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  Chapter 1

[image: ]

Iwoke like swimming up out of the depths of a long dream, as if I was battling my way through oceans of clinging cotton batting, pulling myself through a space where time stretched on endlessly in every direction and the voices of the ancestors whispered of the past, the present, and the future all at once. 
I sat up with a gasp. 
I was in my room. At home, in my father’s palace. Golden light spilled in from rows of high, arched windows. It sparkled through the jeweled tones of stained-glass flowers and birds, painting rainbows on the light-colored surfaces of the room. For a moment, I was so lost in my sleepy haze that I forgot who I was. “Troya,” I murmured to myself. I’d had a dream, something sweet and sad, but I couldn’t quite remember what it was. “I am Troya, daughter of Heimdall.” I smiled happily. My father adored me. Doted on me. Even though I was half human. What could I possibly be sad about?
I sighed and stretched my arms overhead, expecting the brush of soft silk or fine cotton against my skin. I frowned in confusion at the weird pulling sensation I felt instead, looking down in bemusement at the stretchy shirt and stiff pants that I wore. 
The room spun and my head throbbed as things started to come back to me. T-shirt. I was wearing a t-shirt. And jeans. Because this wasn’t my home. I didn’t belong here. I stumbled off the plush bed, flailing to be rid of the puffy mounds of white blankets that smelled like they’d been washed in pure spring water and dried under the warmest summer sun. 
The peace of the place, the inviting warmth and glowing light—it was a lie. One I’d spent countless years believing, in another life. I made my way to the polished wooden door and grasped the handle, finding it locked. Part of me was confused and furious—I had never been barred from anything in the palace. I was my father’s favorite child. But another part of me wasn’t surprised in the least. 
I wasn’t a guest here. I was a prisoner. 
My heart clenched as I tugged uselessly at the elaborate, spiraling vine-shaped door handle. I had no idea what had happened to the guys. I’d been snatched up off the Earth plane faster than thought. But Chike, and Rhys, and Orion…even stupid, annoying Derek White…had they been kidnapped as well? Or attacked…killed? 
I let go of the door to run my hands through my hair, tugging at the fluffed up, tangled mess in frustration. Derek rarely ever left his city, his carefully warded territory. Everyone said it was because his type of demon was possessive and fussy. But what if he had other reasons? What if the whole thing with Apophis had been nothing more than a way to lure him out of his wards and protections? What if even now he was being tortured, torn apart by vengeful gods? 
It wasn’t like I cared about the demon. Right? 
But…I was just as worried about his arrogant ass as I was about the rest of the guys. I could remember it all now, thanks to the fates. I recalled the long golden days spent in the arms of an enemy-turned-friend. I remembered feeling like Dumuzi was the only one who really saw me. Unlike the gods around me, he had treated me as more than a half-human pet. I’d been hurt, too blinded by my emotions to realize that he’d never betray me. I had swallowed the lies my father fed me, and I’d lost the most important person in the world as a result. 
My hands clenched and unclenched as a stupid, undeniable urge overwhelmed me. I needed to see Dumuzi—to see Derek—to hold him in my arms and beg his forgiveness.
“You’ve lost your fucking mind, Troy,” I muttered to myself, pushing the urge away. No matter what past me thought, current me still remembered what an arrogant asshole the demon was. 
Still, I couldn’t shake the memory of how he’d looked at me after the fight with Apophis, the big, red demon kneeling at my feet in his true form with tears streaming down his face when he felt my power and realized I had my memories back. And that I’d come to help him, rather than walking away again. I huffed a sigh, impatient with myself. First things first. I needed to get out of here.
I eyed the pretty windows. Shaking my head—because I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to work but I had to try—I picked up a low, fur-covered stool and threw it as hard as I could. It bounced off the delicate glass, mocking me. “Gods damn it!” I kicked the worthless piece of furniture, then regretted my decision when I was rewarded with searing pain in my toe. 
I flopped onto the bed and let out a sound that was half groan, half shriek. How could I ever even hope to get free when my kidnappers were literally gods? 
I tried to rein in my anger. My guys would find me, somehow. Besides, the gods had to have a reason for taking me. I was sure they’d come tell me what they wanted soon enough. 
