down there.

      “You and that fucking bike.”

      “I couldn’t very well have it vanish, Silas. It’d be noticed.”

      “That’s your bike?” Maia sounded impressed.

      “That he’s created.”

      “I thought you were all conserving energy?”

      I shrugged. “Necessary expenditure. Up you go.”

      We watched her ascend the stairs, allowing her to get halfway up before following so she would be the first inside.

      The door closed behind her and we paused outside. “Have you planned locations for this evening?”

      “Yes, all easily watched, table booked by the fire escape, cake arranged for after dinner.”

      I looked at him with my brows raised. “You’ve got it all covered.”

      “It’s my job. Amos is to deliver the judgements, Rhett checks for trustworthiness and I handle security.”

      I was about to answer when her scream echoed from inside the apartment. We didn’t bother to use the door, appearing at her side, fully armed, in a flash.
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          Maia

        

      

    

    
      I really hated surprises, but I didn’t kick up a fuss. They were sweet arranging anything at all, and I was grateful. The door closed behind me and I walked through the apartment looking for whatever surprise they’d arranged for me. I didn’t notice at first, looking more toward the dining table and sofas than anywhere else, but the dog barked, and I spun to look. I could see his legs through the glass of the upper floor balcony rail, hanging over the edge of the bed. I knew those jeans. They were the made-to-measure Versace ones he saved for special occasions like second dates and informal dinners. They were deep indigo, but I knew blood when I saw it and they were covered. I screamed before scrambling up the stairs, my feet slipping on the steps as I rushed to my best friend.

      I heard the guys behind me. They were right behind me.

      “Maia, wait.”

      I didn’t stop. I didn’t care what was up there, I had to get to Adam.

      It was worse than I’d imagined. He was sprawled on the bed, his abdomen torn open. I could see what was left of his organs in minute gory detail. Some parts had been torn free, spread across the bed. There was blood everywhere and the smell of it turned my stomach, but I crawled onto the bed, sobbing his name over and over.

      Silas’s voice cut through the sound of my sobs. “Maia… please come back here. We need —”

      I heard him, but he sounded so far away, like he was shouting up from the street. I couldn’t hear anything clearly. All I could focus on was Adam’s face. His mouth was wide open, his features set in an agonised but mute scream. Whatever had done this to him was not of my world.

      A hand closed over my shoulder, tugging me back and I sobbed. Grief and fury and horror and pain. And something else. It came from the pit of my stomach, burning like acid as it rose through me. It was anger. It was hate. It was destruction. My body was shaking but I couldn’t stop the reaction that was tearing through my body. I reached for Adam’s face, holding it between my palms, and kissed his forehead as a chilling snarl tore through the room.

      I didn’t need to see what it was, I’d heard that sound before, and I didn’t care. I wanted my friend alive and well. Not dead on my bed with his entrails strewn all over. The next thing I knew I’d been dragged backwards, off the bed, toward the stairs.

      “No. NO!”

      “Maia…”

      An arm closed around my waist as I fought to get back to him. I kicked and screamed but he wouldn’t let me go. “Amos, put me down!”

      He dropped me immediately, and Rhett roared his response as I scrambled back onto the bed. I reached for Adam, pulling his limp form into my arms as a blur of movement to my right drew my attention. I couldn’t focus properly for the tears in my eyes, but whatever was stalking from the dressing room was huge. Easily the size of a horse, its red eyes were trained on me I didn’t feel afraid. I was livid. Set had walked into my home, bold as fucking brass, and had killed my best friend. I screamed at it, holding onto Adam. “Come on then!”

      It crouched and sprang. I lowered my head to Adam’s, my tears falling onto his face, and waited to be torn apart. But the impact didn’t come. Instead, someone rushed over the bed and collided with the thing, the room filling with the sounds of yelps and snarls.

      One of my guys was fighting tit. Fighting for me. They were putting themselves in danger to protect me. My anger built further. Set dared to plant a monster to kill us? He dared to take Adam from me? It rushed from me in a violent tremor. I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t control it. It came with so much force my whole body contracted, so I curled over Adam and held onto him for support. And he moved. His arm closed around my back, he pulled me even closer as a wet gasp filled my ears.

      I was pulled away again and slammed into the bathroom door, the air knocked from my lungs with the impact. Adam was still on the bed, there was still blood everywhere and he was deathly pale, but he was whole.  I didn’t know how—it seemed impossible but the impossible was becoming my reality, so I should probably have known better—but my Adam had somehow survived that and I had to get him home. Away from this madness. Amos stood in front of me and I shoved him aside. “Heal him and get him to safety.”

      He vanished., and when I looked at the bed, so had Adam. Rhett took Amos’s place, blocking my view. “Help Silas.”

      I don’t even know where the orders were coming from, because it didn’t feel as though my brain was keeping up with everything. We hadn’t been there more than two minutes, but so much had happened. And Rhett moved. I couldn’t see the beast clearly for the flurry of blades and bodies as Silas and Rhett fought the thing, but suddenly it broke away, smashing through the glass partition and crashing down onto the kitchen island. It shattered beneath its bulk and I moved toward the stairs as Amos returned. “Stay here.”

      “No.”

      All of them looked at me. They were dressed in the armour I’d seen them wear when Sobek had attacked us but no helmets, and their weapons were the ones I’d seen before but looked like they were made of solid gold.

      The beast had stunned itself but was recovering. I watched it from the corner of my eye as I walked over to them. “Silas, give me those knives.”

      He didn’t even think, removing them from his belt and passing me both. I reached up on my toes and kissed him. “Go somewhere safe and wait for me.”

      The look on his face broke my heart. I felt it, a physical pain in my chest. He looked hurt. Betrayed. Let down. His expression was mirrored on the faces of Amos and Rhett when I looked to them. “I’m sorry. I can’t—”

      They were gone. I looked down at the thing that had attacked us. That had been planted there to hurt us. The apartment was hidden; we shouldn’t have been found. There’d been nothing for days, so that meant the bastard was following Ad.

      Walking down the stairs, I heard glass crunching beneath my feet. Half my home was smashed up by the fucking thing. That beautiful kitchen, my glorious bed that let me be with all my men all the time. My home. My men. My friend.

      “Bruno, get in the cupboard and fucking stay there.”

