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Clair and I pulled up the dirt road.  As we got out of the car, she was fretting, a little nervous as I pulled a 

basket out of the back seat.  “Do you have everything?  Blessed salt in your pocket?”  I nodded and 

handed her the basket.  I wiped my hand surreptitiously on my jeans as I shut the door.   

Clair wasn’t the only one who was nervous.  

“Why is a ten-thousand-year-old Greek ex-god in Topeka Texas again?” 

My mentor shot me an exasperated look out of the corner of her eye.  “He’s retired.  He did what 

everyone does when they retire.” 

Apparently, that meant hooking up an RV and setting up near a fishing pond in a podunk junction town.   

Granted, Topeka wasn’t an ordinary town.  It was the largest reservoir of magical energy in the United 

States, and fiercely protected by the Guardian’s Council, which was why my mentor was in this one-

horse town in the first place. 

A bandy-legged old man limped out of the RV with the help of a cane.  

“Wondered when I’d see you again.”  He pulled out a disreputable-looking leather pouch, pinched a wad 

of tobacco, and stuffed it into his cheek.  It made him look like a squirrel during acorn season.   

He turned his sly eyes to me and sniffed the air delicately.  “Ah, you brought a baby witch as well.”   

Clair huffed and swung the basket.   “I brought that fresh bread and honey you like.” 

“Ha!  These days, when I want baked goods, I just toss on pants, run into town, and buy them at the 

grocery store.”   

I was suddenly glad that he was wearing old dungarees and a red checkered shirt.  

Clair pulled the cloth napkin away, wafting the scent of fresh baked bread through the clearing.  “Not 

the same as bread baked by a witch on a full moon with fresh ingredients from Topeka.  Even the honey 

was willingly given.”    

The old man laughed, and the whole glade seemed to brighten.  “Very well.  Have a seat.”  He gestured 

to a set of wicker lawn furniture that had seen better days.  “But I’m not sharing.” 
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“There’s a second loaf in the car if you can help us.” 

Clair shot me another look and I cleared my throat.   

“What should we call you today?”  It was a traditional question.  Apparently ex-gods were touchy about 

the whole name thing.  (I think we could lay the blame for that squarely with the Romans.)  It was my 

first time to visit a fading being that had once been called a god, but Clair had drilled the courtesy into 

my head on the trip.   

He was stuffing his face with bread and he looked up.  The sky darkened for a long moment…and then 

the moment passed, and the sky cleared, and tiny birds around the clearing broke into song.  “Pete.”   

“Pete?”  His eyes danced at my tone.  I shrugged and continued as Clair had taught me.  This was my 

fault after all.  “We have a problem.” 

“I figured you must, to come and visit me.  Clair doesn’t make a habit of it.  Been here twenty years with 

only two visits from the local witch.”  His tone held nary a hint of censure as he waved the bread and 

honey around his head, smearing some of the sticky substance behind his left ear. 

Clair shrugged.  “You were always friendly enough to humans.  I figured anyone who crossed you 

probably deserved it.” 

“I have a hunter’s head mounted in my RV that says you are right.”   

I felt my eyes widen.   

Clair put a reassuring hand on my arm.  “If his head is there, trust me, he deserved it.” 

“So, what brings you fine ladies to my ‘temple’ today?”  He spread his hand mockingly toward the RV.  “I 

sense that your trouble must be dire.” 

She paused, cautious.  And Clair being cautious around him made me realize how powerful he really 

must be; my mentor was one scary witch.  “Not dire exactly, or I wouldn’t have waited to bake.  No…just 

troubling.”   

“And what troubles you, my fairy lass?   Your people were mine when I moved from Greece to the 

Bretons.  If I can help ye, ye ken I will.”  The slightly tangy Texas accent gave way to something older.  

Under the guise of an old man who needed a shave and a shower, something dark and powerful stirred.   

Clair put a comforting hand on his grizzled knuckles.  “Thank you.  It’s not me that needs your help.  It’s 

Gwen.”  She nodded toward me, lips pursed.  “Her family seems to be under a curse.  Well, not so much 

of a curse as a magical mishap with a lot of power behind it.”   

The problem with having magic in your blood was that it wasn’t always easy to control, particularly 

when you were under the strain that I had been lately.   

And when things were hard to control, sometimes magic slipped out. 

It had been a rough week.  A friend of Clair’s had brought a cursed mirror to town, and we’d had a devil 

of a time putting what was left of the spirit in it down.  I wasn’t asking for much.  Just a bit of peace and 

quiet the next day to sleep in. 
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Unfortunately, my family was up bright and early, and my magic took exception to the fact that they 

were waking me up. 

I wasn’t sure how I did it, being asleep at the time, but they were quiet.  Completely quiet.  The magic 

had put them on mute.  They couldn’t talk…but they also couldn’t stomp around, rattle pans, or turn 

video games up loud enough to wake a sleeping dragon.   

My mother dosed my father and brother (who were unaware that magic existed) with cold medicine so 

they wouldn’t notice.  Then she texted my very irritated mentor who had been hoping to sleep in 

herself.   

Clair eventually managed to wake me up, but nothing we did could restore my family’s ability to be the 

noisy, enthusiastic bunch I knew and loved.  Clair had cast a temporary spell that made my brother and 

father sleep better than the Nyquil, but that wasn’t a permanent solution.   

We’d tried everything in Clair’s spell books, but she was unwilling to bring my accidental magic to the 

attention of the Guardian’s council.   “This isn’t good Gwen.  It shows a lack of control and far too much 

power.” 

