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Salt-tinted air filled Flavian’s lungs. The ocean pulled at his legs, the currents beckoning him home to the bottom of the sea. Water dripped from Flavian’s dark brown hair, his skin even tanner in the humid, hot day. Flavian licked his pink lips, tasting the familiar flavor of saltwater. He grasped a bronze brown coin in his hand, one with the face of an enemy.

The small, never-ending ripple of waves in the vast nothingness of the Mediterranean was a comfort. No handsome sailors or beautiful merchants traversing between Egypt and Greece. Only the sea, waves, and sky. Most days, Flavian would find such a scene dull. Today was different. He had dedicated himself to spending time in the sea, avoiding heartbreak and those who had shattered him.

“What am I doing here?” Flavian complained to himself. He had swum to the middle of the sea for one reason. To find the man who had broken his heart.

Takashi was nowhere to be seen. Flavian cursed under his breath, picking at the fabric of silky blue robes. A thousand thoughts raced through his mind, none of them forgiving or kind. Takashi had been in front of him only to disappear in a cloud of black, blue, and purple light. All Flavian had seen was Takashi press his button to a random coin they had taken in battle from a foe who was neither attractive nor intelligent. He was merely ruthless.

“Where the fuck are you?” Flavian screamed into the air, pounding his fists in the sea, warm water splashing over his body. He ran his fingers through his curled hair. The humidity always did this. He rolled his river-colored eyes, grumbling under his breath. “I live with Poseidon for a reason. If I’m not having sex on land, I don’t want to be on it, you mediocre, manipulative, migraine-inducing moron,” Flavian yelled into the open air.

He crossed his arms in the middle of the sea, now bored and ignored. “Manipulative may have been harsh. You’re awful at communication, and that’s coming from me. Do not make me swim to the shore and hunt you down. I swear to God. Right now, our friendship sucks, but vengeful sex is on the table. If I have to move my arm one more stroke, it is off the table,” Flavian hissed, certain that Takashi was gone. His former lover had done many things, but torturing him with worry was nothing he’d do.

A large swell of water crashed over his head, drawing him down into the sea. Flavian narrowed his eyes, noting a maroon string of color floating through the waves. He inhaled, smelling the water.

Blood. Nerves erupted through Flavian, his anxiety juggling a thousand sharp knives. Battle and death were not new to him. He sensed no death, and the loyal forces of Poseidon, who observed such battles to collect the injured and dead, were nowhere to be seen. Something was wrong.

Flavian touched the red blood, noting its thickness and the alarming amount flowing. This was not from one man or a dozen. The sea was staining red, his blue robe pushed the blood off, Poseidon’s magic refusing to allow it to be corrupted. Flavian pushed through the water, following the consistent flow of blood.

Strong wooden flanks forming an unbroken base to a ship caught Flavian’s attention. He was accustomed to shipwrecks and battles. Bodies floating, their eyes staring blankly into the sea, or floundering, hopelessly fighting against death. Hades was kind. It was a foolish fear. One that never haunted him.

The water was clear of bodies and devoid of weapons. He could smell death around him. There was an eerie silence in the water, and as he surfaced, in the air. No groans, no cries, no pleading. Death met these mortals before he arrived. He knew it. He could sense it in every inch of him. Thanatos, the collector of souls, was nowhere to be seen. It felt as if an iron grip clenched around his heart, pressing it. His breath caught, and his body froze. The wooden vessel before him hung no flags and held no signals of where it called home. Flavian moved as if another was guiding his body, forcing him to do what he knew was foolish to do. He grabbed a wispy, wet rope and hoisted himself onto the ship.

The sight before him was cruel and vicious. It was the definition of brutality. No mortal could do such damage. Blood covered the ship, the iron smell meeting the odors of the foreign wood. Black clothes were scorched and still ablaze. Smoke and sparks moved through the air; the only evidence of the atrocity committed to those on the distant shores. Gray ash of mortals dotted the ship, their bodies and bones gone.

“What happened here?” Flavian whispered to himself, shaking his head in despair. Flavian was not one to cry about the death of mortals, yet tears burned in his eyes. His lips quivered as he clutched the splintered railing.

Blood stained his ankles, turning his beloved caramel skin maroon. He waded through the water, staring at the ash that moved as if in a stream, pouring itself into the sea. It was a message. A curse or spell, someone with immense power had done this.

