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The balcony mocked her with its promise of freedom.

Saderna leaned over the railing, trying to get a better glimpse of the meadow that surrounded her temple. A pair of songbirds flew overhead, oblivious to her plight, and landed in a circle of glittering blue flowers. Spring had come to the Divine Realm, and everything was enjoying new life. Except for her. She could only view it from a distance.

A shimmering wall of hard air formed in front of her pushing her back onto the balcony. Runes carved into the stone railing lit up, showering the temple walls with silver and gold light. Other gods might have thought it was a delightful display. But to Saderna, it was yet another reminder of her fate.

She was the Goddess of Peace, locked in a gilded cage. Ever since she’d been created, around twenty cycles ago, she’d only known the temple. She watched the seasons change year after year, wondering what the earth would be like under her feet. Wondering what the other divines were doing in their shining cities.

“Can you please let me go into the meadow?” She asked the runes as they faded into the stone. The iridescent barrier remained, blocking her from escaping and keeping the warm breeze from entering.

Saderna gave one last look at the meadow. She would come back later once the runes calmed down. She headed deep into the heart of her sanctuary, through a labyrinth of corridors and chambers. Most of which lay vacant.

Unlike the rest of the temple, which was a stark white, her main chambers were filled with color. Ornate tapestries covered the bare walls while stained glass windows and skylights filtered the sunlight into various colors. An array of plants in white vases lined the walls of her rooms.

“Good morning, my friends,” Saderna said to an apple tree. The tree bowed slightly when she entered the room. This was the most sacred place in her temple.

A large, turquoise-colored pool was at the center; silver and gold runes were carved into the stone at the bottom. Above was a vast domed ceiling made of transparent glass so clear it looked like nothing was there at all. 

Goddess of Peace, hear my plea...

A voice drifted out of the pool, creating ripples in the water. Saderna gathered her magic around her and floated over to the source of the sound. Runes carved into the stones below told her it was a human asking for help.

She listened quietly to the tale of yet another soul torn apart by war. Once again, Einar, the God of War, had gotten the upper hand. There was little she could do to stop his rampages across the Mortal Realms. At least not while locked inside the temple.

Once the human had finished with their petition, Saderna summoned a pitcher and imbued the water within it with some of her essence. She then poured the water into the pool, directing the streaks of blue and gold toward the petitioner. It wasn’t much, but hopefully, the human could sleep.

More petitions came in from mortals in nearly every realm. It would be impossible for her to finish before sunset. War had broken out in many realms.

“Damn you, Einar,” she muttered under her breath. A part of her wished he would pop up and try to justify himself, but she knew he wouldn’t. No one visited. Well, almost no one. 

“You can create a spirit to aid you with the more mundane tasks.” As if on cue, a cool voice drifted across the room.

“I wouldn’t have anything to do,” Saderna let the pitcher float back over to its table before she turned to face her visitor.

Bedisa, Goddess of Fates, stood in the doorway. Unlike the last time she’d visited, when she came as a giant snake, Bedisa had come in her typical form. It was a human female with long black hair, tanned skin that had iridescent runes painted onto it, and gold eyes. Though her ears were different; they were long and slender and came to a sharp point.

Bedisa smiled and brushed an ear while Saderna exited the pool. “Do you like them? They’re in honor of the new elf god!”

“What’s an elf?”

Bedisa waved her hand, and an image of a tall humanoid race with pointed ears appeared next to her. “They are the newest species to be created, and their god was recently born!”

Saderna frowned. “I saw nothing new in my pool.”

“You wouldn’t have. The elves don’t have a Goddess of Peace,” Bedisa paused, “yet.”

“I look forward to meeting them someday. It’s always fun to see new mortals.”

“Oh, that’s the best part! They’re immortal! Kind of. They can still die from egregious wounds, and I think there is a plague that can kill them...”

Saderna tuned her out as she prattled on. She ambled over to a fig tree and pretended to check the rune carved into the pot. Something wasn’t right. Bedisa always had a task or a favor to ask of her. Last time she asked her to bless a mortal for reasons she wouldn’t divulge.

“Bedisa, as happy as I am to see you. What task do you have for me today?” She asked while Bedisa admired her reflection.

“Hmm?” Bedisa’s brow creased with confusion before her eyes lit up. “Ah, this time I don’t have a task for you. Because of some recent events, Vilmantas is requesting your presence at the Great Palace.”

Saderna’s mouth dropped open, and her vision wavered.

“I get to leave?” She squeaked out. 

“Yes.”

Saderna walked over to a stone bench and sat on it before her legs gave out.

“Why now? Is my magic finally strong enough to withstand corruption?”

The reason she’d never been able to leave was because the other gods feared her magic was easily corruptible. Perhaps she’d matured enough that they no longer believed that was the case.

Bedisa eyed the runes on the walls. “He doesn’t want to talk about it outside of a secure location. We’re trying to keep things from leaking out into the rest of the realms.”

“How is this not a secure location? I can’t leave, and no one aside from you can enter.”

“Because he didn’t create this place.” Bedisa flicked a stray hair back and folded her arms. “Vilmantas is a bit paranoid these days.”

“This is ridiculous. My temple is perfectly safe!”

“We can either go peacefully, or I’ll have to drag you out of here,” Bedisa cocked her head to the side. “I thought you’d be more excited about leaving.”

Saderna shook her head. Something inside her was screaming, but she couldn’t make out the words. Wasn’t she just longing for freedom on the balcony? Why was she hesitating now when freedom was within her grasp?

“This place is the only one you’ve ever known,” Bedisa said softly.

“Yes, but...”

“It’s only natural for you to hesitate. But I can promise you that nothing will happen to you.”