I almost laughed when, on the heels of that desperate thought, the door swung open and one of the glowing, godly assholes walked right in as if it was his cue. 
I sat up and stared at the man before me. He was a bit larger than human men, and his nut brown skin glowed with an inner white-gold light that had earned him the title “whitest of the gods,” among humans, who saw that inner spark and assumed it was divine. Heimdall, the overseer of the passage between realms, smiled at me fondly and opened his arms as if he expected me to fly into them in relief. “Daughter! It is good to see you again at last.”
I narrowed my eyes at dear ol’ dad. “Send me back to Earth.”
He arched his brows, his handsome, youthful face taking on an expression of surprise. “Back to that cesspool of chaos and suffering? Troya, my dear, I’m afraid your time there has affected your thinking.”
I stood and paced forward, not at all caring that I was about to yell at a god. Traveling between realms had broken down the last flimsy scraps of my barriers. There was a human and a demigoddess inside me. They were slowly but surely merging into one woman. And that woman was pissed off. 
“How could you for one second think that I’d ever want to see your face again after what you’ve done?” His friendly expression melted into a flat look and I snorted. “Yeah, I know you lied to me all my life, manipulated the person I loved most, then just fucked right off once I was mortal. Once I was useless to you.”
He held up his hands in a placating gesture, that kind look back on his face. But I knew him well enough to see that it didn’t reach his eyes. “You’ve misunderstood, my child. I only left you alone to give you the space you so clearly wanted. I was honoring your wishes, dear.”
I snarled at him, wanting to smack that fake concern right off his stupid, godly face. “Fine. Let’s pretend that’s not a crock of shit. There’s still the little fact that you’re just an asshole. I know how you promised Dumuzi aid and acceptance so you could use him like a tool and throw him aside the moment he’d served his purpose. I remember. I see it all more clearly, pops. And I’ll never trust you again. You’re a liar and a manipulative bastard.”
He finally stopped pretending to be a caring, benevolent father-god. His face twisted into a sneer. “If I am those things, then surely you can see who is at fault.”
I blinked at him. “What?”
He shook his head as if he pitied the poor, foolish girl in front of him. “If I betrayed you and turned out to be the person I am today, it is only because you willed it so. This is why you need to be controlled. Your power is too dangerous. It can shape fate. It can change people’s actions and the very path of people’s lives. You’re not a tool, Troya. You’re a volatile weapon wrapped up in the body of a being who has the intelligence and awareness of a toddler.” 
He crossed his arms over his broad, toga-clad chest and looked down his straight nose at me. “We only kept your human sister here to keep you happy. And even then, look what happened? One little sibling spat. One errant thought, and you killed your treasured human pet and took leave of your sanity.”
I just stared at him, my mind whirling and my chest aching like I’d been stabbed through the heart. Was he really saying that my powers had caused my sister’s death? That I was to blame for him being such a bastard?
I shook my head, trying to escape the clutches of my guilt and horror. “You can’t use me the way you did before. I’m not the blind little girl I was.” I stepped away from him, wanting to run, but trapped in the beautiful, light-filled chambers that I’d once foolishly loved. “I know what you’re doing. You can’t manipulate me that way. Whatever it is you want, you won’t get it. You won’t win.”
He just smiled, slow and dangerous. “We’ll see.” Then he turned toward the door. “As touching as our reunion has been, daughter, there’s someone else here to see you, and I can’t be remiss about following through on my promises.” He laughed as he opened the door. “One cannot take a deal with a demon lightly. Isn’t that what the human religious lore says?”
I crossed my arms and glared at him. Human lore that I somehow knew the gods had spread and encouraged just to keep humans living in fear and darkness so they would turn to the gods and worship them, and only them, for any fleeting scrap of light. 
These weren’t my memories. In my previous life here among the gods, I had been kept almost as ignorant as the humans. I realized with a skitter of unease that the fates had given me back more than just my own memories. 
Maybe Heimdall wasn’t the only one manipulating me. But I didn’t have time to process that, because the door opened, and my eyes landed on the demon I’d seen Derek vaporize just hours ago. 