“Nikolaus,” Flavian guessed, recalling the man who tried to murder them. His powers were unmatched and as mysterious as this massacre.

Nikolaus had always spoken both bluntly and cryptically, an impossible contradiction that made it difficult to guess his next move. All Flavian knew was that Takashi’s disappearance must be connected. He could feel it in his gut and in his heart. Not that he wished to be reminded, Takashi took up space in his soul. Takashi considered him nothing more than a good fuck.

It would not be long before Poseidon noticed the flow of blood and sent his soldiers to inspect the ship. Flavian did not wish to meet with his protector and beloved god. He trusted him, which is why he told himself he must leave. He had to find Takashi, and he suspected the answer could only be found on land. Nikolaus stayed in the sea, but Poseidon could never identify his location, meaning it must be away from the god’s reach.

Flavian hurled himself into the warm water, disappearing under the waves as he swam to the sound of the land. The sound of land was dangerous and daring; it was one of fantasy and hope. A delusion most mortals did not know they lived in. The land brought hope and despair. The sea brought relief and escape. It was why Flavian chose the sea.

The realm of Olympus was bright and hot, the heat pulling at his skin, causing him to sweat. He wished to strip his clothes to be free from the clinging heat. Such actions were frowned upon in many places throughout Greece. Flavian huffed and marched towards his destination, the home of the Olympians. The most annoying of immortals. Clingy, beautiful, ambitious, and plotting. They feuded and fought with one another while Poseidon, Hades, and their immortals tended to keep to themselves.

The sight before him was nothing of note. A sandy beach that smelled of the sea, grass, and forests that smelled of plants, and towering buildings in the distance. Palaces and temples dotted the horizon. Flavian knew he could find delightful distractions in the city, mortals who would fawn over him. Athletic lovers could delight him. It was not rare for him to find physical pleasure on the land.

“What have I turned into? I have to be mature now. Terrible thing,” Flavian muttered to himself as he avoided the city and climbed the mountain.

Towering trees, purple Hyacinthus flowers, and their lovely, sweet smell pleased Flavian enough to keep him treading the steep hill. Sweat dripped from his brow, and his curly hair clung to his forehead. An unbecoming look.

The beauty of Olympus stood before him. Grand estates with towering statues, taverns, and arenas for music and competition provided entertainment for the Olympians. The gods favored mortals walked about, ignoring him.

A long list of immortals joined their favored mortals in ignoring him. Hestia and her burning hair walked by, uninterested in him. Cybele and her short, powerful stomp caused Flavian to startle. Perseus and his beloved brother Calix were too deep in conversation to pay him much attention. Hermes ran around them in circles, his brown hair a blur of movement.

“What a treat. Tell me, why has Poseidon sent us to his most enjoyable immortal?” Aphrodite greeted him with a wink and a smile. Her translucent pink robe revealed her agile body. Her blond hair flowed down her back, as beautiful as the sea.

“Nothing enjoyable. I need a distraction and information,” Flavian grumbled, skipping past their usual flirtations.

The abruptness of his speech caused Aphrodite to quirk her brow in curiosity. She tilted her head and seductively bit her plump pink lip. “I know plenty, but I rarely share what I know. Sounds like you need Eros. His lips are looser, in both a distracting and informative way,” Aphrodite suggested, pointing to a grand golden palace in the distance.

“Eros is fun. Not Zeus or Apollo? They are powerful,” Flavian asked. Zeus knew everything that happened in his realm, and Apollo was a prophet. He knew most things, if not all.

“As fate has it, I am meeting with them now. They are using me as a guide to repairing their fractured friendship. Both Zeus’ husband Calix and Apollo’s husband Hyacinthus are fed up with their bickering,” Aphrodite explained with a shrug. “I’ll let them know of your presence, though they are likely already aware,” Aphrodite added with a slight bow.

The kindest goddess left like a breeze. Her body floated in the wind. She moved leisurely like a leaf enjoying the blissful breeze. Unbothered and alive. Flavian remembered when he moved in such a way.

Flavian did not have time to recall his happier days. He pushed his way through the beautiful mortals, noting that most were crowded around Eros’ home.