Bedisa’s eyes glowed and she spoke with the authority of the fates. Yet, that nagging voice in the back of her mind refused to shut up. She backed away from Bedisa until she bumped against a vase. Her fingers caressed the tree behind her, drawing strength from it’s magic.

No, she would not let her fear of the unknown ruin this moment. She could always come back.

“I’ll go.”

Bedisa smiled and swept her arms to her sides. A burst of brown sparkles floated around her, and the wards imbued in the temple walls flickered, then vanished.

“We leave at once.”

Before Saderna could react, Bedisa grabbed her arm, and a swirling vortex of light brown and gold surrounded them.

“Don’t focus on anything!” Bedisa shouted over the hum.

The world rushed past until it was a colorful blur. Then, without warning, everything went still. They were now standing in a courtyard with a huge apple tree. Stone benches covered in ivy were scattered about.

Saderna studied her feet, trying to quell the disappointment that arose within her. She wanted to see a forest, not more buildings. She took a step forward, and her body swayed.

“Take a few deep breaths. It's never fun the first time around,” Bedisa said with a concerned tone in her voice, but a hint of amusement glimmered in her eyes.

“That was awful,” Saderna said. “I never want to do that again!”

“That is what they all say. Now let’s go do some exploring before your meeting.”

“What? Don’t I need to meet Vilmantas first?”

“You will, but we have some time, and I’m sure you’d much rather see the city before we meet with the old man.”

Bedisa smiled and led her toward a pair of silver doors; golden vines were etched into the metal. She could hear the city beyond as millions of souls were just outside the door. Electricity crawled on the inside of her skin.

“Are you sure we must go out there? Can’t you just whisk us into the palace?”

“No, it’s warded against fast travel,” Bedisa said and opened the door. She gently shoved Saderna through it and onto the street.

Tall buildings of ice-blue stone towered above them. Banners glittering with runes and jewels hung from enormous open windows. Most of the banners were for shops or other services. The streets themselves were paved with golden crystals that had tiny streams of violet sparks moving through them.

Immortals of many shapes and sizes passed by them—some had the body of a horse and the head of a goat, while others looked like humans with elf ears. The amount of energy they were giving off was nauseating. It was like she was standing too close to the sun.

“This way!” Bedisa grabbed her hand and led her through another wide street with even more banners. The energy was still too much despite the street being less crowded.

“Don’t worry, it all becomes background noise at some point,” Bedisa said with a sympathetic smile. 

The stone road gave way to a large courtyard lined with silver trees and thousands of tiny shimmering flowers. Bedisa pulled her into an alleyway before Saderna could get closer.

“Hey! I wanted to see more of the courtyard!”

“You will, but you have an appointment, and I don’t want to be late.”

Saderna raised her eyebrows. “I thought we’d be seeing the city.”

“We will! After this appointment.”

She paused at a large ornate door with silver runes surrounding an engraved needle. A tall woman with hair that looked like smoke stepped out as the door flew open. She smiled at Bedisa.

“Ah, there you are! I was starting to think you weren’t going to show!” She exclaimed; the excitement on her face dimmed when she noticed Saderna. “And who is your friend?”

“I’m Saderna, the Goddess of Peace,” Saderna said.

“Ompelija, Goddess of Sewing,” she said. Her gaze swept over Saderna’s clothes. “You’re the one who's been locked up since her creation, right?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Let’s get you out of those ancient rags and into something a tad more...fashionable.”

Saderna brushed her skirt. The dress was a simple one with one shoulder showing and had gold vines woven throughout.

She rather liked her clothes, but, despite her protests, the other two goddesses quickly pulled her into the shop.

***
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Hours later, Saderna wore a flowing turquoise and gold dress cinched at the waist and a diamond belt around her hips. Ompelija tried to get her to wear the elf ears, but Saderna wasn’t about to change her form that drastically.

She was following Bedisa down a wide road that led straight to the steps of the Great Palace. Her gaze never left the large building that loomed in front of them. The scrolls she’d read in her temple didn’t prepare her for the sheer majesty of the building in front of her.

A hundred steps led up to an enormous building made of shimmering gold stone. There were thousands of arched windows with balconies jutting out from underneath each one. At the top of the steps were two large doors with a sentinel in silver armor on either side. 

Bedisa led her into a large hallway filled with all sorts of divines. Some looked human, while others were a mishmash of creatures.

Saderna sidestepped an immortal who resembled an ox and hurried after Bedisa.

It wasn’t long before she paused in front of a large doorway. Large scroll-like runes were engraved on either side. It was the divine rune of the God of Knowledge.

“Are you ready?”

Saderna nodded and followed her through the doorway. They entered a room with a high ceiling, painted to look like an afternoon sky. Light runes, carved into a circle, bathed the room in a warm light. The walls were lined with shelves, filled to the brim with scrolls and books.

In the center of the room was a large stone table. Various magical devices and dried plants were scattered about. A tall male sat at one end, reading a scroll. His skin shimmered like a rainbow when the light hit it. His dark hair was longer than Saderna’s, nearly reaching the floor. He looked up when they drew closer. His dark purple eyes softened when he smiled.

He was Vilmantas, the God of Knowledge. Saderna had met him only once, the day she’d been created. But he was a god that was hard to forget.

“Ah, Saderna, thank you for coming,” Vilmantas said and gestured for her to sit.

“I had little choice,” Saderna said with a sidelong glance at Bedisa. Vilmantas narrowed his eyes at the goddess, who shrugged in response.

“I decided it would be better to make her come.”

“Before you make such decisions, could you please inform me?” Vilmantas said before he turned back to Saderna. “Forgive us for all the secrecy, but it is necessary.”

“What is going on? Is there going to be a war?”

“There is no war.... yet.”

“What do you mean?”

Vilmantas drummed his fingers against the scroll he’d been reading.