      I heard him whine. He wasn’t being killed too.

      On its feet, I got a good look at the creature. At the god in his animal form. Its gleaming black skin was stretched over heavy muscles. Its massive jaws displaying sharp teeth that were stained red with Adam’s blood. Thick powerful legs, long sharp claws and snapping jaws, its red eyes glowing as it watched my descent. I gripped my knives. I knew I’d probably die trying to kill that thing, but there was no way I was letting any of the guys risk themselves having at it. They didn’t get second chances.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I backed up toward the dining table. It watched me, snarling through its horrible mouth. “Come on then!”

      It tried to run at me, its claws scratching at the floor as it tried to gain purchase on the shattered glass flying beneath its huge feet. I stopped and watched as it closed the distance, daggers angled at my sides, waiting for the right time to strike. Silas had talked me through it and Amos had helped with a few practical examples. I wasn’t entirely sure I knew what I was doing but I was better prepared than Adam had been. The image of his shredded body filled my head and I shrieked at the massive dog thing that was skittering across the wooden floor toward me. Its evil red eyes were fixed on me, its teeth bared as it covered the length of the apartment. The idea was that it’d collide with two crooked knives I’d taken from Silas, but as it came closer, I realised there was no way the knives would handle it.

      At the last moment I ran for the sofa on the other side of the room, throwing myself over the back. By the time the dog realised that I’d moved it was too late to correct itself. It kept going, crashing into the dining table. It smashed to pieces under its weight, while the dog kept scrabbling on the smooth polished floor, its claws raking into the wood as it tried to stop. Before it managed, I was up, looking at it as it careered into the wall. The plaster cracked, the windows shook in their frames, and the creature fought to right itself and get back on its feet. I had two choices. I could run, or I could face it.

      It got awkwardly to its feet and shook its head, turning its great muscular body to face me. The eyes narrowed, and I screamed, “Come on then, you sick bastard. What the fuck do you want, Set?”

      A low growl was the only answer I got. I gripped my knives tighter and stepped forward. Glass and splintered wood crunched beneath my feet. If I were knocked down, I’d be shredded. I made a note to be extra careful.

      “I’m not fucking scared of you. Answer me.”

      Now that was an outright lie, and I was sort of glad Rhett wasn’t there to call me out on it because I needed the bravado to stoke the angry fire that was keeping me going. I wasn’t expecting an answer, so when the damned thing started stalking towards me, I wasn’t surprised. I was, however, stuck. I didn’t have time to run up the stairs, the kitchen was in bits, and it would expect me to dodge to the sofa. So, like a dickhead, I ran for the sofa again.

      But when it ran after me, I didn’t roll over the top. I ducked down, crashing into the solid back, using my shoulder as a brake and held my breath as the thing hurtled over me. I hadn’t planned for it to catch my back with one of its sharp back claws, and I gritted my teeth as I tried to hold in the wail of pain. I failed miserably but I didn’t have time to focus on it, hauling myself to my feet using the sofa back as a crutch.

      It was on its feet, turning to face me, and I held up my hands. I was knackered. I couldn’t keep it up. The thing was smashing the place to pieces and I was running out of places to run to. I couldn’t leave the building. It’d follow me and put hundreds of people at risk.

      My power roiled in my veins. I wasn’t prepared for it, but I wasn’t afraid of it when I felt the heat in my hands. It was familiar. I knew I’d felt that before. I knew it was mine.

      The knives fell as I opened my hands, fingers splayed, and landed on the cushions. The dog thing snarled, realising what was about to happen, and lurched forward. The sensation in my hands grew, and I focused on them, rather than the attacking hound, as lightning flashed and crackled at my fingertips. The image of Rhett filled my mind. Rhett with a gun pointed at his chest. Of Nicky, collapsing to the ground before Silas grasped my wrists and pulled me away.

      I knew what this was. I knew it was mine to control. It would protect me and mine. It would put that thing down if I wanted it to. And I wanted it to. It had torn my Adam to pieces. It had attacked me in my home, threatened my guys. Why? Because I was a threat. Because I was powerful. Because I was Ma’at, goddess of balance.

      I unleashed it, letting the energy course through me, flowing from my body in bolts and hitting the beast that was still stalking toward me square in the face. It yelped, shaking its head with every blast that landed, but it didn’t slow its pace. No, it advanced on me regardless. I should have been worried, but something inside me told me I was okay. Something assured me that I should let it get close, that if I could make contact with it, I could defeat it. So, I ceased my barrage, and waited.

      Five steps and it was in front of me, lips lifted to display its sharp, gleaming teeth. With the sofa between us I was limited, but I reached out both hands and grabbed its face. I noticed the feel of it, hard and smooth with incredibly short fur, as the energy within me sprang back to life. It surged from me and I had little control, digging my fingers into the creature’s head to maintain my grip as it snapped its jaws and lurched, the force of the forks of lightning leaving my hands stopping it from coming close enough to harm me.

      I heard myself scream as the power built up, and the dog thing flew back across the room. I sank to the floor, shaking, but forced myself back up, hanging on to the sofa back to keep my balance.

      The thing had crashed into one of the beams supporting the upper floor and had landed awkwardly with its head against the wall. It was cracking and splintering as the animal scrambled to its feet. There was much less room in the corner, and every time it moved more damage was done to the beam and the floor above. Water began to pour from the ceiling, cracks spreading in the white-washed plaster as the weight of the marble tiles above became too heavy for the supports that had been damaged. I leapt over the sofa, grabbing the knives I’d dropped and launching myself at the thing’s back leg as it tried to regain its balance. The knife in my right hand lodged in the muscle there, and the creature roared, turning its head and snapping at me. It had been angry before, but now it was balls-out pissed off. It swung its head around, and I thrust the other knife backwards into its eye. The red glinting orb ruptured, spraying blood all over my face as the thing whined and scratched at its face, trying to dislodge the weapon.

      I took my chance and dropped back over the back of the sofa, collapsing in a heap on the floor. I heard the groan of fracturing steel and looked up to see the glass blocks that formed the left-hand bathroom wall falling as the plaster over the sitting area collapsed. The dog thing was still thrashing, trying to free the knife from its eye socket, and with every movement it was worsening the damage to the supporting beams for the floor above. I got to my feet, breathing heavily, bleeding from my back and the various cuts on my body from the broken glass, and backed away.