“Out of the way. Move, move, move,” Flavian yelled, elbowing the toned men crowded about Eros’ manor until he was at the door of the god of desire. He pounded on the golden door, using his bare hands until they bled.

The outside of the palace was as he expected. Grand statues of Eros nude, beautiful gardens tended to by Hyacinthus, and an entirely golden exterior that refracted the sun in a manner that nearly blinded him.

The home smelled of roses and wine, identical to Aphrodite’s. The smell of the wine was enough to make Flavian dizzy. His head spun, and his loins were ablaze with wanting. With yearning.

“Your cock remains beautiful,” a man called to him.

Flavian snapped out of his gaze. A gorgeous man stood before him, staring at the tenting of his robe. Eros was tall and lean, his abs glistening and oiled. He wore the same pink translucent outfit as Aphrodite. His blond hair was amok, and he smelled of sweat and sex. Sweat traversed down his pink nipples to his abs and his neatly trimmed blond pubic hair. There was a glint of arousal in his blue eyes as he took Flavian in.

“It has been so long. I’ve always enjoyed our sex. We are similar in so many ways. We are unburdened. Passionate and sought after. Why are your shoulders heavy?” Eros asked, grasping Flavian’s hand. The god pulled him into his lavish home.

The inside smelled of strawberry and chocolate. The interior was more of a home and less of a statement. Pink sofas and purple tables decorated the halls. Paintings of Eros’ favorite immortals decorated the walls. Calix, Hyacinthus, Aphrodite, Athena, Achilles, Apollo, and Thalia, amongst others, had multiple paintings hung. Eros led Flavian to his room, opening the golden door with a grin.

“Are you going to sit in silence, or shall we speak? Or did the pursuit of pleasure bring you to me?” Eros asked, licking his lips.

The room held no pictures of his friends or lovers. It was painted pink, and a wooden wardrobe, bed, and bedstand stood in the room with a yellow rug under it. The room smelled of lavender and Hyacinthus. A window stood open, allowing the two to look at Olympus.

Flavian provided only a dry chuckle in response. Eros was a comforting sexual partner. Familiar and dedicated to the pleasure of all those he touched. Takashi made it clear their relationship was over.

“Sex did not bring me to you,” Flavian acknowledged, frustrated at himself.

The silk purple sheets that adorned the wooden bed Eros led him to could bring pleasure, as could the man next to him. Flavian removed his blue robe, wanting to touch Eros’ bed naked. Eros winked and disrobed, his pale cock twitching.

“It appears to be on your mind,” Eros noted without pressuring Flavian.

Flavian rolled over and stared into Eros’ warm eyes and shook his head. “I came here for information. You remember Xander and his quest for love,” Flavian recalled, uncertain if Eros cared much for the news from the sea. “We ended up in Japan, and Xander found an incredible man, Makoto. I found a man. Takashi. He journeyed with us to confront a migraine-inducing thorn in our side, Nikolaus. No idea what he wants or why he is killing people. All I know is that Takashi disappeared, and a nearby ship was covered with blood and the ashes of those who traveled on it. You know everything that happens. You have lovers in every realm in every nation. I was hoping for direction,” Flavian admitted, flushing. He rarely asked for favors from those outside of Atlantis, who viewed him as needy.

Eros’ laugh was one of pain and empathy. His eyes narrowed into a soft glare as he balled his fists into the purple sheets. A warm breeze offered small relief. The two lay naked, allowing the wind to cool them.

“I have not heard of a man from Japan. Takashi is a new name to me. I suspect if Takashi is hiding on the shores, he would keep it that way. If he were taken, then his captors would certainly keep his presence hidden. You’ll need someone with more direct contact to those who work to evade the god’s notice,” Eros paused as he thought, his fingers twitching. “I’d suggest a courtesan named Elysios. He is persuasive and demanding, but he is kind and honest. Plus, he is incredible at sex,” Eros purred with a rueful grin.

It was something. Flavian sighed, unhappy that he had more labor to do. He was hopeful a god would have sensed Takashi’s presence in their realm and could lead him to the man. Flavian grabbed his robes and pulled Eros to his feet.

“Where can I find him?” Flavian asked, his foot tapping against the wooden floors.

