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For one of my creative heroes, the late Michael Turner.

Present Day...

Thoth’s Library was at once inviting and intimidating.

Situated on a separate plane of existence from Earth—or the Mortal Realm, as it was known in certain circles—this dimension hummed with knowledge and curiosity. Bookshelves reached as far as the eye could see, stacked stories high. There were still more books than there was space for them, as tomes were piled on top of one another until the towers teetered on the edge of collapse. Circular wooden tables were lit by candle, never-ending flames dancing in the imaginary breeze. Several books were open, pages turning seemingly on their own.

Dr. Jackson Corbett couldn’t help but smile as he slipped from the Mortal Realm into this dimension. The fabric between these two worlds was at its weakest on the campus of Texas A&M University—Jack's employer—which made the journey one of relative ease. While Jack was still not completely accustomed to traveling between dimensions, opening and closing Ways, he could handle this trip. He felt at home here, the aging décor and the relative lack of light putting him at ease. Jack made his living in the past. A naturally curious sort, Jack made a career of discovering the unknown and imparting it to others. An archaeologist and professor in the same field, Jack appreciated the beauty in unraveling a centuries-old mystery.

He just didn’t like being the source of said mystery.

A month ago, Jack had taken a job offer from the Smithsonian; all he had to do was travel into the depths of the Amazon and retrieve an artifact called the Gem of Notna. The job itself was simple enough, and the museum had ponied up five million dollars, plus the use of a private jet, for it. Jack had been convinced the gem was nothing more than a myth, but within days he had found himself staring at the tiny emerald crystal. Before it killed him.

The horrors Jack experienced in the days following that discovery were almost beyond description. An unknowing Chosen One, he had been thrust into a holy war that had been waged for thousands of years. Seraphus, a ruthless creature in command of the Underworld, had hoped to use the Gem of Notna to turn the war in his favor—and ultimately take over the Mortal Realm. Jack and his small band of mismatched allies thwarted Seraphus, but not before far too much blood had been spilled. Jack still had trouble sleeping, because every time he closed his eyes he saw nothing but corpses and hellfire. Demons screeched in his head, prophecies that made little sense teasing him. Those same dreams had tormented Cassandra, Jack's girlfriend who had been with him every step of the way. They had each other, which was of some comfort, but even that did little to put Jack at ease.

With each day that passed, he couldn’t let go of the questions.

Why had the Gem of Notna chosen him? Who had claimed the crystal’s power before? What had become of the gem before it wound up buried deep in a tomb somewhere in the rainforest? Could Jack ever hope to completely control the gem, or was he destined to spend the rest of his days fighting the crystal for control?

Unfortunately, no one knew. Hermes, despite having centuries’ worth of experience and knowledge, knew little beyond the war and the original prophecy that had pointed to Jack. The Primordial, a celestial council allegedly tasked with keeping balance in the universe, had been even less helpful. Predictably, there were no texts to consult. Those in the archeology field Jack had trusted with this story scoffed at him, thinking him crazy even after he had provided proof that the Gem of Notna was, in fact, real. 

Never mind that Jack could still feel the weight of the damn thing embedded in his chest.

If Jack was being honest with himself, he was embarrassed than he hadn’t thought to return to Thoth’s Library sooner. The sheer volume of material meant there was likely something there Jack would find useful, and the proprietor—a being named R—had proven helpful the last two times Jack or one of his allies had set foot in this realm.

Unfortunately, R didn’t appear to be here.

Graves and Church, two otters who called a massive fish tank against the wall to Jack’s left home, were floating in unison, their paws intertwined as they slept. Something so peaceful was a welcome sight. It had only been a few weeks ago that Jack had found himself in the Underworld, surrounded by flames, torment, and the ever-present stench of death. Even now, he couldn’t shake the incessant dread that had pressed down on his shoulders throughout that battle. He had thought Seraphus was the source of that dread, but hindsight told Jack otherwise.