Apophis spread his arms, lifting his head to show off his platinum hair, eerily pale skin, and his tailored white suit. His appearance made more sense, now that I saw him here among the light-filled chambers of my childhood. He was trying to fit in with the gods. “Demi-cunt!” he beamed. “So good to see you again. We have so many things to discuss.”
Then my father left, locking me in the room with a demon who fed off chaos.
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“Ithought you were dead,” I said, slowly backing away from the demon as he strolled further into the room. He wasn’t bothering to look human today. A pair of curling gold horns arced up from his head, and long, sharp claws tipped his hands. 
He gave me a smile, but it was psychotic, rather than friendly. There was something in his weird demon eyes that said he wasn’t all there. “It pays to have friends in high places to pull you out of a tight spot.” He laughed at his own bad pun. “Get it? High places? Like heaven.”
I crossed my arms over my chest and lifted my chin, trying to look unafraid. “This isn’t heaven. And…you sure as hell aren’t Egyptian. Do you get off on pretending to be a god? Is that some weird kink?”
He waved a hand in a graceful gesture, as if the way the gods manipulated human religion wasn’t important. “What?” he drawled, smoothing a hand over his blond hair, pale cheek, and sleek white suit. “You don’t like my new look?”
I huffed. “You look like an asshole.”
He winked. “I’m the lord of chaos, little girl. I take on whatever form best suits my role. Playing deity to a bunch of ambitious little human gnats was amusing for a time, but I could hardly hunt down Dumuzi looking like his long-lost brother. Where’s the flare in that? The contrast? The pageantry?” 
Gods, he was insane. Every civilization on earth had some kind of deity of upheaval and destruction, and I’d bet he played at being every single one at some point in the past few thousand years. That wasn’t surprising. But what was surprising was that after his statement about Derek White, it was painfully obvious he was trying to paint himself as the darkly handsome demon lord’s exact opposite. Something was clearly wrong with his brain. 
Or maybe all demons were this crazy and there was something wrong with Derek White. 
“What do you want?” I demanded, trying to move this along so I could get Apophis out of my rooms as fast as possible. 
He stopped grinning and just looked at me, assessing me for something I really didn’t want to know about. “From your little trick back on Earth, I assume you’ve gotten your powers back.”
I pressed my lips together and refused to react. 
His lips twitched upward. “I just wanted to give you a little friendly piece of advice, from one person who’s been betrayed by Dumuzi to another. You’ll probably be tempted to call him here. To use your powers to get him to save you. Don’t bother. He’s lost most of his power since he left the demon realm. He’s far too weak to make the trip. And he’d never come anyway. He thinks you hate him, remember?”
I blinked at him, confused by this entire weird encounter. “Okay.”
He just shrugged. “You’re trapped here now. You can’t leave the god realm on your own. Heimdall is the only one in this area who can help beings travel between realms. Dumuzi once had the ability, but he’s not coming to rescue you.” He dragged his creepy eyes over my body. “You and I should get to know one another. We can bond over how to get rid of that asshole Dumuzi once and for all.”
Then he chuckled and made his way out the door. It opened easily for him. But when I tried it a few seconds later, it wouldn’t budge. I flopped down to sit on the edge of a bowl-shaped, basket-woven chair thingy and put my head in my hands. What the hell had that been about? 
I thought Apophis was dead. But apparently, he was working with the gods. They must have pulled him away at the last second, before he got vaporized by Derek’s magic. But why had he come here to gloat? I recalled the feel of his creepy eyes devouring my body and shuddered. Maybe he was so crazy that he’d get some sick satisfaction in stealing White’s long-lost lover. I wanted to vomit. 
I got up and paced the room for a while longer, looking for a way out. Nothing came to me. Taking a deep breath, I reminded myself of who I was. Of the power that was given to me by the fates. I closed my eyes and tried to ground myself so I could call up that power, tap into my belief, and magic myself a way out of this room and this whole fucked up realm. 
My fingers and toes tingled, and my whole body felt like it was made up of energy. But nothing happened. All I could hear were my father and Apophis’s voices. Who do you think is to blame? You’re trapped here. No one is coming to help you.