“Crete. Several oracles there dabble in dark magic. There is a vibrant underground scene there,” Eros explained with a shrug. “The mortals are getting better at hiding from the gods. Zeus worries about it. I suspect Hades does not care. No mortal can escape death...or the sea if they should fall into it,” Eros pursed his lips as he spoke.

All Flavian could do was nod. He would have to go to Crete and hunt down some random courtesan and hope he heard something. It was not the greatest plan, but he had no alternative.

A knock on the door forced Flavian out of his mind. He inhaled the smell of lavender and turned to Eros. Eros shrugged and opened the door, nude. Zeus and Apollo stood before them, both unsurprised to see Eros’ erection.

Zeus and Apollo were blond and muscular. That was all they had in common. Zeus’s smile had a new kindness, while Apollo was always kind. Zeus was wearing a yellow toga and had combed his blond hair to fall to his shoulders. Apollo had neatly cut his hair and wore an all-black robe that revealed his torso. His muscular hands tightened around his own wrist, nervous and worried.

“We have heard nothing of visitors from strange lands,” Zeus informed them. “I let my brothers know your friend is missing. Poseidon was worried about you. Your friends Xander, Makoto, and Kyril are on their way,” Zeus said, bowing his head to Flavian.

“Hyacinthus and Hades are frightened. Thanatos had to hunt the sea to find the dead’s souls. They didn’t go to Styx or the underworld. It was bizarre. Hades wants to meet with you when you are done here,” Apollo said with a concerned frown.

Flavian was never good with a to-do list. He preferred to avoid responsibility and revel in chaos. What was the point of being immortal if you had to play by the same rules as mortals?

“Fine. I can’t deny Hades. I can deny Poseidon. He loves my unpredictable nature. I’m going to do that. Send Xander and Kyril my love. Have an orgy if you’d like,” Flavian said, rushing from the room before any of the gods could protest.

With a glance behind him, he knew he was safe. Zeus could have Hermes chase him down or use any of his many powers to trap Flavian. No one sprinted after him. They were allowing him to escape. A rare and appreciated gift. The trees and grass were a blur of green as he darted off Olympus. The trees and dotted flowers lost their shape and became meaningless. He retreated into Athens, ignoring the mortals who stared at him with shock.

There was much to do before he met Hades. He needed to find a way to convince the god of the underworld not to turn him into his favorite brother. Hades and Poseidon’s statues cluttered together as even the mortals in Athens knew of their friendship.

“First order of business, find out more about the ship and why Poseidon did not know of it. Hades will have questions, and he will not let me leave unless he feels Poseidon would not mind it. I must appear to be on top of things,” Flavian whispered to himself, unsure of where to go in the city.

There were brothels and taverns he was intimately familiar with, he could visit. He didn’t know where the libraries were, or the temples. He did not need such things. If he wanted a god, he could talk to them.

The narrow streets of Athens were covered with stone or dirt. Wooden, brick, and marble buildings filled the city. The smell of rotting fruit and dirty humans caused Flavian to gag. Merchants bustled about, as did the endless stream of people who bumped into him. Many pointed and bowed.

“My son is on the seas. Please, ask Poseidon to protect him,” a woman pleaded, grabbing Flavian’s wrist.

“Poseidon has no desire to drown random men. Pray to him and provide him with your son’s name. Also, to be blunt, Poseidon is busy. You’d be better off praying to the leader of his army, Alexandra. We are not at war, and she is available for such tasks,” Flavian said, shaking his head. Why every mortal prayed to the busiest gods was beyond his understanding. Hades, Poseidon, and Zeus had too much to do to look after random mortals.

“Do not pray to Basil. He can be petty,” Eros warned from behind Flavian.

Flavian rolled his eyes and felt a spark of anger erupt through him. Poseidon’s husband was savvy and strategic, but he was not petty. His wrath was earned. Poseidon used him as a judge. He rarely erred in his perspective.

“What are you doing here?” Flavian asked, grabbing Eros by the wrist. He dragged him down an alley and found an empty corner.

Eros pushed his hips against Flavian’s and provided Flavian with a seductive stare. “Usually, when in this position, I am fucking a man. Always fun when you’re caught,” Eros whispered into Flavian’s ear, licking his earlobe.

Flavian pulled away and crossed his arms. He tried to ignore the constant smell of putrid food and the harsh sensation of the jagged stones prodding his back. He quirked his brow and crossed his legs.