After all, Seraphus was no longer a threat. But how long would it take for the next one to show up? Something told Jack his days of being thrown into battle, whether he liked it or not, weren’t over. If the supernatural was anything like the real world, there was always something going on. Such was the plight of the Chosen One.

A gust of wind caught Jack’s attention, which was strange, because, as near as he could tell, this particular dimension was indoors... for lack of a better term. There were walls and a ceiling, but no windows in sight. Another gust blew through, nearly blowing out the candles. A large, leather-bound tome sitting on the main counter sat open, pages flipping with each gust. The wind died down as Jack approached, and he watched as blocks of text appeared before his eyes. The pages had been blank seconds ago. Now, they contained some of the finest penmanship Jack had ever seen.

“Could use a few of these back at the office,“ Jack muttered, his fingers tracing along the words etched onto the page. He glanced at his surroundings, confirming that he was still alone aside from the sleeping otters. Turning his attention back to the massive tome, Jack couldn’t hide the grin spreading across his face.

Because this book had clearly read his mind.
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Narazniya, So Long Ago...

Lagos hadn’t slept in nearly a week.

Not that he was a workaholic, though he obviously cared a great deal about his life’s calling. He shuffled into his chamber, fingers ruffling his black hair, eyes heavy with the weight of interrupted rest, glaring at the omnipresent emerald glow. He had been working on Ares’ latest obsession for far too long, and it was almost to the point where he could no longer remember what day it was. Lagos was Narazniya’s brightest scientific mind, the one all the Elders turned to for matters physical, metaphysical, and otherwise. So when Ares had the idea of creating a crystal capable of feats none of them had fathomed before, it was obvious who was actually responsible.

Not that Lagos relished this burden. In fact, the longer this process dragged on the more he dreaded it. The Living Flame was of no concern. It emitted no heat, the light show it gave off little more than a distraction. But what was going on in those flames, a pile of Narazniyan dirt being torched, cleansed, and recreated in the image of the Head Elder’s vision...this was the third day of the process, and Lagos’ patience wore thin.

He slipped a pair of black-rimmed glasses, the frames perfect circles, over his nose. His gray skin shone against the Living Flame. He rolled up the sleeves on his burgundy robe, the pressure already pushing against him. He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow and cursed under his breath. If the purification process went as planned, he would begin reciting the thirteen incantations. Each word had to be spoken perfectly, in tune, without so much as a hitch of breath. The gods were fickle in this way, and if Lagos were not perfect, there was no telling what fate awaited him.

Suffice it to say, he was not looking forward to this day.

The previous night, Lagos had aired his reservations to Ares. Thankful the Head Elder had been patient and willing to listen, Lagos had practically bared his soul. How a race as peaceful as theirs could think to create the supposed ultimate weapon was beyond Lagos. It was one thing to have an army, a well-trained unit dedicated to defending Narazniyan land. But this? To ask the gods themselves to grant Ares and the rest of his council with power strong enough to level entire civilizations? It made little sense to Lagos, particularly since Narazniya was at war with no one. There were no quarrels or other imminent threats.

But Ares had made his desire clear, and to defy him was to invite a fate worse than death.

Crossing to the far end of the chamber, passing the cauldron upon which the green flames danced, Lagos pursed his lips. The massive tome that housed the important incantations was open, its pages yellow and frayed. But they weren’t on the page they had been the previous night. Whereas Lagos had left them on the first incantation, the book was now displaying the final one. Perhaps Lumus had stopped by overnight. Not that he would have any reason to; Lagos had done everything he could to ensure his young apprentice was nowhere near this process. It was too complicated, too dangerous. He would be derelict to put such a young mind, bright though it was, at such risk.

Flipping backward through the pages, Lagos shook his head as he returned to the rightful place. His dark eyes scanned the page, interrupted only by a soft hiss from behind.

Lagos straightened and glanced over his shoulder. The room was once again silent.