      The upper floor came down with a crash, the vibrations rattling the windows and shaking the apartment so much I was sure the whole place would cave in. But I stood and watched as the dog collapsed beneath the weight of the bricks and marble of the floor above, plumes of dust and debris clouding the room and obscuring my vision. I didn’t move. I watched, and I waited, unable to bring myself to run.

      I don’t know how long I stood there, but when the room settled, I picked my way through the mess toward the Set animal. It was alive, I could hear it grunting, but it was either badly injured or the weight of the rubble from the bathroom was holding it down. I could see its head, one side of its face exposed and displaying the eye I’d popped and part of its neck. The knife was gone.

      Climbing over the bricks and mess, I knelt and said in its ear, “I’ll find my way back there, and when I do, you better be ready.”

      I looked down at my hands and held them out, palms up. The blade that appeared was nothing like the ones the guys used. It was wider, and impossibly sharp. The markings on the polished steel made it look like a feather, the points creating a serrated edge. I hadn’t wished for it. The guys weren’t there to provide it.

      I smiled, grasping the haft in both hands, and plunged it into the animal’s neck. “Don’t,” I said with the strike.

      It didn’t make a sound as I yanked the blade free, blood spurting from the open wound, and plunged it in again. “Fuck.”

      I struck again. “With.”

      And again. “My men.”

      I’d have kept going but the thing was dead, or as dead as these gods seemed to get, and I was fucking knackered.

      Staggering from the rubble, I looked around. All that was left of our home was a couple of dining chairs and a lot of mess. And that reminded me of them. I needed them. I needed to know they were okay.
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          Silas

        

      

    

    
      I should have seen that coming. I should have known she would pull something fucking stupid. I was angrier at myself for not seeing it, but what would I have done to stop her? I was at her disposal. I was hers to command. She swore she didn’t want to take liberties but there she was, denying us the opportunity to perform the very task we’d sworn to millennia before.

      “Bitch!”

      “That is enough,” Rhett roared. I’d never seen him so angry; I was kind of impressed.

      “Oh, there you go, Ma’at’s perfect pet. I wondered how long it would take for you to go back to this. She had no right—”

      “She had every right, Silas. She can say and do as she pleases, she is the goddess of balance and we must do her will.”

      I could see Amos pacing at the far side of the room, but he kept his mouth shut.

      “We can’t protect her from here, we vowed—”

      “You promised Maia nothing, Silas.”

      Of course he wouldn’t have knowledge of my vow. “I promised.”

      “She is not Ma’at.”

      “No, Maia is a hundred times what she was.”

      We both stopped and looked at Amos.

      “She is not Ma’at. She will never be Ma’at. The bitch would never have put herself in harm’s way for us. She would never have considered anyone but herself.”

      “Maia is thinking of herself.”

      “Ma’at never loved us, Rhett. Tell me Maia doesn’t.”

      He turned away.

      “She is going to die.”

      “You underestimate her.”

      “Amos, really? As perfect as she is, she is no warrior.”

      He shrugged. “We can only hope she summons us back.”

      I couldn’t understand why they weren’t angry. She’d gone against everything we’d told her. She’d ignored everything I’d said. We were there to protect her. We’d hated being imprisoned in that forsaken lamp. She’d placed herself in danger and we couldn’t do a damned thing to help her. I stalked toward my room. I didn’t have to listen to their shit.

      “Did you see what she did?” Amos asked.

      I stopped.

      “Adam was dead. Torn to pieces. When I took him he was alive. Breathing.”

      Rhett rushed to his room, returning with arms full of papers. “Can she do that?”

      “She can do what she damn well pleases, clearly.”

      “Silas, will you stop?”

      I turned away, taking the final few steps into my room and closing the door. It was going to be a long wait. I may as well get comfortable.
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          Rhett

        

      

    

    
      She had manifested early. It really should have occurred to me sooner, but with everything else that was happening, I was not thinking. Everything else being the memory of her mouth round my cock. Not only had her powers returned, but she was using them. She had resurrected Adam. Then she faced that demon alone.

      Silas thought she was already dead, but I had more faith in her than he. I believed in her. Amos believed in her. If Silas wanted to take that defeatist approach, he could do it on his own.

      As for his question, I refused to answer that for him. He had to know. If he was waiting for her to say it, he may be waiting a very long time. Of course she loved us. She would never have spent the last week living with us if that were not the case. She loved us, and she would return to us. As herself. Not Ma’at; her resemblance to that person was remote at best. Not the next version of Ma’at. Our Maia would summon us back and we would go willingly. Gratefully.

      I sifted through all my notes, looking for any evidence of her resurrection abilities. It made sense that she could, she had the power. I wondered what that meant for us.

      Silas had disappeared into his room. Brooding over her disobedience, no doubt. He had forgotten his role. He had forgotten his pledge. I hoped she would remind him when she returned, when she called us back to her side. I knew she would, eventually. Until then, we went back to waiting for her.
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          Maia

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck was that?”

      The yelling came from where the kitchen used to be. I leaned against the wall that separated the two large windows and closed my eyes against the sting of the cut on my shoulder. “Hard work.”

      “Don’t ever—” Silas growled, gripping my arm and yanking me away from the wall.

      I wasn’t in the mood for his shit. I’d kept them safe, I’d handled it. A bit of gratitude wouldn’t have gone amiss. I wrenched my arm free and pushed him away, the movement sending a burning sensation through my back where the bloody thing had sliced me with its claw. “Don’t what, Silas?”

      “We’re here to protect you. How can we do that when you keep sending us away?”

      “And if you die, what happens to me?”

      He didn’t have an answer to that.

      “Maia. You can’t take that choice from us,” Amos said quietly.

      “You can’t take mine from me, Amos.”

      He lowered his head. But Silas snapped, “You could have died.” He wasn’t backing down. If anything, he was getting angrier as the heated discussion went on.

      “So, could you!” I was shrieking as I pointed at him.