“Do you know about the treaty we have with Casimir? The God of Ruin?”

“Every thousand years, one side has to hand over a divine as tribute?”

“Yes, that’s the one. It was our turn this time.”

Saderna frowned. The exchange usually took place two weeks before the Spring Equinox. She glanced over at the elaborate rune calendar on the wall. Equinox was in three days. They should’ve sent the tribute by now, unless there was a delay? 

“Did something happen with the tribute?”

Vilmantas let out a heavy sigh. “We sent Zimri, the God of Music, to his realm almost two weeks ago. Apparently, Zimri was miserable, and his music became so insufferable that Casimir sent him back.”

Sent back? Since the forging of the treaty, no god or goddess had ever been returned to their old realm. Despite this knowledge, no electricity swelled within her, and no warnings of war between the realms rang in her thoughts.

“Does this mean the treaty is broken?” Saderna asked. 

“No, but some adjustments are required.”

Visions of meetings and scrolls being signed flashed through her mind. Did they want her to forge a new treaty? Saderna straightened and smoothed out her skirts.

“Let me see the treaty. I will make sure whatever adjustments are needed won’t cause unnecessary bloodshed.”

Vilmantas raised an eyebrow, “That’s not what we need you to do. You-”

“Then do you need me to oversee any negotiations? I promise I won’t let you down!”

“Saderna, will you let me finish!” Vilmantas snapped and she recoiled.

“Sorry.”

“We are not changing anything in the treaty. Casimir has agreed not to attack us if we send you to his realm in Zimri’s place.”

Saderna shivered like a wave of cold water had been splashed upon her. The small flame of hope she’d been keeping died. She would not be free. No, she was going to trade one prison for another.

“But why me? I’m a new goddess, and you locked me up in the temple to keep me from getting corrupted by gods like Casimir.”

“We have no choice. Casimir made it very clear that we send you or plunge into war. The last time that happened, most of the Mortal Realms were destroyed, and countless gods and goddesses lost their lives. Even though it was eons ago, we’re still recovering. Most of the dead divines haven’t been reborn yet.”

“You can say no, but you will be responsible for the deaths of entire realms,” Bedisa chimed in. Her voice was bright and cheery, a stark contrast to her words.

Saderna stared at her hands. Freedom was so close, and now it was being snatched away. She was starting to understand why the mortals cursed the fates so much.

Perhaps she could end the stalemate and convince Casimir to rejoin the Divine Realm and end his foolish crusade to rule over everything. Maybe she could show them all she didn’t need to be locked up.

She caught Bedisa looking at her with a proud smile plastered on her face. She’d already seen her decision.

Vilmantas leaned forward in his chair with an eager expression.

“Fine, I’ll do it. But I would like to make a few stipulations if I may,” she said, and Vilmantas gave her a slight nod. “He cannot keep me locked in a temple for the rest of my existence. I also want all my plants from my temple to be transferred.”

Vilmantas’s eyebrows rose. He glanced at Bedisa, who answered his silent question with a shrug.

“She needed something to do.”

“But are plants truly that important?”

“Yes, they’re important,” Saderna said and crossed her arms. She glared at Vilmantas, who let out another sigh.

“Fine, I will inform Casimir of your requirements. Though I’m unsure if he will let you roam his realm freely.”

“I’m sure he can be negotiated with,” Bedisa added when sparks raced up Saderna’s arms. 

“We shall see. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to my research,” he rose from his chair and walked over to a box filled with scrolls.

Saderna fled the room and slammed into an immortal carrying a large silver tray filled with wine goblets. A couple of them tipped over, causing the wine to spill onto the pristine floors.

“Watch it!” The immortal snarled at her.

Saderna mumbled her apologies and grabbed the fallen goblets. She hastily placed them back on the tray before hurrying down the hall.

“Saderna!”

Bedisa called out to her, but she didn’t stop until they were on the steps outside the palace.

“Saderna, wait for me!”

She took a few deep breaths before she faced the goddess.

“How could you do this to me?”

Bedisa’s face fell. “I’m sorry.”

“You could’ve given me a warning.”

A flurry of brown and gold sparks whirled around Bedisa.

“No, you wouldn’t have left your temple if I told you.”

“What if I didn’t agree to go to Casimir’s realm? Would you have dragged me there against my will?”

Bedisa bowed her head, and Saderna walked away. 

“You’ve done the right thing. Your actions today will save countless lives!” Bedisa called after her.

She’s lying.

A voice from deep within her said. Goosebumps formed on her skin.

For the first time in her existence, she wished she was back in her temple.
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Chapter Two
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The smell of blood and fear hung in the air like an invisible fog. The forest had become quieter than a tomb.

“Something isn’t right,” Aiden whispered. A seeking rune floated around him. “The creature should be right in front of us. But there isn’t anything but trees and dead logs.”

Henry let a wave of orange swirls arc out of him and into the surrounding forest.

“Anything?”

“Quiet, I need to concentrate,” Henry said and closed his eyes. His vision transformed into a sea of grey and orange swirls; there was no sign of life.

“This is looking like a bunch of hogwash,” Aiden grumbled when Henry opened his eyes.

“We saw the mangled corpses, and we haven’t seen nor heard a bird in days.”

“Maybe the animals in the forest are afraid of us?”

Henry held up his seeking rune. “It’s here somewhere, and we need to find it before things get worse.”

Aiden pressed his lips together and glared at his rune. “I think it’s broken.”

“Only a fool says his tools are the problem.”

“Since when did you start trying to spout wisdom? Are you finally taking the mantle of the God of Justice and Mercy seriously?”

“Big words coming from the God of Truth, who doesn’t even have a temple.”

“Maybe we’re not cut out for this. We’re only half-divine, and what if this creature is stronger than us?”

“You want to turn back? Right in the middle of a hunt?”

