
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The darkness is free, but the light is fighting back.

	 

	 

	Apophis escaped the darkness, and there’s nothing Barnaby can do about it. He’s not a god—he’s human, and he’s a dead human at that. He doesn’t like feeling useless, so he spends his time at the bedside of an unconscious Thoth, keeping him company while he heals.

	Thoth’s throat was slashed while he tried to keep Apophis locked in the darkness, and when he finally wakes up from his healing sleep, he finds that everything has changed. Apophis is free and is already using his demons to terrorize the human realm. He won’t stop there, which means Thoth has work to do.

	Thoth is the god of magic, and he’s the only one who can seal off the demons in the underworld and stop Apophis from using them. It won’t defeat him, but it’s a start, and an advantage they need if they want to win this war. When Apophis sends a demon to kill Thoth, he goes into hiding, and he’s not alone.

	Barnaby wants Thoth to be safe, and not even being in the same city where his murderous ex lives will stop him from hiding with him. Being stuck together in an apartment pulls them closer, but with a war brewing, there might not be a chance for them to be together.

	Or to survive.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Barnaby rubbed his forehead and avoided looking at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. He already knew he looked like a mess and didn’t need confirmation.

	This was what being dead and looking after an unconscious god did to a guy. He wasn’t sure which part made him feel like he could sleep for a week, but considering what was happening in the world beyond the sky palace, he didn’t think it mattered. Everything was a mess, including him. Apophis was free, and the gods had no idea how to stop him yet. Thoth was still unconscious. Lane and Osiris were trying to save the underworld palace without much success.

	At least Barnaby had something to focus on that wasn’t what Apophis was doing. He was pretty sure he would have freaked out if he hadn’t had anything to distract him, and things never went well when he freaked out. He didn’t know how to deal with this stress or with the guilt that he should have done more to keep Apophis locked in the darkness, even though there was nothing he could have done as a human. He always felt guilt, though, so it wasn’t a surprise that he did in this situation, too.

	Wasting time in the bathroom wasn’t going to help anyone, least of all Thoth, who was in his bed on the other side of the bathroom door. Barnaby’s job was to take care of him, so after washing his hands and splashing his face with water, he left the bathroom. Nothing had changed in the bedroom beyond it, but Barnaby hadn’t expected anything to. Everyone was waiting for Thoth to wake up, but no one knew if he would.

	He was a god, and Barnaby kept telling himself that of course he would wake up. How could he not? Gods didn’t die. They didn’t get sick and certainly didn’t stay unconscious for weeks. Thoth would get over whatever had happened, and when he did, he’d find a way to stick Apophis back into the darkness.

	Barnaby had always been great at lying to himself.

	He needed to lie to himself right now. If he didn’t, he would panic, and that wasn’t something he knew how to deal with considering the situation. He was alone here in the sky palace, surrounded by gods and beings who could kill him with barely more than a thought.

	But if now wasn’t the right moment to panic, he didn’t know when the right moment would be.

	Beyond the people he was surrounded by at the palace, what was happening in the human realm made everything even worse. Apophis was free, and his demons were wreaking havoc everywhere. Barnaby was dead, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have people he cared about who were still alive and were probably terrified.

	He was.

	A soft knock on the door made him look up. He had no idea who would visit, because too many people came around—too many gods.

	They only ever asked him if Thoth was getting better and when he would wake up, and he never had any answers for them. He was only human, and he wasn’t a doctor. The gods could have asked their god of medicine, but Thoth was their god of medicine, or at least the major one. Thinking about the different pantheons and how many gods there were for the same things made Barnaby’s head hurt, so he tried not to.

	He stepped away from the bed and went to open the door, expecting one of the gods.

	It was Lane.

	Barnaby stared at his best friend. He seemed to be okay, albeit tired. Considering Lane and his boyfriend had been going back and forth between the underworld and the sky palace since Apophis had escaped, he had a good reason to be.

	Barnaby opened the door wider and stepped into the hallway that led to the living room. He closed the door, and only then did he allow himself to react to Lane’s presence.

	He threw himself into Lane’s arms. Lane made a surprised sound, but he wrapped his arms around Barnaby, holding him close. It was what Barnaby needed to relax, and he allowed himself to do so as he clung to his friend.