“Fine. No sex yet. Zeus ordered me to trail you. He does not wish to anger his brother by allowing harm to befall you. I’m your shadow until you return to your friends. They do wish to help. Apollo tells me Makoto is in a mood about Takashi’s absence. I’ve not met the man, but Apollo said he is a stoic man. No one likes it when a stoic man is in a mood,” Eros rattled, beaming with pride at his ability to catch Flavian.

Flavian inhaled and calmed himself. This was Zeus’s realm. He could not escape Zeus or his immortals.

“Fine. Help me find out who was on the ship,” Flavian offered, giving Eros a small, sincere smile.

There were worse companions. Eros was affable and attractive. They’d be able to enjoy their nights together. Eros offered Flavian his hand, with a grin.

“What are friends for if not sex and holding hands?” Eros joked, squeezing Flavian’s hand. Eros brought Flavian’s hand to his lip and kissed it. “Sadly, I doubt the sailors were from Greece. If they were, Hades would have told Zeus of the casualties. He always does. And we’d see mourners. We should go visit Hades and collect information,” Eros said, pushing through the merchants.

Eros bought nothing but he did throw gold onto the streets, applauding as the mortals clambered. It was meant to be a sweet gesture, but Flavian could not help but groan. It was unbecoming to see them so desperate.

“Give them all a coin,” Flavian insisted, noting an older woman with graying hair holding a baby.

A pale, balding man limped, unable to bend to grab the coins. Flavian handed them both several gold pieces. Eros dispersed gold coins and a ridiculous amount of kisses to the people.

“An orgy will be at my temple in three weeks. All are welcome!” Eros yelled as he blew a kiss to the crowd.

The gold-covered street caused a mass of people to clammer for the money. Flavian used it to pull Eros into the darker, secluded streets, barren of all those hunting fortune or fate. The streets were dark, and the smell turned from a sour-rotten odor to that of blood and feces. Of despair.

“I can’t meet Hades until I know enough to bargain my freedom. I can’t return to Poseidon yet,” Flavian hissed, unsure where to stand or sit.

They had reached the end of the road. Only a dirty, broken hut stood at the end of the street. Splatters of urine and much worse covered the streets, leaving Flavian gagging. The sea did not have such unpleasant scenes.

“Come now, Hades is intimidating as the god of the underworld, but he is kind. He won’t force you back to Poseidon. Even if he did, Poseidon would let you free, as he did to Xander,” Eros countered, shaking his head. “I think you want to be alone. Which is fine. Don’t claim other people are unpleasant merely because you wish to avoid them,” Eros challenged, pinching his lips together.

It was an uncomfortable truth. One that was not worth denying. Eros and Aphrodite were the most emotionally intelligent of the immortals. It was not possible to pretend to feel anything with them; they’d see through it.

“Promise you won’t let Hades keep me in the underworld or send me back to Poseidon?” Flavian whispered, hating the vulnerability in his voice.

“I’ll orgy you out of it. I haven’t been inside the underworld’s sexiest man, Kal, in ages. Remember them? Kal is such a party boy. Unbecoming, but I’ll allow it,” Eros giggled, fully aware that what he was saying described both of them as well.

“Let’s go,” Flavian decided, shaking his head in both irritation and amusement. “Try to find a way out of staying without an orgy.”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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The underworld was the same as it always was. Like the seas, Hades’ realm rarely changed. It was immune to the constant churning of innovation and power shifts that defined both Zeus and his realm.

The underworld was softer in color than the land of the living. Dark reds, romantic purples, and dim lighting cast over the realm of the dead. The River Styx churned with the souls of the dead flowing through the waters. Some were at peace. Others were destined for pain and suffering.

The grass felt like cloth under Flavian’s feet. There was nothing sharp or prickly that picked at Flavian’s skin. A small gathering of buildings formed a tiny village to the east. Three temples, one for each major god, were the only grand buildings. A brothel and theater entertained while Hades’ immortals lived in cottages and palaces that were a fraction of the size of most of the Olympians.

“How quaint. I do love visiting a small town,” Eros commented as he threw off his clothes and allowed the romantic lighting to cover his skin.

“You look good in soft lighting,” Flavian complimented, inhaling the air that smelled sweet like Hyacinthus and sugary like blueberries. No clouds passed, and even the trees were soft to the touch. Countless hyacinth flowers formed a trail to the village.