Before Aiden could come up with a reply, a low growl reverberated through the forest. Their seeking runes lit up like small suns; Henry shoved his into his pouch before the light blinded him. He reached for his axes and let magic flow from his body into the weapons. A lightning rune etched into the metal glowed a soft orange. Energy crackled around him as he shifted into a defensive stance.

“Come on out, you big lug; I’m tired of chasing you!” Henry shouted while Aiden unsheathed his sword. Unlike Henry, he didn’t enchant his weapons. He was always rambling on about keeping the metal pure.

“Oh, let’s piss it off further,” Aiden mumbled, just loud enough for him to hear.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Henry peered into the forest.

“Nothing,” Aiden grumbled.

“No, something is wrong,” Henry whirled to face him, “spit it out!”

The blood drained from Henry’s face when he saw a large red gash on Aiden’s stomach. His tunic was torn to shreds.

“When in the hell did that happen?”

“Just now,” Aiden said with gritted teeth and inclined his head toward a looming shadow.

Henry unleashed a curse and pulled out a shielding rune. It created an invisible shield around his body just as the shadow raced toward him. A swirl of darkness surrounded him for a moment, then faded when the creature retreated a few steps. The thing turned back to Aiden, who had a protection rune hovered above him while he used a healing rune to stem the flow of blood from his body.

“Aiden, you need to use a shielding rune on this thing!” Henry shouted and flung a wave of air towards the creature.

“What? That's absurd! Shielding is meant for light, magical blows!” Aiden shouted.

“Just do it!”

Aiden summoned his shielding rune, but it was too late, and the shadow creature tossed him against a tree like he was nothing.

Henry poured more magic into his axes and threw one at the creature. The shadow didn’t move, and, instead, the axe froze in front of the creature. A tendril of dark smoke wrapped itself around the handle. The light inside the steel sputtered, and shadows spewed forth from the lightning rune. In the blink of an eye, the axe disappeared.

Shit. Henry tamped down on the wave of fear that swept through his body. He needed to stay calm. His mortal half screamed at him to run, but if he ran, it would mean his death.

“Henry, do something!” Aiden shouted as the creature advanced toward him.

Henry shoved his remaining axe back into its sheath and tugged out his divine runestone. Aiden’s eyes widened at the sight of the two orange triangles.

“Not that!”

“I don’t have a choice!”

Henry gripped the rune in his hand and filled it until it was almost unbearable to hold. His senses heightened, and he could feel every living thing within a hundred-mile radius. He took a breath and narrowed his focus on the creature in front of him. His body vibrated while the intense energy overwhelmed his mortal form. The air crackled around him, and time slowed.

The shadow let out a screech and began moving towards him faster than it should. Aiden was shouting something, but Henry couldn’t hear him over the sound of the crackling orange energy. Right before his body reached its limit, he formed a ball of lightning in his hand and slammed it into the shadow creature.

The creature let out an ear-shattering scream and exploded. Scattered shadows filled the air before they dissolved into ash.

Henry fell to his knees, and the runestone went dark. His fingers dug into the dirt; he struggled to keep his mortal side from fading away.

“Henry,” Aiden called out to him.

His eyes flew open, and he rushed to his friend’s side. Aiden had pressed his hands to the gaping wound in his stomach. The wound would have killed a mere mortal, but thanks to his half-divine blood, he was still breathing. For now.

“Can you walk?”

Aiden stared at him incredulously. “No!”

“Just checking,” Henry said, and Aiden groaned.

“The damn creature drained me dry,” Aiden held up a healing rune. Not a drop of magic was in the stone.

“Can you use your divine rune?”

The runestone in question floated out of his pouch. It was carved to look like a flaming chalice. But no light shimmered in the carvings. The rune was empty.

“Gods above, is the God of Ruin making shadow vampires now?” Henry muttered to himself.

“Henry, can you stop your musing for five seconds and heal me?” Aiden asked. His skin was turning an odd shade of purple. Henry could feel Aiden’s divine half struggled to keep his mortal half from succumbing to his injuries.

Henry’s healing rune floated out of his pouch, and he let it do its work. He ignored the dull ache in his bones. He was getting close to his limit, but he didn’t care. He would not lose his friend to a damn shadow.

After what felt like eons, Aiden’s wound stopped bleeding, and Henry collapsed onto the ground. He crawled over to a tree and rested his head against the rough bark. The soothing energy of the forest eased his nerves.

“What in the hell was that thing?” Aiden asked.

A bird started singing somewhere deep in the woods, signaling to the other creatures there were no monsters nearby. For the first time in days, Henry let himself relax a bit.

“I don’t know.”

“Should we tell the others?”

Henry sighed and stared at the canopy of branches above him.

“Henry, if we could only fight off the creature by using dangerous levels of magic, how are the humans going to fare?”

“They don’t listen, Aiden. Unless it’s a direct threat to their existence, they won’t lift a finger to help.”

“Yes, but that thing drained my magic! My divine magic.”

“Remember, we’re not full gods. Maybe our mortal blood makes us weaker.”

“I remember; you remind me every damn day.” Aiden rose to his feet; Henry was quick to follow. Aiden patted his stomach a few times before he gave Henry a withering look.

“No, I don’t,” Henry said and checked the area for any sign of the monster they’d vanquished.

“What is it?”

“We have nothing to show the townsfolk,” Henry ran a hand through his hair and tried to quell his rising frustration. They had barely enough money to get him a new axe, much less afford a meal.

“We’re hunting our dinner tonight, aren’t we?” Aiden took a step forward, but he swayed so much he had to lean against a tree to keep from falling.

“No, it means I’m hunting,” Henry gestured to a dead tree. “When you’ve got enough strength, see if you can make a fire. The smoke will let the people know the forest is safe.”