I sank to the floor and slumped to lay on my side on the thick fur pelt of some animal that probably didn’t exist on Earth. Apophis was right. Derek wouldn’t come for me. But Chike and Rhys would. They’d find a way to get to me, no matter how far-fetched it was. I curled into the fetal position, wrapping myself around that conviction in my gut that said the men I loved would come for me. I wasn’t alone. I was connected to them in ways the gods either didn’t know or didn’t understand. I had Chike’s song, and Rhys’ blood bond. Even being in different realms didn’t seem to have dimmed those bonds. I could feel them there, alive and as strong as ever. I wasn’t alone. They’d come for me. 
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Idon’t know how long I was trapped in my room. I watched the sunlight move across the stained-glass windows, but it meant nothing to me. My memory on the topic wasn’t incredibly clear, since I hadn’t spent any time on Earth back when I was a demigoddess, but I thought time moved differently here. It could have been an hour or half a day, for all I knew. My stomach rumbled and I stopped pacing, flopping back down on the bed with a groan. “They have to feed me, if they want me alive so they can use my powers,” I muttered. 
A few minutes later, the door swung open and I sat up to see my sister—the living, goddess one—saunter in carrying a big silver platter piled with fruit and cheese. She kicked the door shut behind her with one sandal-clad foot and gave me a warm smile. “Hungry?”
I sighed and sat up. Maybe my powers did still work. I just didn’t know how to turn them on and off at will. I took the platter and sat cross-legged in the middle of the bed with the food balanced on my lap. Elandra looked me over. Then she righted the stool and perched her perfect ass on it, tossing her glossy dark hair over her shoulder and giving me a concerned look. “How are you, dear?” she asked, putting just the right amount of worry into her voice. 
I arched an eyebrow at her, then picked up a cluster of grapes and studied them. There didn’t seem to be any magic essence coming off them. But I couldn’t really detect poison. Then again, they had no reason to kill me if they wanted to use my powers. 
Elandra snorted at me. “It’s fine,” she said in an exasperated tone. “No one here is going to poison you. And you’re already here with us, so there’s no need to magic you away.”
Magic me away. The way she’d probably planned to steal me the day she got inside White’s wards. No one had really figured that one out yet, but looking at her and recalling what I did of my previous life, I could guess. It wouldn’t take much for Elandra to convince some poor human sap to adore her, and their faith would probably be enough to let her slip in through the wards. Especially if Derek hadn’t been expecting gods when he built the protections.
I shrugged and told myself, emphatically, that there was nothing wrong with the food. Then I stuffed a few of the big, juicy grapes into my mouth. Gods. The food here was…heavenly. Ha-freaking-ha.
“What do you want?” I said around a mouthful of creamy, tangy-sweet cheese. 
Elandra tried to look innocent, but I remembered her from my life before. And now I saw all her actions through an entirely different lens. I was no longer the little sister who was ignorant and sheltered and desperate for my older sister’s affection. Looking back with my newfound insights, I could see how she’d been kind to me only to stay in my good graces, and only when she knew I was watching. 
She wanted me docile and agreeable, just like everyone else here. 
Well, tough titties. Because I was done being a pushover. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re thinking of playing,” I told her with a lift of my chin. “But I’m not falling for it. You can fuck right off.”
She rolled her eyes like I was being a petulant child. “I’m not playing any games, Troya. I’m just glad you’re finally back where you belong. Dad was…peeved…when I failed to get you outside the wards and bring you home the last time we met.”
I shook my head. So that was it. She was pissed that she’d messed up. That she’d failed to do what dear old daddy told her to. 
“He revoked my ability to travel between worlds,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest and working herself into a snit. “Can you believe it? Now I’m trapped here forever. But I refuse to sit in this realm and wither away when I could be out there being the god I was meant to be, showered in the love of my followers.” She narrowed her dark eyes at me. “So behave and be the nice little pet dad wants you to be. Tell him how happy you are to be back home with me and that I convinced you to see the light. I promise I’ll take you to whatever realm you want for a day trip when I get my travel privileges back.”
I blinked at her in disbelief. “You think…what? That I’m just going to say ‘okay, sure’ and everything will be all peachy keen in your world?” 
I was beginning to see a pattern in the way the people here thought everything would just go their way because they willed it. 