“Should you really be naked?” Flavian asked, not minding Eros’ nudity. He wasn’t certain how the other immortals would feel.

Before Eros could respond, a consoling voice welcomed them. A man in a dark tunic wandered towards them.

“Eros, I’m glad to see you so comfortable in my realm. You are always welcome. Adonis was too busy to meet you, but I’m sure you remember my advisers. Harmony, Zosime, Kal, and Rhode are all here to offer their support,” Hades welcomed his chosen immortals to come out of the trees.

Kal and Rhode were hand-in-hand. Kal’s beautiful green eyes and dark hair glistened under the red sun. He wore no shirt and only a string of cloth wrapped around his groin. His husband was in a black tunic and matching sandals. His caramel skin refracted the purple lighting, and his warm smile begged to be kissed. Zosime was dutiful. Her hair was tied in a knot, and she wore military armor and carried multiple weapons strapped to her back.

“Come, we will tell you what we know,” Harmony said with a gentle nod. His blond hair was recently cut, and his pale skin covered in the same cloth as Rhode’s and Hades’. “I did try to get Apollo to come. You know how he is,” Harmony added with an apologetic glance to Eros.

Eros shrugged. If you did not know him, you’d think he didn’t care. “Kal and Rhode, should we tell them of the plots and plans? I could use some release,” Eros offered, inspecting both men with hope and intrigue.

Harmony and Hades laughed, their smiles were bathed in the warm yellows of daylight. Kal quirked his brow and ran to Eros, placing his muscular arm around Eros’ shoulder.

“Why do you think I’m here? I have a great idea for a sex toy. Come, try it,” Kal offered, squeezing Eros’ ass.

“Mind if I join?” Harmony asked, nodding to his husband, who provided an approving nod and gestured for the four of them to go somewhere private.

Kal, Rhode, Eros, and Harmony jogged into the village, giggling and grabbing one another. Flavian historically would have sprinted with them. He loved orgies and casual sex. His cock didn’t even twitch with interest.

“Not like you to stay and engage in politics,” Hades noted, as if he had read Flavian’s mind.

“I was summoned. Don’t be mad at Eros for his...nature. Do I have a choice?” Flavian asked with irritation. He had no idea why he was moody and detached. He didn’t feel like the same lighthearted and gentle man he was before.

“I would never blame Eros for being himself. I actually dislike seeing him in clothes. He belongs naked and free. Frolicking with his passions with those who need relief. He is wise in a way that is easy to overlook. What are we if not creatures of desire? Of course, you can join them. We can wait,” Hades responded, his tone sincere. He sighed and sat on the grass.

Hades was not providing Flavian with any reason to be angry, but the constant anxiety still filled and flowed within him like tides. The sight of a god playing with the gentle grass was oddly comedic. One did not expect a god to look like a child.

“I’ll stay. Why did you summon me?” Flavian asked, knowing he was in no mood to have sex.

The romantic colors of the realm suited Hades. Dark but comforting. Consistent, dependable, unknown. Flavian inhaled, forcing himself to remember he enjoyed this smell.

“I summoned you for three reasons. First, to tell you that Poseidon will need you. I would usually make you stay until he permitted me to let you go. You are part of his realm. I would expect the same from my brothers. However, Poseidon has to handle Takashi’s god’s anger. All gods are angry when their chosen are touched. You need to find Takashi. I’d suggest you partner with your fellow immortals from Atlantis, but I will not stop you. Solve this and relieve my brother,” Hades said, picking at his nails. He ran his fingers through the grass, a self-soothing technique Flavian had noted him do before.

Flavian’s heart raced. He stared at the sky, not burdened by the blinding light that would have overwhelmed him in the land of the living. He reminded himself to force himself through his emotions.

“I will not allow Poseidon to suffer,” Flavian vowed. “My first loyalty is to him.”

“I know that. Which leads me to the second reason I called you. Poseidon told me of your struggles with Takashi. There is joy in finding love and adventure in risk. It is the job of the immortals to do what cannot be done. I’d advise you to find companions and embrace the adventure. At the end of the day, Takashi is immortal, and you fretting about him and your relationship robs only you and brings nothing to anyone,” Hades counseled, his lips forming a small frown. “I know anxiety. I also know release. Release is always better.”