He ventured off into the forest before Aiden could protest.
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The next morning, Henry awoke to the sounds of a forest filled with life. A small smile crossed his lips. For a moment, the world was restored to what it had been before the God of Ruin had unleashed his creations. From across the smoldering fire, a low groan had him scrambling to his feet. He readied his axe in one hand and a fire rune in another.

Instead of a monster, Aiden was curled up on his bedroll. His skin was a dark grey with angry red welts scattered all over his body.

“Aiden? Can you hear me?” He knelt next to him, careful not to brush his skin.

“Yes,” Aiden said, his voice was barely above a whisper.

Henry pulled out his healing rune, but it didn’t make a difference. Aiden took a shaky breath.

“It seems I caught some kind of plague,” he said and tried to rise.

“Stay down, and I’ll go fetch a Vestral.”

“Henry, a Vestral isn’t strong enough to heal this.” Aiden held up a hand. His skin was turning translucent.

Henry sat back on his heels. He was right. No Vestral, not even one who served the God of Healing, could fix this. It would require too much energy to channel, and the human body wasn’t made to handle an extreme amount of divine magic.

He pulled out a small map and his seeking rune. The portal moved constantly, and the only way to find it was to use a seeking rune. This was supposed to keep curious mortals from finding it, but it wasn’t foolproof, and sometimes a mortal would enter; never to be seen again.

The rune hovered over the map while Henry visualized the portal they used to traverse between realms. The rune spun around, and both men watched it stop. Henry let out a breath when it informed them the portal wasn’t far away.

“The Goddess of Fates must be on your side today,” he said and helped him to his feet, doing his best not to grip too hard. They stumbled through the underbrush; Henry gripped his seeking rune. The stone heated the closer they got to the portal.

“How much farther is this damn thing?” Aiden asked. More parts of his body were becoming translucent. His mortal self was hanging on by a thin thread.

Henry used a fire rune to burn away a thick brush and sighed with relief. A portal, made of black and blue stones, hovered a few feet above the ground. Henry pulled out his divine rune, and the portal hummed as they approached.

“Take us to the God of Healing’s residence,” he said to the rippling mirage. Before Aiden could say a word, Henry used a wind rune to propel them through.

The momentum carried them through the gateway and across the bridge that connected to the portal in the Divine Realm. They moved so fast; Henry barely had time to adjust to his divine form. He gritted his teeth as the realm's influence wove into his mortal side, sending electric shockwaves through his body. His mortal half had to be shielded the entire time he was in this blasted place; otherwise, he’d perish.

Appearance-wise, it wasn’t much different from his mortal form; his hair would be a lighter shade of red. Unlike full gods, he was stuck in the form he was born in. 

They slammed into a wall. Aiden crumpled to the ground; his body was still fading.

“What in all of creation is going on?” A voice boomed.

Henry looked up from Aiden’s fallen form to find Errapel, the God of Healing, staring at him slack-jawed.

“We need help!” Henry said and gestured to Aiden. The shock in Errapel’s face was replaced with a grim determination. He swept back a lock of long dark hair away from his eyes and clapped his hands. A pair of divines dressed in flowing light pink dresses joined him at his side. They all could have passed for a human if it weren’t for the long-pointed ears.

“Take him to the Healing Well,” Errapel said. His assistants swept up Aiden with ease and hurried out of the room.

“How long will it take him to heal?” Henry asked when the door slid shut.

Errapel’s dark pink eyes narrowed, and he gestured at the hole in the wall Henry had created.

“You destroyed my painting! And you had no right to use my personal portal! Do you know how long it took me to get one?”

Henry clenched his fists at his sides. “I had no choice.”

“Bah, you should’ve come the moment Aiden got injured. You could have gone the proper route! Now, I’ve got to do a mountain of paperwork!”

It took every fiber of Henry’s being to keep himself from smashing his fist into the god’s face. Why mortals loved the divines who ruled over them so much was beyond him.

“Are you seriously going to give me a lecture on portal usage when my friend is dying?”

“He’ll be fine. His mortal side is still attached to his body,” Errapel said and waved at the door. “I’ll send word when he’s healed.”

“But—"

Errapel shoved him out the door and slammed it shut. Henry scowled and banged on the door. When it became clear Errapel wasn’t coming back, he stormed away.

A tall sentry dressed in plate armor moved toward him.

“Excuse me. It seems you have brought undocumented weapons from the Mortal Realm. Please hand them over so we can have the Temple of Portals store them during your visit.”

Henry groaned but quickly handed over his axe and his rune pouch. The last thing he needed was a reason for Vilmantas to summon him. The weapons were useless here.

“Guess I’ll just sit at the tavern and wait,” he muttered. He watched a pair of immortals float past him. Like Errapel and his assistants, they were in human form and sported the strange ears. Divine fashion sense was a strange thing. The last time he was here, everyone had spider-like legs.

He headed into the city proper, weaving through the crowded streets. He stepped into an alleyway that led to the back door of the tavern but was blocked by a large, cloaked figure. They lowered their hood to reveal a skeleton with glowing red eyes. Henry summoned a vortex of orange lightning around him. The light caused an amulet hanging from the creature’s neck to glow. It had two crimson x’s in the center hanging from the creature’s neck. It was the divine rune for the God of War.

“Einar, that form is much more suitable for the God of Death than the God of War,” Henry said with a grin. The skeleton transformed into a tall man with dark hair and scarlet eyes. Crimson runes were painted onto the god’s bronze skin, giving the impression he was ready to head out onto a battlefield at any moment.

“Does anything scare you?”

“Nope.”

“Hah, I don’t believe you. Someday I will find what you are truly scared of!” Einar clapped him on the back, “Where is Aiden?”

Henry quickly recounted the events of the last few days. When he was done, Einar’s eyes glowed a deep ruby.