	“Why aren’t you in the underworld?” he asked, not letting go.

	Lane rubbed Barnaby’s back. “We had to leave.”

	The way he said it got Barnaby’s attention. He leaned away, intent on finding out what had happened. One look at his friend’s expression was enough to tell him that Lane wasn’t here because he wanted to be, or rather, not just because of that.

	Lane and Osiris had decided to fight for the underworld until they couldn’t anymore. They’d wanted to show Apophis that they didn’t fear him and that they were strong, and while Barnaby had thought it was dangerous since Apophis was the god of chaos, it hadn’t been his place to stop them. Osiris was the god of the underworld, and it was his home. It made sense that he wouldn’t want to leave.

	Lane would never abandon his man, which meant Osiris was also at the sky palace. In turn, that had to mean that something terrible had happened.

	“What happened?” Barnaby asked. “Why did you have to leave? I didn’t think Osiris would ever agree to go.” Even when the palace had been under attack, he’d been there.

	Lane shook his head. “He didn’t want to, but we had no choice. With Apophis free and demons flooding in, we couldn’t stay. They attacked the palace several times, and we knew we had to go before they took over. If they had...”

	He didn’t have to say it. He and Barnaby knew what would have happened if the demons and Apophis’s allies had found Osiris in his palace. At best, Apophis would have tortured Osiris. At worst, he would have outright killed him, and the pantheon would be without a god of the underworld.

	They couldn’t afford that to happen. They couldn’t lose one of their most powerful gods if they wanted to defeat Apophis. More importantly for Barnaby, he didn’t want his best friend to lose his boyfriend.

	He hugged Lane again. “You did the right thing. Staying when you could have been hurt would have been stupid.”

	Lane nodded and rubbed his face. “That’s what I keep telling myself and Osiris, but I’m not sure he believes me. He feels he’s failed his duties, and I understand why he sees things that way.”

	“What’s going to happen to the people who die?”

	“I don’t know.”

	Lane didn’t have answers, and Barnaby didn’t want to push him. He wanted to be safe for Lane, which meant not asking him questions he couldn’t answer.

	“What about you?” Lane asked. “What have you been up to here?”

	It was clear Lane wanted a distraction, and it was something Barnaby could provide. “You know, the usual when you live in a palace full of gods.”

	Lane chuckled. “You’ve been avoiding everyone, haven’t you?”

	“Mostly. I can’t avoid the few gods who visit Thoth, but I do my best to stay out of their way.”

	“You wouldn’t be here if they hadn’t agreed for you to be. You don’t have to hide, and you don’t have to keep an eye on Thoth. There are plenty of other people who can do so.”

	Barnaby narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to take away the only thing that makes me feel useful?”

	“I’d never do that. I just wanted to be sure you knew you didn’t have to do any of this.”

	Barnaby leaned against the wall next to the door. “I want to do this.”

	Thoth might be the only way to win this war, even though he wouldn’t be the only one to face Apophis. Lane had tried to explain what had happened the last time Apophis had been free, but like everything when it came to gods, Barnaby felt better not knowing any details. He knew that Apophis had been defeated once before and that it had taken many gods working together to make it happen. From what he’d been able to gather, everyone was too focused on Apophis’s allies and his demons. They were the ones causing the most trouble, while Apophis had seemingly vanished into the background. It would be impossible to defeat him if he was surrounded by demons, which meant they had to block off his access to them first.

	The problem was that they kept coming, and they would keep coming unless someone sealed them in where they belonged. The only person who could do that was unconscious in his bed right now, and Barnaby was responsible for him.

	There was nothing he could do to make Thoth better, and no matter how much he talked to him, he hadn’t managed to wake him up. That wouldn’t stop him from trying again and again and staying by his side until he opened his eyes.

	If he ever did.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	When Thoth opened his eyes, he instantly knew where he was. He would have recognized the ceiling of his bedroom in the celestial palace anywhere. The problem was that he didn’t know why he was there.

	Most of his time was spent in the underworld. He had his own rooms in Osiris’s palace, and it was the place he preferred. Up here, there were too many gods. They were noisy and wanted to talk, something Thoth shied away from. He liked the quiet and being able to read for hours at a time without anyone bothering him.