And hell, maybe they did think that was how things would happen, now that they had their captive demigoddess back to manipulate and use. I threw a grape at Elandra, pegging her right in the middle of her smooth forehead. “Fuck off. I’m not going to help you look good for a damned day trip. I’m going to get out of here and go home. To Earth. Permanently.” I tried to lace my words with conviction. But I wasn’t sure if it was actually working. Believing something into being was a lot harder than it sounded—because I don’t know about most humans, but I was sure as hell full of an amazing array of random doubts and fears.
She just rolled her eyes at me again, as if I was being difficult for no reason. “Fine. Have it your way. But I’m not helping you escape. In fact…” She narrowed her eyes at me as she moved to stand by the door, poised to leave. “I think I’ll keep an extra close eye on you to make sure you don’t get out. But don’t worry, my offer still stands, whenever you get around to accepting.” She shrugged, then turned away. “It’s not like you can do much to escape when you’re locked in your room. Even with your stupid powers.”
Then she was gone. Leaving me alone with my doubts and my snack tray. 
Maybe I should have played that differently. Maybe I shouldn’t piss off everyone I spoke with. But I had this simmering rage inside me, a memory of how ignorant I’d been, and how they had used me every step of the way, nudging me about like a blind pet. Screw them. My dad, my sister, and every stupid god in the realm. My guys would come for me. I was certain of it. I would bow and scrape to no one. 
I finished stuffing myself with godly snacks, then sat in the middle of my big, fluffy bed and closed my eyes. Reaching deep inside, I touched on the warm golden glow of my godspark. Then I prayed like hell to anyone who was listening. Chike and Rhys weren’t gods, but they were smart, and stubborn, and absolutely able to out-asshole these assholes. They’d come for me. I was finally able to find the conviction I needed, the absolute certainty to manifest my will. Because I knew, without a doubt, how much I loved them. If our roles were reversed, I’d do anything to get them back. And I knew they’d do the same. I sent my power tracing out along the threads of connection between us, through the silvery threads of my blood connection to Rhys, and the haunting call of Chike’s siren song. They would come for me. They would. They were, even now. We’d never be separated for long.
I sat there suspended in a meditation-like trance, bathing in the warm glow of the light inside me, and in my love for my guys. I lost all track of time as my awareness floated away from my physical body. 
My eyes flew open and I returned to the present moment with an almost audible snap when someone opened the bedroom door. 
Then I stared in horror at what I’d done. 
Apophis stood there, his stupid pure white image marred by the twin spots of angry red burning on his perfect cheeks. He had a pair of chains gripped in his hand and wrapped around his forearm for leverage. “Are you stupid, bitch?” Baring his sharp teeth at me, he snarled, yanking on the thick chains and dragging his captives into view. 
I lunged off the bed and found my feet, even as it felt like the world was tipping sideways. The brutal jerk of Apophis’s hand brought Chike stumbling forward so fast he hit his knees, his shackled hands coming up to pull at the thick metal collar that choked him as he was flung forward. Rhys kept his feet under him as he was pulled into the room, trying to brace his shoulder on the door frame to keep from being dragged. But the vampire was sickly looking, so pale he was nearly gray, his eyes flashing with an inhuman glow. The clothes he wore were drenched in blood. 
I moved toward Chike as the siren coughed and rubbed at the raw red skin of his slender neck. Apophis just yanked on the chain again, his demon strength pulling Chike onto his back and dragging him back toward the demon. “Don’t even fucking think about it,” the demon snarled. 
He turned and kicked Rhys in the back of the knees, making him kneel on the floor. “You were supposed to get all desperate and pig-headed in your conviction that Dumuzi would come for you, you little twat! But when I ambushed the asshole’s armored car as it was leaving his precious barrier, this is what I found.” He huffed in irritation, clearly off his fucking rocker. “I don’t have any use for these morons. Bring the demon to me now!”
I glared at him, wishing my stupid superpower was something like laser death eyes rather than the obtuse, intangible thing it was. “I don’t know what the hell you’re muttering about, but I swear to fuck, I will destroy you if you hurt them again!”
I clenched my fists, wanting to run over and claw his eyes out, but knowing it would do nothing. I might have some stupid superpower, but I was still physically human. The demon could throw around a vampire for fuck’s sake. And even if it looked like Apophis had to drain Drake to be able to overpower him, I didn’t stand a chance. 