“Oh, I would love to get my hands on one of those... things,” he said.

“Come to my realm, and you just might.”

“You know I can’t. Vilmantas still doesn’t trust me.”

Einar had been sent as a tribute from Casimir a few thousand years before Henry was born. Vilmantas rarely let the god out of his sight.

“That’s no surprise since you insist on trying to scare the divinity out of everyone. Maybe Vilmantas thinks you’re planning something.”

Einar let out a bitter laugh. “Old bastard is getting more and more paranoid with each passing year. I never want to go back to that shithole.”

They stepped aside to let a pair of glittering divines pass.

“What is up with the ears, and why don’t you have them?”

“New god was born; he’s supposed to rule over the newest species. They call themselves elves,” Einar said with a shrug. “The ears are part of their charm apparently, but it doesn’t go with my aesthetic.”

“Ah, I wonder why I wasn’t summoned for a big welcoming party.”

“Zimri got sent back.”

Henry’s blood ran cold. Was this the reason Casimir’s monsters had gotten worse over the past few days?

“What do you mean sent back?”

Einar glanced around and lowered his voice. “Zimri pissed Casimir off, and now they are sending Saderna to his realm to keep things from escalating. Vilmantas tried to keep the information from spreading, but you know how it goes. It only takes one spirit to send things into a tizzy around here.”

“Saderna is...who again?”

He could never keep track of all the divines who lived here. His mother had only taught him the important names.

“The Goddess of Peace, the one who's been kept away from us. You were there to celebrate her creation; it was only twenty years ago!”

“Oh, now I remember. She wasn’t there.”

Henry recalled a vague memory of a rather dull party whose only saving grace was the large wine fountains. The goddess had been whisked away to a temple the moment she’d been created for reasons Vilmantas never specified.

“Yes, it rather ruined the fun. What’s the point of a welcoming party if the person you are throwing it for is already under lock and key?”

“Speaking of fun, why don’t you join me at the tavern? It will be a while before Aiden is ready to return.”

“Before you do, Vilmantas would like to speak with you,” a shrill disembodied voice said.

Henry gave Einar a sympathetic look when Airi, the messenger spirit favored by Vilmantas, appeared. She was a silver humanoid with bright yellow eyes.

“Good luck, my friend, and I’ll save a spot for you,” Henry turned on his heel and started toward the tavern.

Airi floated around them and pointed at Henry. “He wants to see you.”

Einar snorted and laughed when Henry’s jaw dropped.

“Me?”

“Vilmantas is not in a patient mood. I suggest you hurry,” the spirit said before she vanished.

“I’ll save you a seat,” Einar clapped him on the shoulder and sauntered away.

He paid little mind to the immortals in the street. They were busy perusing the marketplaces, boasting goods from all the realms. He focused solely on the door of the Great Palace. Vilmantas would likely sense his presence before he even arrived.

He shoved his way through the great doors, sending a few spider-like immortals to hug the walls.

Once he reached the doors of Vilmantas’s quarters, he took a breath and pushed them open. Vilmantas was staring out a window with his hands clasped behind his back. The god was one of the tallest divines in existence. Like the other divines, he was also sporting the elf ears.

He didn’t move when Henry stormed into the room.

“It’s rather rude to enter without knocking first,” Vilmantas said.

“You knew I was coming.”

Vilmantas turned to face him. His dark purple eyes were bright with anger. With a flick of a finger, a clear crystal orb appeared in front of him. Runes flashed across the smooth surface. It was a rune used to monitor the magic levels of a realm.

“Would you mind explaining why there was an extreme amount of divine magic flowing out of your realm?”

Henry quickly went over the fight with the creature. Vilmantas had him repeat it a few times while a spirit took notes. When he was finished, the anger had faded from Vilmantas’s eyes. He tapped the orb, and it vanished from sight.

“I was not aware such a thing existed,” Vilmantas said.

“Perhaps Casimir is hiding things from you?”

Purple smoke churned around Vilmantas while his face remained impassive.

“That is impossible because I am knowledge itself.”

“Everyone has a weak spot.”

Vilmantas went still, and Henry thought he turned to stone. Every divine had a weakness. Not even the God of Knowledge could escape that fact. Henry was lucky; his weakness was simple—he was half-divine. Other divines could go for eons not knowing what their weakness was and become comfortable with the idea they had none. 

“I don’t have a weakness,” Vilmantas snapped and stormed across the room. His sudden movement caused Henry to jump back.

“If you don’t have a weakness, why don’t you get off your arse and help me get these damn creatures out of my realm!”

“Watch your tone, Huestace.”

Henry bristled at the use of his divine name.

“That’s not my name.”

Vilmantas laughed. “Yes, it is. The name Henry has no power.”

“Forgive me if I prefer the name that was given to me by my parents instead of an ancient waste of air.”

They stared at each other, then Vilmantas’s right eye twitched. 

“If you are so concerned with the mortals, why don’t you forgo your mortal side and embrace your role as the God of Justice and Mercy.”

“I do; besides keeping them safe from monsters, I give a sparkle show at the temples every month.”

“Your mother had thousands of realms worshipping her because of her work, and you’ve reduced it to one. I bet she could’ve taken on Casimir’s creatures without blinking an eye.”

“Don’t you dare bring my mother into this,” Henry snarled. His fingers twitched, and his magic strained to the point he thought his skin was going to melt off. “You’re the one who doomed her and my father.”

“They did that to themselves,” Vilmantas snapped; the air between them became taut with electricity. There was no way Henry would win the fight, Vilmantas was a full divine and didn’t have the confines of mortality swimming in his veins.

“I need you to expand your horizons.”

“How do you expect me to do that and keep my realm safe from these damn creatures? I’m asking for your help!”