	But the underworld wasn’t safe anymore. Apophis was trying to get out of the darkness, and if he did, everything would be in danger, including the underworld.

	Images flashed in Thoth’s mind. He was trying to remember what had happened and why he was here, but it felt like something was stopping him. What had he been doing? What had happened to him?

	He’d been at the edge of the darkness to reinforce it. He remembered chanting the spell and putting all his focus on making sure that Apophis wouldn’t be able to leave. He hadn’t known how long the spell would last, but even one day would have helped.

	It’d clearly been more than one day. Something had brought him to the celestial palace, and he needed to know what that was. The only thing he could remember was being in front of the darkness, casting the spell, and pain.

	So much pain.

	Thoth tried to raise his arm to touch his throat. His arm was heavy, and it didn’t feel natural, so he looked down. It took him a moment to recognize the man leaning against him. Barnaby was sitting in a chair next to Thoth’s bed with his upper body slumped onto the mattress. He’d crossed his arms and nestled his forehead against them. He was fast asleep and trapping Thoth’s arm.

	But Thoth had two arms. He raised the other, and this time, he was able to touch his throat. He half expected to find blood there, or at the very least, an open wound, but he didn’t. There was a scar, which was unusual because gods didn’t scar, but then gods seldom had their throats cut.

	Thoth would rather have a scar than be permanently dead.

	So his throat had been cut, and he’d almost died. It made sense that they’d brought him to the celestial palace. What didn’t make sense was that Barnaby was the only one in the room with Thoth. Why wasn’t there someone else here to explain? Why was a dead human the only one taking care of Thoth?

	He looked down, ready to wake up Barnaby and get answers out of him, but something stopped him. Maybe it was because Barnaby looked exhausted and was finally getting the sleep he visibly needed. There were dark shadows under his eyes, and he was even paler than Thoth remembered. He also looked a little thinner, and Thoth frowned, wondering if Barnaby was taking care of himself. He might be dead, but he wasn’t completely gone. He had to take care of himself if he didn’t want to fade away. That meant eating and resting, so even though Thoth desperately wanted answers, he let Barnaby sleep. He was tired, too, and he didn’t think getting answers in an hour would change anything.

	He’d barely closed his eyes when the sound of the door opening made him open them again. He watched as Lane, Osiris’s partner, walked into the room. He was frowning at something on his cell phone, but he looked up and gaped when Thoth cleared his throat. For a moment, they stared at each other, and Thoth wondered once again what the fuck was happening.

	“You’re awake,” Lane croaked.

	“How long was I out?”

	Instead of telling him, Lane shook his head. “I need to get Osiris.”

	“No. He needs to stay in the underworld.”

	Lane stared for a moment. “You don’t know.”

	“What don’t I know?”

	Lane looked at Barnaby, and Thoth almost told him not to wake him up. He didn’t have to. Lane sighed and sat on the edge of the mattress on the other side of Thoth’s bed instead of waking up his friend. He looked like he wasn’t quite sure what to say, which made Thoth worry. He just wanted Lane to be honest.

	He didn’t push. He trusted and respected Lane, and it was clear that whatever had happened was bad. Thoth hoped it wasn’t Apophis-is-free bad, but at this point, anything was possible.

	“What do you remember?” Lane asked.

	“I was trying to reinforce the darkness. I was casting the spell when I was attacked from behind, and something slit my throat.”

	Thoth touched his throat again. He was surprised he was able to speak, and he had no doubt that if he hadn’t been a god, he would’ve been long gone. Thankfully for him, he was a god.

	That didn’t mean everything was okay. It didn’t mean he didn’t have a long path in front of him to heal.

	Or that his worst enemy hadn’t escaped.

	Lane nodded. “You were hurt. Osiris grabbed you and brought you back to the palace, but we couldn’t stay there for long. We brought you up here and went back to try staying in the underworld for as long as we could, but we had to give up. The demons attacked the palace too many times, and we knew it couldn’t stand strong for much longer.”

	Thoth swallowed. It hurt a bit, but not enough for him not to ask the next question. “Apophis?”

	Lane stared at Thoth for a moment, and it was enough. Thoth knew what happened with Apophis. He didn’t need to hear the words.

	“He’s free. He shattered the darkness and escaped.”