A pained laugh escaped Flavian’s throat. The gentle textures of this world could not calm his boiling anger.

“My emotions are not my choice. I would have thought I’d run with Eros. I don’t know why I am turning into this person,” Flavian hissed, not wanting Hades to counsel him further. He wanted to find Takashi and help Poseidon.

“I am more stoic. I do not relate to your nature. Talk to Eros and find out how he explores his emotions. You must learn to experience pain without losing yourself. You cannot use death as an escape. Your choices are to learn or spend an eternity in a self-made hell,” Hades said bluntly, his eyes narrowed into a glare. “You wish to be rid of me. Talk to Thanatos. He holds the third point. He is waiting by the shores of the river.” Hades stood and left to find his husband, to Flavian’s surprise.

Flavian never considered Hades an orgy type. Even this god held surprises. Flavian slid his feet along the grass as he walked to the winding teal river, seeing the tall outline of the collector of souls.

Thanatos was tall and near translucent in complexion. His black hair was longer than most men’s, and his dark green eyes bore into Flavian as if he could see everything he had ever done. The river splashed against the shore, bringing an occasional blue orb containing the soul of a perished mortal. Thanatos would pick each soul up and place them in the river, watching them with care and affection. Every movement was dutiful.

“The souls on the ship were gone. Some were Greek. I had to hunt their souls. They scattered about the realm and hid from me. None of them were good people. They all murdered and killed. Each had the ambition to undo the gods. However, several souls did not belong to us. They did not move to Egypt or to our neighbors. They headed to the open sea, being called home. Other gods are involved in this. I do not know how or if they have anything to do with what Nikolaus is doing. All I know is there are vested interests in these souls. They do not wish to be claimed by a god, yet they wish to be gods. Hades got nowhere when questioning them. Go to Crete. That is where all the Greek souls hailed from,” Thanatos explained, his words soft and hard to understand.

A gentle breeze rustled the golden leaves and purple flowers. Thanatos’ hair blew in this wind, his tight shoulders relaxed. His body was shrouded in blowing cloth. Eros had long sought to seduce Thanatos, to no avail. Flavian tended to avoid him, however unfair. He frightened him.

“Are you okay?” Flavian asked, noting the tightness in every inch of Thanatos.

Of all the immortals, Thanatos was the most mysterious. No one knew him well outside the underworld.

Thanatos turned and faced Flavian, his brow furrowing. “You are not. Your soul was light and bright. It was a thing of beauty, like Eros’. Now it is dark and heavy. Burdened and tortured,” Thanatos said, his green eyes tearing into Flavian.

“Ends of relationships do that,” Flavian admitted, the words released before he considered saying them. He wondered if forcing the truth was one of Thanatos’ abilities.

“Grief is painful, but it need not be heavy or dark if shared with friends. If Takashi burdens you, surround yourself with those who lighten you. I must go collect other souls. Leave this place and find Takashi and think of what will bring you peace,” Thanatos instructed, his body disappearing in a blur.

Flavian was left standing at the shore, watching souls pass him. He felt a sense of detachment from them. Some he certainly had to know. Past lovers and exes, but none caused him any pain.

“It is odd to be so old that even the souls of the dead do not cause pain,” Eros whispered from behind him.

Flavian startled and stared at the god of lust. He was covered in stains, and his skin was sticky.

“It was a great orgy. Kal has the best ass, and Hades carries a massive load. Shall we go?” Eros asked, offering Flavian’s hand again.

Flavian slid his hand into his friend’s as he thought of the words of Thanatos and Hades.

* * * *
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“How would you like to act?” Eros asked, his body wrapped around Flavian’s.

They had not had sex. The wooden bed had stiff bedding. The walls were wooden and cracked. Their lodging was shabby and hastily arranged. They had left Hades’ realm, and their ship rocked in the waves. Their small private room allowed them to sleep naked with one another. The ship had docked hours ago, but no one dared wake the immortals.

“You said you felt like you weren’t yourself since Takashi left you. What would you do if you were acting like yourself?” Eros prodded.

“Probably, I’d have sex with you. I want to,” Flavian admitted, torn. His cock twitched, the nude body of Eros causing desire to course through him. His body wanted to be with Eros’. His emotions were less certain.
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