“Try harder.”

Henry tensed and clenched his hands at his sides. Sparks of orange flame danced on his skin. This bastard dared to tell him to try harder when he was doing everything he could to ensure his realm didn’t fall to the hands of Casimir?

“I am doing everything I can. Why don’t you help?” he asked, keeping his voice cool.

“I will not interfere; if I did, I’d never stop. There are too many realms to keep track of. Besides, Saderna will head to Casimir’s realm soon enough, and I’m sure she can persuade him.”

Henry scoffed. “You must be joking; she’s been locked up in a temple for almost two decades, and you expect her to get him to stop? What is she going to do? Flutter her eyelashes at him?”

“She is the Goddess of Peace, and she will do what she must to ensure the treaty holds,” Vilmantas shrugged, then narrowed his eyes. “Once Casimir has reined in his abominations, I expect you to step up in your duties.”

“Or what?”

Vilmantas stalked over to him and grabbed him by his shirt collar.

“Or I’ll have you put into a temple so remote and so isolated, the only thing you’ll be able to do is answer the damn petitions,” he hissed and gave Henry a good shove.

Henry took a deep breath and straightened his shirt. He needed to calm down before he really got in trouble.

“All right.”

Vilmantas blinked. Surprise flickered across his face.

“Truly?”

“I promise to step up my duties. I will have my statues sparkle twice a month,” he said, resisting the urge to laugh as Vilmantas’s face turned red, then purple.

“You—”

“You never set the terms,” Henry held up his hands and gave Vilmantas what he hoped was an innocent smile.

“Get. Out.” Vilmantas said through clenched teeth. Henry hastened out of the room before he’d reached the end of the god’s patience.

The three moons shone brightly in the sky as he sprinted down the steps with a flurry of violet sparks surging past him.

He didn’t stop until he was at the tavern where he found Einar drinking at a table nestled in the corner. The tavern was not like a human one; it was in the open air where the patrons could enjoy the moonlight. A few divines glanced in his direction, but most were engrossed in their liquor.

“What did you do now?” Einar asked when Henry grabbed the tankard from his hands and finished the last of the ale.

“Bastard wanted to give me a lecture,” he said.

“With the amount of magic Vilmantas let out, I thought you’d be a walking ember.”

Einar summoned the tavern spirit who set down a couple more tankards of ale.

“I almost was. He wasn’t thrilled about the creature Casimir let loose.”

“Is he going to do anything?”

“No, he’s too busy trying to get that goddess prepped for her sacrifice.”

“Do you want to take a bet on how long she’ll last in Casimir’s realm?”

Henry stared into his tankard and watched the brown liquid swirl around before he raised an eyebrow at Einar.

“If she doesn’t last, we go to war.”

Einar shrugged and held out a small gem pouch, “I’ll bet this entire bag she lasts a day.”

Henry reached into his own pouch and held up two gold coins.

“Two months.”

“You have that much faith in the Goddess of Peace?”

“No, but it gives me time to prepare.”

If war was coming, he needed all the time he could get.
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Chapter Three
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Saderna collapsed onto a settee; the entire day had been nothing but meetings and introductions to immortals she’d never see again.

A chorus of laughter had her rising from her seat and over to the window. A pair of young immortals were flittering about the large bushes that encircled the courtyard below.

She wished she could walk around without a care in the world. Instead, she was being shuttled around like an object.

The air shimmered, and Saderna braced herself.

“Hello, Saderna,” Airi materialized next to her. “You’ve been summoned.”

“By whom?”

“I’ve been sworn to secrecy.”

“I didn’t know you could be made to hold secrets.”

The spirit merely blinked and inclined her head towards the door.

“If you could please hurry, I have many tasks to accomplish today.”

She followed the spirit out of the room and into the cavernous hall. Immortals stared at her as she hurried after Airi; she ignored them. It wasn’t long before they were in a room filled with crystal chandeliers and walls covered in gilded roses.

A short god with blond hair stood in the center, clutching a lyre to his chest. He whirled around to face her when Airi slammed the door shut.

“Thank you for coming,” the god said.

“And you are?” Saderna asked since there were no runes on the god’s silver tunic. Nothing about him seemed familiar.

“Zimri, the God of Music.”

A surge of power flooded her veins.

“You’re the god responsible for almost plunging us into an inter-realm war,” Saderna said, unable to keep the iciness out of her voice. “I’m not sure if I should thank you for getting me out of my temple or curse you for condemning me to Casimir’s realm.”

“You don’t understand. That realm is absolute torture for a divine like me,” Zimri sighed and shook his head.

“If you’re here to beg for my forgiveness, you will not receive it. Ask me in a few thousand years once the repercussions of your actions have been fully realized.” Saderna spun on her heel and marched toward the door.

“Wait!” Zimri surged ahead of her and flung himself in front of the door.

“Get out of my way,” Saderna snapped.

“Please, you need to listen to me!”

“About what?”

“The Realm of Ruin, you don’t know what it's like.”

Saderna rolled her eyes. She’d already received a hundred different lectures on how Casimir’s realm operated, and she didn’t need one from him. It was taking every ounce of her willpower to keep from throwing him into a chandelier. He ruined her life, not that she had much of one in the first place, and this was all his fault.

“They’ve already given me the speech on how it’s an exact copy of this realm, but much drearier and filled with decay.”

“It’s worse than that!” Zimri cried, grabbing her arm.

A gust of air flew out of her hands and flung Zimri into a wall.

“Countless gods and goddesses have been traded between realms. You’re the only one who took the route of a coward! Now I must pay the price for your actions. All because you couldn’t handle it!” She shouted as swirls of gold and blue pulsed around her.

“His realm was eating away at my soul! Every song I created turned into a bastardized version of itself! I was changing!” Zimri shot back.