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      It was a slap to the face. It mattered to me. They mattered to me. They were everything. I loved them, all three of them. I didn’t know that were possible, but I did. I loved Silas’s fire, however much it pissed me off. I loved Rhett’s brutal honesty; he would never lie to me, and he would always do what was best because he couldn’t do any other. I loved Amos’s steady calm. His strength. I loved how they made me laugh. How they made me feel safe. Not physically, but emotionally. I couldn’t fuck it up with them. They accepted my flaws. They accepted everything about me and loved me anyway. They loved me. “Doesn’t it?”

      “No.”

      I loved and hated him at once. Stubborn prick. I looked to Rhett. “Rhett, does it matter?”

      “Yes.” Honesty.

      “Why? Tell me why your death would matter.”

      “Because….” He didn’t finish.

      “Cat got your tongue, Rhett? That’s a fucking first!”

      There was a tense standoff that lasted almost a minute. Silas was seething. Rhett, for once, was silent, and Amos was watchful. He was the first to come to me, pulling me into his arms. Rhett followed, taking me from Amos and lifting me against his chest.  He buried his face in my neck as he held me. “We thought…”

      “We thought you were dead.”

      Rhett lowered me as Silas spoke, and I turned to him. “I need you safe, Silas. I can’t lose you. Ma’at can keep coming back, you can find her again. But if you… I don’t get you back.”

      His hand buried in my hair as he pulled me to him, lowering his forehead to mine. “We don’t want her, Maia. We don’t want the next. That wouldn’t be you.”

      I couldn’t speak for tears, so I just let him hold me.

      After a few minutes I pulled away to look around the apartment. It was wrecked. “What are we gonna do about this mess?”

      “What would you like to do about it?” Rhett asked, lacing his fingers through mine.

      “I liked it here. It felt like home.”

      He smiled at me and in an instant the whole place was returned to normal. The kitchen was repaired, the floor clear of glass and fallen bricks. The furniture returned to its original condition and even my laptop was repaired, sitting open on the coffee table. Even I was clean. The Set animal was gone, my blade with it. “I cannot hide us. Not here. Not now that he knows where we are.”

      “I don’t want you to. I sent him a message before I sent his arse home. He won’t come looking for me here now. He knows I’m gunning for him.” Bruno walked up and sat at my feet. I rubbed the top of his head. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No. He believes me to be a regular canine, so I hid. Set distrusts everyone right now and to reveal myself would cost me.”

      “We wouldn’t want you to be caught, Anubis. But I wonder if you could tell us, why has the power manifested early?”

      I looked at Rhett, open-mouthed. “Early?”

      The dog looked at me. “Thoth influenced your birth. Born at the stroke of midnight the birth date is undecided.”

      “Her ex-husband set all this up, helped me?”

      “Not all relationships end on bad terms. And he had help.”

      Rhett looked angry. “And you didn’t tell us this, why?”

      “We were not sure it had worked. Previous incarnations didn’t defend themselves.”

      I was horrified. “He’s killed them all like that?”

      “Most. You are the first to be prepared. You are the first to have found her guard.”

      I looked at them, all standing staring at me. Three pairs of brown eyes fixed on me. Even then, their expressions ranging from concerned to bloody furious, they were gorgeous. “Why didn’t Set just kill them?”

      “He thought he had.”

      “Set didn’t imprison us?” Rhett sounded incredulous. “Then who did?”

      “The cat was your clue there, Rhett. Forgive me, but I must leave you. I must lie low for a time. Set will look for retribution after this. He already suspected Bast but she has covered her tracks well. His attention will turn to either Thoth or myself next.”

      Looked like we owed her for more than Pip. I crouched at his side, pulling him close for a big hug. “Thank you. And thank them for me. I’ll make my way back. I’ll work it out and sort this.”

      “Find the cuffs.”

      I looked up at Silas who didn’t even try to hide his smug smile. “All right, smart arse.”

      Bruno pulled away, loping over to the sofa, and making himself comfortable. Anubis was gone. We were on our own. “Okay, so those cuffs?”

      “I think you should take some time to recover, Maia.”

      “Nope. I have shit to do. I need to see Adam. Where did you dump him?”

      “At home, he was hysterical. That’s why it took me so long.”

      “Okay, take me to him.”

      Rhett was looking at me like I was crazy. “You should rest, Maia.”

      “You rest. I need to see Ad. I want to know he’s okay. Please….”

      Silas grasped my hand. “You’re fucking impossible.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The house was eerily silent when we arrived. I found Adam sitting on his bed looking shell-shocked.

      “Hiya. What’s going on?”

      He didn’t speak to me. His clothes were still covered in blood, shirt torn to shreds, but there were no signs of injury. His eyes were fixed on Amos, but his expression was blank.

      Silas stayed quiet, still holding my hand, but he looked ready to walk out. He can’t have liked hospitals either.

      “Addie?”

      “I need you to leave me alone, Mai.”

      Shit. He remembered. He was having some sort of breakdown.

      “Ple—”

      “Honestly, Maia, I can’t.”

      My eyes filled with tears. “Adam, I….”

      “Don’t. Just go.” He was still staring at Amos as he spoke, his expression blank, his voice low.

      Rhett put his arm around my shoulders and opened the door. “We shall check on you tomorrow, Adam.”

      “Don’t bother.”

      The tears fell. I couldn’t see as Rhett steered me through the house and down to the kitchen. “He is in shock. He will come around in time.”

      He wouldn’t. I’d seen that look on his face before. That was the way he handled cutting someone off. Self-preservation. He couldn’t rationalise it. He couldn’t cope with it. He cut the problem out. And he didn’t have any problem doing it. When he decided someone was dead to him, they died. That was it. He didn’t speak to them, he didn’t look at them, he just walked away. Every ex-boyfriend. Most of his former friends.

      I came under that category now. Dead.

      “No, he won’t. Can we go home?”
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        * * *

      

      The sun was setting, bathing the whole apartment in red and orange when we got back. I was glad to see it, an end to that awful day. Rhett left me on the sofa and went to the kitchen while Amos sat beside me and took my hand. Silas perched on the edge of the coffee table, facing me.

      “He hates me.”

      “No, he doesn’t. He’s in shock.”

      “He’s right. Adam just needs some time to process what he thinks he saw. We can convince him otherwise. Give it a few days, we’ll go and talk to him and he’ll be fine.”