Apophis let out a crazy laugh and kicked Chike right in the side, making the smaller guy hiss and curl up around his probably broken ribs. “You think you’re in charge here, little girl?”
“I know you’re disappointed she didn’t respond as you hoped,” Heimdall said, brushing past Apophis and coming to stand off to the side, his arms crossed over his muscular chest and his glowing eyes studying the scene before him. He looked down his stupid godly nose at the men on the floor at his feet. “But things are all going to plan, demon.” His eerie gaze landed on me, and the creep smiled. “It seems we’ve just found a reason for my sweet daughter to listen to her father.”
He paced over to me, stepping around Chike when the siren tried to kick at his legs from his place on the floor. Rhys had started doing this little…growling thing…and saliva dripped from his bared fangs as if he was one step away from going complete beast. 
“Troya,” my dad said with a soft, cajoling smile. “I don’t want to hurt you, darling. This would all be so much easier if you would just comply. If you work with me to build the world we deserve, you can enjoy every privilege of your station.” He glanced over at Rhys and Chike. “I might even allow you to keep your pets.”
Rhys’s growl got louder, and his deep voice vibrated with power when he spoke. “Don’t fucking listen to him, Troy.”
Apophis rewarded the vampire for his outburst with a backhand that sent Rhys to his hands and knees. “Shut the fuck up.”
Chike had managed to push himself up to his knees. He opened his mouth and his silky voice, though rough, was dripping with magic as he focused on Heimdall, trying to bewitch a god. “You really want to let us all go, then impale yourself on your own shiny sword.”
For one breathless moment, I thought it was working. Heimdall’s eyes glazed over. Then he blinked and shook his head, his smile deepening. Apophis moved in front of Chike and punched him in the throat, the motion so fast my eyes could hardly follow. The siren clutched his throat, wheezing painfully from his crushed larynx. 
I whimpered, the sound half frightened child, half feral animal. I wouldn’t do what Heimdall wanted. I wouldn’t let him manipulate me this way. But I couldn’t watch them hurt Chike and Rhys either. 
My ears ringing, I sank to my knees and bowed my head. “Please, father. I don’t know how to use my power. I swear, I don’t. But I’ll try to figure it out. I’ll try to do what you want. You just have to give me time.” I lifted my eyes to see him looking down at me like a benevolent god. “Just, please, don’t hurt them anymore.”
Chike made a wheezing sound, his lavender eyes flashing with what I knew was anger. Rhys tried to go for Apophis’s throat when the demon wasn’t looking. But he was smacked aside like a hungry mosquito. 
Heimdall studied me for so long, I was afraid my pleading wasn’t good enough. Then one corner of his lip twitched upward and he turned away to regard Apophis with a smug expression. “See? You just have to understand what motivates her. She’s mostly human, after all. They’re soft. Their needs and desires are easy to predict.”
Apophis narrowed his eyes, clearly pissed off about the fact that he wouldn’t be able to continue to use my guys as punching bags. “You trust her word?”
Heimdall laughed. “Of course not.” Then he glanced back at me and the look in his eyes made me shudder. This wasn’t your usual, run of the mill asshole. This asshole had been getting his way for eons. “But I do trust her foolishly soft human heart. And she knows full well that I won’t hesitate to spill blood to get what I want.”
I swallowed hard. I was so out of my fucking league here. “Promise me you won’t hurt them. Or have them hurt. Promise they won’t come to any harm if I try to help you.”
He flicked his eyes at the men on the floor and lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “I suppose. But remember, their wellbeing relies solely on your ability to do what is asked of you. For the time being, they keep the chains, and their powers are kept in check by whatever means I deem necessary. Once you prove you’re making good on your end of the bargain, I’ll consider making them more comfortable.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but he cut me off. “I’m not completely without compassion, my dear. Of course I’ll let you keep them in your quarters. And you can enjoy the palace freely as long as you are putting forth the desired effort.”
I bit back my complaints. I knew damned well he wasn’t offering me anything compassionate or kind. He was just manipulating things again, I was sure of it.
“Thank you,” I said, bowing my head slightly in a show of respect that made me nauseous. 
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