Saderna scoffed. “I’ve been told the opposite by every divine that came from there.”

Zimri clasped his hands together and fell to his knees.

“You must believe me. You’re the Goddess of Peace! What if you get corrupted and turned into something else!”

“That is impossible.”

“Trust me. I saw many divines who came from this realm and how much they changed.”

“Changed? How? Did they start wearing Casimir’s colors?”

“They became the opposite version of themselves.”

Saderna laughed. The sound rang hollow in her ears. “I hate to break it to you, but the God of War already exists.”

“Maybe you’ll change into something else!”

“Like what?”

“Zimri, what in all of creation are you doing!” Vilmantas stormed into the room, preventing the god from replying.

A surge of violet lightning swept past Saderna as Vilmantas grabbed Zimri by the collar of his tunic. He lifted the god off his feet and let him dangle in the air.

“What did he tell you?” He asked Saderna, his gaze never leaving Zimri, who was trying in vain to free himself.

“That the Realm of Ruin will corrupt me.”

Vilmantas’s tense shoulders relaxed a fraction before he threw Zimri onto the ground. He grabbed the lyre and broke it half. He tossed the remains onto the floor. Zimri dropped to his knees as tears streamed down his face.

“If you continue to spew lies, I will have you stripped of your divinity and sent into a backwater realm.”

Zimri curled up into a ball. The god started whimpering while Vilmantas used his lightning to break the lyre into smaller pieces.

Despite her anger towards him about his actions in Casimir’s realm, it was hard to watch him crawl towards his ruined instrument. 

“You didn’t have to break his lyre,” Saderna said when Vilmantas motioned for her to follow him. 

“Zimri is lucky I enjoy his music. If any other divine had been kicked out of Casimir’s realm like he was, they’d be long gone by now.”

Vilmantas led her back through the palace towards her temporary chambers, and Saderna couldn’t help but replay Zimri’s words in her mind.

“Is it true?”

“What?”

“Does the Realm of Ruin cause a divine to change?”

Vilmantas laughed. “No, it doesn’t, at least not in the way Zimri was implying. You would have to give yourself over to the realm’s influence and let it twist you.”

“Was Zimri allowing himself to be changed?”

“He claims he wasn’t allowing it, but Zimri is a fickle god. He’s done odd things to gain my favor before.”

“But what if he’s telling the truth? You told me the reason I was locked up was to keep me from being corrupted.”

Vilmantas paused and rested a hand on her shoulder.

“I can understand if you’re hesitant, but please remember, Zimri likes to embellish things, especially now that the guilt is hitting him. He’s going to do everything he can to justify his actions and make it seem like he’s innocent in this matter.”

Saderna sighed. “I hate this.”

“Trust me; if there were another way or another divine I could send, I would send them.” Vilmantas started walking again. “You are my prized jewel, and Casimir has been clamoring to have you ever since you were created.”

Before Saderna could respond, a tall willowy male rounded the corner ahead of them. He was followed by a crowd of immortals, all of them clamoring for his attention. With brown hair that fell below his long-pointed ears, golden skin, and a strong jawline, it was easy to see why he’d gained such a following.

“Vilmantas!” The male cried and rushed over to them. He gave Saderna a puzzled look. “Who is this?”

“Tarmo, this is Saderna, the Goddess of Peace,” Vilmantas said.

Tarmo smiled widely at her, causing his already handsome features to almost be unbearable to look at.

“I’m the God of the Elves,” he said. “I’m afraid my people don’t yet worship you, but perhaps I could make an exception.”

His gaze swept her up and down. Something inside of her recoiled. Vilmantas cleared his throat.

“Save your seductions for something else. Saderna is leaving tonight.”

“You’re no fun, Vilmantas,” the elf god said, but he waved to his followers and continued down the hallway. He flashed Saderna another grin before he sauntered through a doorway. Vilmantas let out a long sigh.

“I’ve always hated new gods and their desire to sleep with anything that moves.”

“I never had that problem.”

Vilmantas nodded. “Only because I kept you away from everyone. Which is something I might need to do with Tarmo until he cools down and finds his divine purpose. Or he finally sets his sights on some poor mortal in his realm.”

Vilmantas flicked a lock of his hair over his shoulder.

“But enough of such talk, let’s get you back to your chamber. You have a long journey ahead.”

***
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Hours later, Saderna was standing at the entrance of the Temple of Portals. The temple was a giant elm tree. The inside was hollowed out and held most of the portals to various realms within its branches.

She’d changed into a flowing black gown with tiny silver stars that had been embroidered into the fabric. It was the finest piece of clothing she’d ever owned, and it would be in tatters by the time she got to Casimir’s palace.

“Are you ready?” Bedisa asked.

Saderna nodded. She hadn’t spoken to the goddess in days.

Bedisa must’ve sensed she wasn’t going to start speaking to her because she gave a sharp knock on the doors.

The doors flew open to reveal a large chamber filled to the brim with immortals.

In the center of the room stood a large portal made of obsidian and a blue stone Saderna couldn’t identify. Runes carved into the stones flickered like a candle, bathing the room in a silver light. The center of the portal had a shimmering grey barrier that hummed a rather gentle tune.

The portal was hovering a few feet above the ground, not too far from a steep flight of stairs. Sentries in shining plate armor stood at either side of the stairs, keeping curious divines from getting too close.

“Good evening, gentle ones!” A voice called from the crowd. “The portal will open shortly!”

Saderna’s heart started pounding as Bedisa led her through the crowd of immortals. Most of whom bowed their heads when she passed. A brush of her magic told her most of them were filled with relief, except for two outliers who had annoyance seeping out of them.

She let her powers sweep through the crowd as curiosity got the best of her. It settled over Einar, who was glaring at a tall redheaded male. Neither of
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