      I wasn’t convinced, but Amos seemed sure and Silas appeared to agree so I left it, sitting back on the sofa and trying not to picture that fucking dog thing there in the room. I didn’t want to see that thing again as long as I lived, but I knew it was likely to turn up. Set proved hard to kill. I needed a more effective way of handling him. There had to be an easier way than collapsing buildings on him. That knife had been impressive though. I’d made that. Just like when Sobek had attacked us and I’d summoned that staff—when I’d needed it, I’d been able to create it. I tried it then, looking down at my free hand and willing a weapon to appear. After ten minutes of me staring at my open hand, with Silas looking at me as though I were about to combust and Amos holding onto my other hand like I was going to run away, nothing happened. All I was likely to manage was to give myself a headache.

      Amos put his arm around me and I closed my eyes for a minute They soon opened when I heard sizzling, and the smell of bacon drifted through the apartment. “Is he cooking again?”

      Amos laughed. “He does it a lot.”

      “Remember when he went through that phase of making bread?” Silas said, looking at Amos. “There were loaves everywhere. I ended up taking them and handing them out to the homeless.”

      “You exaggerate, Silas. He likes my lasagne.” Rhett shoved him off the coffee table and placed a stack of bacon sandwiches in front of me. “Eat up.”

      “I’m really not—”

      “You haven’t eaten properly in days, Maia.”

      “Did you put brown sauce on?”

      Silas glared at him. “You haven’t?”

      “No.” He held out his hand and a bottle of HP appeared. “Help yourself.”

      Silas stole a sandwich and devoured it in three bites. “Dunno how you can eat that crap,” he said, pointing to the sauce bottle.

      “Oi, I don’t give you shit for your food preferences.”

      “You should,” he said, reaching for another. I slapped his hand away. He pointed at Amos. “He likes jam and cheese sandwiches.”

      I looked at Amos, disgusted. “Jam and cheese?”

      “Yeah, the sweetness of the fruit mixed with the savoury of the cheese is amazing.”

      I shook my head and picked up the sauce. “That’s rank.”

      Silas had the cheek to wrinkle his nose as I took a sandwich and squeezed a generous helping of the brown condiment between the slices of bread. I took a bite and looked to Rhett.

      “So, what’s the plan now?”

      He looked between the other two before answering. He knew why I’d asked him. “The first thing is to get you some rest. No arguments. You need sleep and time. After that, Silas is going to continue the search for your cuffs, Amos will watch Adam, and I will continue my research.”

      I shook my head, swallowing my bite. “No. That sounds like splitting up. We can’t afford to split up.”

      “We must if we are to cover the necessary ground. Time is not on our side, Maia. You have manifested, and Set will be sniffing out your allies. Add to that you are needed for the ritual. To get you there we need information.”

      I didn’t like it. Not one bit, but I could work it to my advantage. I had a score to settle and Amos was probably the man I needed for that job. “So, I stay with Amos?”

      Silas was nodding enthusiastically. “I shouldn’t need long to handle my side of things.”

      “Okay. What are you researching, Rhett?”

      “We need to know how to get there and who we are up against when we do. As far as we know, you only have three allies. I would like to know more about who works with whom.”

      I finished my sandwich and reached for another, squeezing the sauce on before taking a bite. “Seven, according to Anubis. Okay. So, when do we start?”

      Rhett inclined his head at the new information, but it was Amos who answered. “Monday at the earliest.”

      “Monday? Amos, we can’t wait until Monday!”

      “Adam needs time. You need time. It is still your birthday. Monday.”

      I didn’t think his voice could get any deeper, but the way he said that sent a shiver through me. It didn’t go unnoticed. I was learning to recognise that look in Silas’s eyes. “Fine. Not really any point arguing. But I think I’m done with my birthday. Let’s let this one pass by quietly, shall we?”

      I shoved the last of my sandwich into my mouth. Rhett frowned, but handed me a mug of tea.

      “I’m not that hungry, Rhett. I’m okay.”

      Silas took another sandwich, as did Rhett and Amos, and I pulled my feet up under me as I cradled my tea. I was starting to ache. I’d used muscles I didn’t know I had while rolling around trying to escape that hell hound, and they were making their displeasure known. I needed to go to bed and sleep it off.

      At the thought of bed my eyes felt heavy, but I needed a bath before I could fully relax. I still felt dirty, despite Rhett’s magical clean up job. I could still feel the blood on my hands. My scalp itched with the dust and muck that had gotten into my hair from the falling plaster and masonry when the bathroom had collapsed. Bath and bed was a definite winner. Well, shower to wash my hair; there was no way my head was going under water, no matter how filthy I was.
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        * * *

      

      A cold body next to mine woke me. I shivered as his hands pressed against my back. Dropping my tone, I whispered, “Where have you been, Silas?”

      “Shh. I was checking something out,” he said quietly. “Everything’s fine, go back to sleep.”

      It was dark out, apart from the glow of the city lights, so it was probably around two. Amos was in a deep sleep behind me, Rhett on the far side of the bed behind Silas. He must have moved away due to the heat before Silas came home.

      I ran my hand up over his chest, brushing my fingers through the mat of hair there. “Please don’t do that again.”

      He kissed me on the head and pulled me closer. “Sleep.”

      But I couldn’t sleep. He’d left. He was out doing who knew what and it wasn’t safe. “What were you doing?”

      I know he only kissed me to shut me up, but, well, I liked Silas kissing me. Whatever he’d been doing had wound him up—I could tell by the way his lips forced mine apart and his tongue claimed my mouth. His hand gripped my thigh, pulling my leg up around his waist, making my T-shirt ride up and expose my arse. Another hand cupped a cheek—not Silas’s.

      “You should be asleep.”

      A finger traced the lace waistband of my thong, back and forth, teasing, coaxing. My back arched instinctively, and the finger moved, running up my back and beneath my shirt. Silas mirrored the motion, his hand moving up my front to palm a breast, the shirt forced up even further. It restricted my movement, and I pushed myself up and away from him, trying to tug it over my head.

      Amos knelt behind me, and I raised my arms to allow him to fully remove my shirt. The movement was slow, and just as the fabric covered my face, he stopped. My heart was beating in my chest so hard I was sure they could hear it, and the bed shifted as Silas sat forward and sucked each of my nipples in turn. I arched into him, trying not to moan as his teeth nipped at the sensitive tips. Amos kissed my shoulder and resumed the removal of my shirt, allowing me to look down.