Only now, instead of a hiss, the faint whisper of a gust of wind came to life. The flames reached for the ceiling, growing brighter. Particles of dirt hovered almost a foot above the cauldron, swirling and careening against each other before a small shape began to form. It became oblong, but remained black, rotating in stasis. Lagos approached the cauldron with a sigh, abandoning the book because, as far as he was concerned, he didn’t need it.

He had already committed the first five incantations to memory. With any luck, he wouldn’t need to consult his texts until nightfall.

“We think ourselves wise,” he began, staring at the flames. “In truth, we are but vessels for the truly wise among us. The gods are our eyes and ears. Our thoughts and our emotions. When we feel, we are channeling their own fears. Their frustrations. Their hopes. So long as the gods are pacified, we live long, peaceful, prosperous lives. Narazniya exists to serve the Elders and the gods themselves. Their will is our purpose.”

The first incantation was complete. Lagos barely had time to take a deep breath before he had to start the second one.

“The Head Elder, the voice of the gods, is the wisest among us.” And it was true, to a degree. Ares had proven himself so many times in parliament and on the battlefield and in the halls of medicine that when he emerged from the Trials to be the new Head Elder, no one argued. Ancient texts revealed how rare that was, that the winner of the Trials almost always faced potential insurrections, but Ares had been a popular, benevolent leader. Even if his recent behavior had struck Lagos and others as odd, they knew better than to completely question his intentions or his competence.

“He shows us the way. The way to truth. The way to prosperity.” Poverty had been all but eradicated over the past two centuries. Homelessness was practically non-existent. No one went without food or water or shelter. Productivity was at an all-time high, as was collective happiness. There was even a population boom. Narazniya, for all intents and purposes, had become a utopia under Ares’ rule.

Which, truth be told, made his fascination with this crystal all the more vexing.

“Let the flames imbue this gem with the power of the gods. May whoever wields the Gem of Notna be clear in purpose and pure in intention.”

The hiss returned, and the flames spiraled around the floating crystal. The light intensified to the point where Lagos had to shield his eyes with his forearm. Heat slowly built throughout the chamber, radiating off the flames in waves. Resisting the urge to shed the robe from his body, Lagos walked back to the massive tome. He flipped through the pages as best as his shaky hand would allow, sweat pouring down his forehead.

Two incantations down, and it was only going to get worse from here. Lagos turned his attention back to the cauldron. The wind was now howling, swirling around the gem to the point where the flames had formed a tornado of sorts. Lightning struck from seemingly nowhere, striking the cauldron. A large crack ran down the side of the container, a boiling liquid that was dark and thick oozing onto the floor. Steam rose and was scooped up by the wind, and the liquid followed no matter where Lagos went within the chamber.

You are unworthy.

Ah, the gods had arrived. Right on schedule...

“The great Ares has deemed me worthy!” Lagos called out, proud that his voice held firm. “It is by his command that I call you forth!”

A bolt of lightning shot from the cauldron to the wooden stand holding the book. Both came crashing down, pages tearing from their bindings. Lagos ducked out of the way of a second lightning strike, biting his lip when his chin struck the floor. Scrambling back to his feet, his legs getting tangled in his robe, Lagos clawed at the marble and slipped again. He grunted in pain and rolled onto his back, staring at the flames towering over him.

Pathetic...

The third incantation was more a test than anything. He knew it was coming. But no amount of study and preparation could truly make Lagos ready for what he faced. The gods were ethereal forms, and while they were not physically imposing their presence still pressed down on Lagos’ chest. He struggled to find his breath, arching his back off the cold floor and reaching for the ceiling.

“I beg the gods for their mercy!” he yelled. “I ask for supplication! This power is not meant for me!”

Then who?

Ares, probably. But Lagos couldn’t admit that. That was the perfect way to ensure this entire process would end with a body count.

“That is not for me to say. That is not for any of us to say.”

The hissing stopped. The flames dimmed. Lagos got back to his feet, straightening his glasses and staring at the cauldron. The crystal was still hovering in place, spinning counterclockwise. It had begun taking on some of the same green hue as the flames surrounding it. A faint glow appeared in the center of the gem, and for a moment, Lagos
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