	Thoth didn’t know how to react. He’d expected it and had known it was coming, but it was still difficult to hear. Apophis being free meant the end of life as everyone knew it. Thoth barely remembered a time when Apophis hadn’t been locked in the darkness. Since Ra had won that fight, the gods and humanity had been safe.

	Not anymore.

	Thoth had to do something. He couldn’t stay in this bed, waiting for Apophis to find him and the others. He tried to get up and remembered too late that Barnaby was still leaning against him. His movement startled Barnaby out of his sleep, and he jerked into a sitting position, blinking at the room around him as if he couldn’t quite remember where he was. Maybe he didn’t. Thoth had no idea what was happening around him or how long he’d been unconscious.

	Barnaby’s gaze stopped on Thoth. For a second, they stared at each other. Then Barnaby’s jaw dropped open. “You’re awake,” he said.

	Thoth nodded. He wasn’t sure why Barnaby had been sleeping next to him. They knew each other, but they weren’t friends. Thoth didn’t think they’d ever had a conversation that wasn’t centered on Lane and Osiris or, on the worst occasions, Apophis.

	Barnaby pushed his chair away from the bed and got to his feet. “Good.”

	Thoth opened his mouth to thank him for looking out for him and taking care of him, but he didn’t have the time to do so. Barnaby barely looked at Lane as he rushed toward the bedroom door. Within seconds, he was gone, leaving Thoth and Lane staring at the door he’d left open.

	“What just happened?” Thoth asked.

	“Are you asking about Barnaby? Because if you are, I have no idea. He’s been looking after you and barely left this room since we got you here except to eat and shower.”

	But he had now. He’d run away so quickly that it left Thoth wondering if something had happened while he was unconscious.

	Why had Barnaby, of all people, been taking care of him? It was clear Barnaby had enough of being Thoth’s nurse, but did he really have to run away as if someone was coming after him?

	A hand landed on Thoth’s shoulder and squeezed.

	“Don’t worry about him,” Lane said. “He’s exhausted.”

	That was understandable. “I suspect everyone is exhausted, considering what’s happening. What can I do to help?”

	“Why don’t I start by calling Osiris and Ra? They’ll both want to know you’re awake.”

	Thoth would rather get out of bed and find Apophis, but when he tried to swing his legs to the side, his stomach churned, and his entire body wobbled.

	Maybe it was better to stay in bed for a little while longer.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The last thing Barnaby had expected when he opened his eyes was to see Thoth awake. The shock of that was the only explanation he could think of for why he’d run out of the bedroom as if his ass were on fire. Nothing else made sense. Why would he run away from Thoth after taking care of him for so long?

	Thoth had always flustered Barnaby, but he’d been able to get over it while Thoth was unconscious. The god had needed his help, and Barnaby had been eager to provide it. He liked feeling like he was doing something and making a difference. Everyone else was too busy to care for Thoth, but not Barnaby, and it had given him something to do and focus on.

	That was over now.

	Barnaby wasn’t sure how he would explain his behavior to Lane and Thoth, but he hoped he wouldn’t have to and that they’d both understand.

	Even though he didn’t.

	He hadn’t been doing anything wrong. Sure, he’d fallen asleep leaning against Thoth’s bed, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a good night’s sleep. He didn’t think Thoth would berate him for using his mattress as a pillow, although it was hard to say with gods. Thoth and Barnaby had gotten along before, but they hadn’t been close, even though Osiris and Lane were a couple. That was one of the reasons Barnaby didn’t understand why it was so important for him to take care of Thoth, but he’d given up trying to understand himself a long time ago.

	He didn’t slow down as he ran down hallways, unsure of where he was going. He’d been given a set of rooms as soon as he’d arrived at the sky palace, but he’d spent so little time there that he wasn’t sure he could find them. He desperately wanted a soft bed and to sleep for twelve hours, and he couldn’t do that if he didn’t find his rooms.

	Barnaby turned the corner and slammed against a hard body. He reached out to grab onto the person so he wouldn’t fall on his face, and his fingers tightened around a bunch of black fabric. Two hands landed on his shoulders, but they vanished as quickly as they’d touched him, and Barnaby was left blinking up at the person he’d slammed

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg





images/image.jpeg