      The bedroom wasn’t dark, light from the city pouring in through the huge windows that formed one whole wall of the apartment, and I looked down at him with my lips parted as he sucked and nipped at my nipples.

      Amos’s hands trailed down my back, around my waist and to the band of my thong. I half expected him to tear it off, but he kept them moving, down my thighs and splaying a hand on each, he parted them.

      He murmured my name as he kissed my neck, his breath hot on the sensitive skin beneath my ear, and I leaned into him, enjoying the heat of his body against my back. It was Silas who tugged at my knickers, and I rose onto my knees to allow him to pull the scrap of fabric down.

      He didn’t remove them, leaving them around my knees, then dragged his finger along my slit, avoiding my clit entirely. He did it again, and I groaned, pressing back into Amos, tipping my head back to rest it against his shoulder. “Please….”

      My plea went ignored. Silas’s movements were slow and controlled, Amos cupping my tits and squeezing my nipples. He applied enough pressure for it to be painful, but combined with the promise of Silas’s movements, it built the desire within me to such a pitch that I was shaking between them.

      “Please.”

      They both moved away. It was only a few inches but the tension they’d created made it feel like utter rejection. Silas repositioned himself, losing his boxers in the process and leaned back against the headboard. His hard cock was proudly displayed, and I watched him stroke himself. Once, twice. On his third, I followed his hand with my mouth, trying not to groan as the tip nudged the back of my throat.

      My position gave Amos perfect access, and I rocked back, desperate for him to fill me as he rubbed the tip of his cock over me as I rolled my tongue over Silas’s. But Amos moved away. My frustration was building to a crescendo and I forced my head down on Silas’s cock out of desperation and need. His hands settled on the back of my head, fingers laced through my hair as I licked and sucked. His hips rolled, and he gripped my hair tighter, stopping me from moving down over him again. I stayed still, waiting, and almost cried with relief when I felt the cold tip of a butt plug. Amos dragged his fingers down my back, and I rocked back again. The smooth steel slid into my arse with ease, and he followed it with his cock in my cunt. The relief was instant, my muscles clenching around him, around the plug, pulling me toward an orgasm with sensations I’d never felt before. He was gentle, slow to begin with, but I was too wound up, wiggling my hips to urge him on.

      Silas tipped back my head, his hand bunched in my hair, eyes holding my gaze, and whispered, “Do you want it, Maia?”

      “Please,” I breathed. It wasn’t even a whisper, but he heard, flicking his eyes up.

      I had to press my lips together to keep from making noise as Amos fucked me hard from behind. With every thrust he pushed the plug deeper, and I was climbing to a dizzying climax. I wasn’t quiet. It pulsed through me, my entire body tensing and releasing.

      Rhett’s voice startled me. I thought he was asleep. “Well, this is a development.”

      My eyes slid to him as I lowered my head. Silas released my hair and let me. Knowing Rhett was awake meant he was joining us, and the thought sent a wave of euphoria through me. I shuddered, about to come again, and Amos slowed, lifting me up, away from Silas, my back to his chest. He remained deep inside me, holding me up by my breasts, my orgasm ebbing away as Silas moved down the bed.

      Amos kissed along my shoulder and down my back, withdrawing as he went, hands skimming down my body, over my hips, and round to the wide base of the plug. But he didn’t remove it. Instead, he pushed it deeper, urging me forward.

      I straddled Silas, and he held his cock as I lowered myself onto him with a moan. The change felt amazing. I was about to lean forward to kiss him, but Rhett gripped my chin, turning my head so he could kiss me instead. I reached for him, sliding my hand over his chest and down, running my palm over the fabric of his boxers to feel his cock straining.

      Silas bucked his hips, and Amos gripped the plug, giving it a hard tug. I gasped into Rhett’s mouth, then moaned as it slid free, rolling my hips against Silas. I kept moving, finding a rhythm, as my hand slid into Rhett’s boxers, so I could stroke him. Rhett released my chin as I arched my back and closed my eyes. I lost track of everything but them as they took over my body and all my senses.

      I slowed, swallowing hard and looking down into Silas’s eyes. All he did was wiggle his brows, and I felt Amos behind me again. His finger slid into my arse, slick with something cold and viscous, and I picked up my rhythm. Silas grasped my hips, pinning me to him, forcing me to stop moving, but Amos continued. I whimpered, falling forward, and Amos added another digit.

      “Ah.” I hadn’t meant to say it. I hadn’t meant to make a sound, but Amos stopped immediately.

      “Maia?”

      “Don’t….” I rocked back, forcing his fingers deeper. “Please don’t stop.”

      I sobbed when he took his hand away, leaving me feeling entirely unfulfilled. Silas bucked into me again, grabbing my attention as Rhett moved closer. Silas turned my head, and it was almost a relief when Rhett guided his cock into my mouth. I gripped the base as I sucked and licked at his shaft, ducking my head to suck on his balls. I’d almost forgotten about Amos.

      I wasn’t ready. No plug in the world could have prepared me. He entered slowly, carefully, but the size of him made for an extremely tight fit. It burned. It stung. It tingled. The feel of Amos filling my arse, of Silas grinding into my cunt and of Rhett fucking my mouth was too many sensations to track. Then Amos paused, holding my hips firmly.

      “Steady. Ease into it.”

      I didn’t know what he meant, I thought he was fully in, but Silas and Rhett each stopped moving. A hand stroked my hair, another two running lightly over my tits while Amos rubbed my hips with his thumbs.

      “Maia. Relax.”

      On command, my whole body relaxed before a wave of fire tore through me and Amos was moving again. No longer painful, the sting had turned to heat, prickling up my spine and into my arms and legs. I was jelly. I couldn’t control any part of myself until Silas thrust upwards, pulling me back to the moment, and Rhett began to move. I opened my mouth wider, giving him full access to the back of my throat. I had to contain the sound I wanted to make as someone began rolling my clit between finger and thumb, adding a fourth sensation to the mix. I couldn’t focus; they were everywhere, they were me, and I was them.

      Up and up I climbed, the sensation starting in my back. My skin was hot. It was cold. I was dizzy, and I was shaking when my orgasm burst through my body in devastating waves. My internal muscles clenched and released in time with my racing pulse, pulling Amos with me. He thrust deep, pumping into me with so much force I felt every twitch as he came. The depth was my limit, and I straightened, pulling away from Rhett and sitting straight up. Amos was breathing heavily and buried his face in my neck as he withdrew.

      “When the sun falls from the sky. When the fields burn, and the seas rise. When all life ends, I will leave you, but never before.”

      He breathed the words so quietly I barely heard him, but the kiss that followed was confirmation. He moved away, and Rhett replaced him, his mouth claiming mine. He was hungry, greedy, and he lifted me from Silas in a swift movement, laying me on the bed. The aftershocks of that last orgasm were still wracking my body as Rhett closed his mouth over my clit.

      “Oh my god. Rhett. Fuck.”

      Amos silenced me with a kiss before I screamed my release. I couldn’t breathe. I honestly didn’t think I had another one in me, but Rhett wasn’t done.

      He flipped me over so that I faced Silas and drove into me so hard I fell forwards. Silas caught me, taking my face in his hands. He watched Rhett pound another orgasm from me, stroking his cock, before lowering my head and guiding it into my mouth. He came first, hard and hot in my mouth as Rhett followed. I hadn’t been prepared for that final thrust and choked on the mouthful of Silas.

      Silas pushed me up by my shoulders. “Oh fuck.”

      Rhett pulled out. “Shit.”

      I coughed, and retched, but managed to swallow it before rolling on to my back laughing.

      Silas was kneeling over me, his eyes searching mine. “Shit, are you okay?”

      I couldn’t stop laughing. “I’m fine.”

      “One of you had to fuck it up, didn’t you?” Amos was crouched at the side of the bed stroking my hair back from my face. “Here.”

      I rolled onto my side and took a sip from the straw he presented. “Thanks. Honestly, I’m okay. Steep learning curve, that’s all.”

      He finally cracked a smile and I rolled onto my back. Rhett was kneeling on the bed at my feet, Silas at my side, both trying not to laugh.

      I looked at Silas, trying to keep a straight face. “It could have been worse.”

      “How could that have possibly been worse?”

      I broke down in fits as they arranged themselves on the bed, Rhett pulling the sheet up over me. I don’t know how long I lay there giggling to myself, but they fell asleep one by one. Silas with his arm around my waist, my arm over Rhett’s chest and holding Amos’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      There was only one thing better than falling asleep with them all, and that was waking up. Silas had his head on my chest, one hand resting just beneath my breast, Rhett had one leg held possessively over mine and his arm around my waist, and Amos still held my hand.

      The memory of the previous night replayed in my mind and I felt myself clench. The sensation that raced through me took me by surprise. That was interesting. I didn’t know I could just about get off on a memory. I must have tightened my grip on Amos’s hand because he propped his head on his other and smiled down at me. “Okay?”

      “I’m great, a bit sore but not in a bad way, I don’t think.”

      He kissed my fingertips and smiled. “That should ease as the day progresses. You were incredible.”

      Yeah, I was. I hadn’t even dreamed of anything like that before I’d met them, and I hadn’t believed it would happen, not really. That had been the single best experience of my life, and I was owning every fucking second of it. “Thanks.”

      “Modest, too.” Silas was grinning down at me, then dipped his head and sucked my nipple into his mouth, flicking his tongue over the tip. I felt a hard throb low down in my gut and pressed my thighs together. It didn’t help.

      “Could we at least have breakfast first?” Rhett mumbled into my hair as he kissed the side of my head. “She needs to keep her strength up if she expects to keep going like that every six hours. Good morning, beautiful.”

      My tummy fluttered as Rhett smiled at me, and as much as I wanted to stay right there, I felt a bit grotty. “I think I need a shower before anything else.”

      Silas rolled away from me as the other two released my hand and legs, giving me room to shuffle down the bed. They watched me walk around the room, and I managed a small smile before disappearing into the bathroom. For once, they didn’t follow me. Turned out there was a reason for that.

      I opted for a soak instead, after moving revealed several pulled muscles. I wasn’t surprised; some of those orgasms had been so intense I should have expected far worse. I’d been in for about fifteen minutes when the door opened, and they all filed in. Still naked.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Rhett looked confused. “Why would anything be wrong?”

      “You only follow me around when you’re worried.”

      “And when we want to be with you,” Amos explained.

      I shuffled forward as Silas slid into the bath behind me. “So, stop asking stupid questions and let us be with you.”

      I lay back against his chest and looked up at the mirrored ceiling. My pale skin made his look even darker as he wrapped his arms around my waist. My blonde hair spilled over his chest and into the clear water, a cascade of gold against the deep caramel of his body. He glanced up and smiled, trailing his fingers down my stomach. “You’re so beautiful, Maia. What did we do to deserve you?”

      I closed my eyes. I felt beautiful. My life might have been going to shit, but when I was with them, everything was just perfect.
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          Silas

        

      

    

    
      She’d fallen into a deep sleep almost immediately. I lowered her to the pillows and edged off the bed. I was pulling my shirt over my head as Rhett took my place. “Where are you going?”

      “Out.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “No.”

      Amos was sitting up, pushing back the sheet. “Shall I come with you?”

      “No, she’ll wake up. I’ll be back by morning. Tell her nothing.”

      I tugged on a pair of jeans and trainers and took her mobile phone from the bedside table, waving it toward Rhett. He gave a single nod, confirming he knew how to reach me, and I left.
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        * * *

      

      I was too angry to give a shit who could be watching me. Set could come. Nicky could follow me. I wanted answers. I wanted her to feel safe. I wanted to do my job. I wanted those fucking cuffs. He’d lied. Rhett had sensed it immediately. That meant either he had them or knew who did. They weren’t on display anywhere, that was certain. He’d have pointed us toward them if they were. No, they were hidden, probably secreted away for him to profit from later.

      His house was unimpressive; archaeologists obviously didn’t earn impressive salaries. That added weight to my theft theory. The whitewashed semi-detached house sat in a quiet residential street in Wimbledon. I looked up at the bedroom windows, looking for signs of movement. When I saw none, I moved inside.

      The lounge was sparsely decorated: a TV on the wall, single leather sofa, and two large book cases all the furniture it had. There were no family photographs, no indication anyone lived there with him. That was a small relief. Less chance of the alarm being raised.

      He was completely unaware of me, engrossed in a documentary on the television. He was wearing the same clothes he’d been wearing earlier in the day, an empty plate sat at his feet, and he had a bottle of beer in his hand.

      “Doctor.”

      The speed with which he got to his feet was impressive, and he turned to face me with his fists held up in front of him. “Who the—”

      I managed not to laugh. “We met earlier today. My colleague asked you about the cuffs that belong to the goddess Ma’at.”

      He reached into his pocket and withdrew a mobile phone. “I’m phoning the police.”

      I shook my head and the phone crumbled in his hand. “Where are the cuffs?”

      He backed up toward the window. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know that you do. They do not belong to you, Doctor. Return them to their rightful owner or suffer the consequences.”

      He laughed. A nervous laugh, but my temper was already frayed. I stalked across the room. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

      I huffed a laugh through my nose as I reached out and grabbed the collar of his shirt. “Don’t make me. Give me the cuffs, and you can return to your evening as though nothing ever happened.”

      He started screaming. I hadn’t expected that. If he was behaving like that we couldn’t go back to the apartment, since he’d wake Maia, and security would be tight at the museum. That left me one other location. Safe. Secure. Hidden. “Let’s discuss this somewhere more private.”
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      He hung, suspended, from two heavy chains, blood dripping slowly to the ground where hooks had been forced through his armpit and up through his collarbone. The god looked up at him, sneering.

      “I know you were involved in this, Thoth.”

      “If you’re deluded enough to think that I assisted her, after all she did, then you really are as insane as rumour suggests.” Speaking was a struggle, his breaths coming out in wet wheezes, but he managed.

      “There is only you who would think of such a thing.”

      “I cannot control birth rights, Set.”

      “Do you accuse another?”

      He allowed his chin to drop to his chest and said nothing more as Set turned to face the crowd of deities gathered in the hall.

      “This is what becomes of those who oppose me. Those who betray me.”

      He closed his eyes as Set gave his speech. Among those gathered were her allies. Those who had worked to restore her to power for millennia. Time was running out. They’d all seen the changes, the impact his madness was having on the world, but only a handful had remained loyal. He held no animosity toward those who had watched as she was deposed. To some extent he agreed with their views. She had been arrogant. She had been selfish. None knew her better than he, she was those things and more. But she was also the very glue that held the universe together. Without her they were all doomed. That the changes hadn’t been significant was no indication that the destruction had not yet begun.

      “Look upon him. See the product of disobedience.”

      Thoth had been present when Set returned from the mortal realm. Unconscious and badly wounded, none had dared approach him, but Thoth had recognised the blade embedded in his skull. Sobek had arrived with his guard, to remove the blade, and Set had attacked without explanation.

      Thoth hadn’t defended himself, leaving Set to tear at his body in his beastly form. When he was done, Sobek took over, threading the great hooks through his body and hauling him to the hall on chains.

      He’d protested. Declared his innocence over and over, but Set was determined to exact justice. He had waited too long to listen to reason. His hatred of Ma’at had grown with her absence, and knowing she was in a position to return, to take her place above him once more had enraged him. Between Set and Sobek, the more peaceful gods stood little hope of defeating them without her. Apophis had vanished after her death, something many saw as a sign that Set was justified in his actions. With the Chaos god vanquished, the worlds were safe from his wickedness.

      There were others who had never declared, not even in secret, but who could turn the tide had they the courage to stand. But they knew the cost of failure. Thoth did not blame them for keeping the peace, however tentative it was. The universe had not suffered too badly, yet.

      When she had become mortal, he had known that Khepri had secured her rebirth. Not that it was necessary. Without her there would be no weighing of the hearts, and no declined souls. All could be reborn. Add those numbers to the new lives created daily, population growth in the mortal realm would be out of control. She would be reborn. She would live. She would be hunted and would die. Inevitably, she would be reborn. An endless cycle. However, it also meant she was hidden among greater numbers. Set had not considered that in his plan and it worked to her advantage. With that knowledge, Thoth had worked quietly, setting wheels in motion to ensure her rebirth would always occur at day’s end. If the day of her birth could remain ambiguous, it helped increase her odds of survival.

      Bastet had made a point of remaining to witness the execution of her guard. Many had expected Set to force them to switch their allegiance, but Bastet knew they would fall on their own swords before they betrayed her. They had been the envy of the other gods. They had each chosen their own guard, but her djinn were so unique in their love for her that the others had coveted them.

      Thoth had hated them until the day they’d approached him seeking his intervention in her wager. He couldn’t have intervened if he’d wanted to—Set would have declared him his enemy then—but he had respected them for it. They had disobeyed her, had worked against her will, just to see her safe. It was unprecedented. It was proof that they loved her even as he could not.

      So, Bastet preserved them. Hiding them in the most mundane of objects, she saw to it that Ma’at would have her protectors when she returned to take back the hall. The last report had been promising. They had found her, and her birthday was close.

      Anubis had told them of the cuffs. They were piecing everything together slowly, and when they finally made it back, she would be ready. She had to be ready.

      They had succeeded at last. That was confirmed when she sent the Set animal back with her blade in its neck. A single feather. A message. A warning. Ma’at had returned to power and she was coming home.

      Suspended from the hall ceiling by two iron hooks, Thoth could watch the events play out. If he were captive it left Anubis and Bastet to assist her still. Even Horus was watching over her. Perhaps more supporters would step forward now Set had confirmed her return. Through being punished, Thoth was holding Set’s attention, and that of his supporters. Their eyes on him, they were not watching the others too closely. It may give them courage.

      There was an ulterior motive, he was certain, but Set had revealed little. He had never left the hall, sending Sobek to act in his stead in the mortal realm. That had not ended well.

      She had officially come of age and Anubis had managed to report the manifestation before Set had returned. He had said she handled it expertly, displaying only mild pain and fever.

      She was coming, and with her came Justice, Truth, and Order. He would suffer however many days it took for her to find her way home. He was certain she would, and when the day came, he would watch as she exacted her revenge.

      To be continued…
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