Clair told me that night she had a plan, and I’d found out after school that we were going to meet a 

former Greek god to see if he knew something that could reverse the spell.   

He eyed me with a gimlet stare when Clair explained.   

“A hundred years ago, you’d be run out of town on a rail.  Three hundred, and someone would have tied 

you to a stake and set the thing ablaze.  You are far too old to be letting your magic run away with you 

like that.”   

Clair patted my hand.  “Her magic only showed itself last year.  And I know you’ve heard about the 

recent…incidents.  I think she’s comported herself very well, considering how much trouble there has 

been in her first six months of training.” 

He squinted at me, face wrinkling in ways that human features simply wouldn’t.   

“Well, I suppose I could help…as a favor, mind you Clair…if she’s willing to help me.” 

Clair’s eyes narrowed shrewdly.  “Terms?” 

“Nothing too onerous.  I’m feeling a mite peckish.  If you were to fetch me one of the golden apples 

from that farm down the road, I think I could help her folks.”  His tone was good-natured and light, but 

there was something solemn and dangerous about his eyes. 

Knowing how much he’d liked apples and honey in the old myths I shrugged and turned to go.  He called 

out.  “One last thing.  No new-fangled technology; leave your phone.  And no magic.”  He grabbed Clair’s 

arm and there was a feeling like a thunderclap…no sound, but I knew he’d set up some impressive 

wards.  “No help from your teacher, and no help from your friends, including that ghost you gad about 

with or that paladin boyfriend of yours.  Just you and the apples.” 

Clair looked annoyed, but not frightened.   

He smirked at me.  “There’s a map in your car.  Don’t be seen.” 
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The car wasn’t mine.  It was Clair’s.  I was glad we’d brought hers because mine was haunted and I 

wasn’t supposed to have help from any of my magical/ghostly pals…which pretty much eliminated most 

of my close friends.   

The map led to the old Sheffield farm (seriously, it was marked ‘the old Sheffield farm’) and it looked like 

the set for a serial killer movie.   

 I pulled into the drive, past tall weeds growing through the gravel.   

There was a rusted 1930’s pickup truck in front of the house, but no one answered when I knocked, so I 

just headed back to the orchard I could see in the distance.   

No magic wasn’t a problem for scaling fences or getting around bob wire.  The problem was that it was 

early March and apples didn’t grow in Texas until at least June.   

As I trudged through the dreary remains of winter among the skeletal trees, I heard something… 

Singing. 

Too high and sweet for birds, too long for human lungs.   

I turned off the path at the next break in the trees, following the sound, tripping over limbs in the pale 

late afternoon sun. 

I’m not sure how long it took, but I felt hot blood running down my cheek from a scratch I hadn’t felt, 

and my chest struggled to fill my lungs as I entered a small circle of trees.   

A group of beautiful women were sitting around a huge old apple tree, their faces rapt, their voices 

raised in inhuman harmony.   

I sat in the dirt, eyes closed as my mind tried to follow the music.   

“Welcome sister.” 

I looked at the woman in front of me.  She shimmered in the moonlight.   

I frowned.  That wasn’t right.  Wasn’t it afternoon? 

She smiled at me and the others gave a long burst of harmony that drove all such silly concerns from my 

mind.   

I felt nothing as her hands held me up. 

My eyes blinked blearily. 

Not right.  This wasn’t right.     

Ghosts.   
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They were all ghosts.   

I sunk my hand into my pocket and tossed a full handful of blessed salt around me.   

The beautiful spirits around me hissed, looking a lot less pleasant.   

Being angry really did make anyone look ugly.   

I knew what they were of course.  There were a lot of tales of beautiful ghosts who lured other people 

to their deaths.   

What I couldn’t figure out was why there were here.   

A grove of hastily buried corpses at a Magdalena convent?  Sure, I could see that.  The remains of 

priestesses sacrificed in a druidic hedge?  It could happen.  An orchard in East Texas?  Ghosts like this 

didn’t venture away from their bodies.  Why on Earth would they haunt…? 

I shut my eyes.   

“You are all buried here.”  

The ghosts circled around.  They’d been dressed in white when I first saw them, but as I looked the 

illusion faded and they wore the bloody remains of the rags they’d died in.  One moment they were 

heartachingly beautiful.  The next I’d catch a quick glimpse of their rotting corpse.   

Fortunately-or maybe unfortunately- I’d had quite a bit of experience with rotting corpses at this point.    

I had to resist the urge to send them on.  I was pretty sure that would count as magic.   

I could stand in the orchard all night.  They probably couldn’t manifest completely in sunlight.   

I certainly didn’t have enough blessed salt to do more than keep them at bay.  If I’d known I was going 

into a murder scene of this magnitude… 

But they’d called me sister. 

I looked at the leader.  “You were killed in the orchard.  But the rest of them…they weren’t.” 

The ghost hissed at me, her dark hair floating around her like she was underwater. 

A pale blond snaked around me. “You are mistaken.  We were killed here.” 

“But not all of you were killed by a human.  Some of you were killed by ghosts.” 

The blond smirked.   

“Why are you still here?”  I couldn’t use magic to force them through the veil, but I might be able to 

resolve their unfinished business therapy-style…or at least stall them until dawn when I could move 

around freely and find that damn apple.   

The ghosts were old; they weren’t fooled.  I might not even be the first one to try to send them on.   

The dark-haired ghost circled a spot near the tree.  “That little bit of salt won’t hold us until dawn.  You’ll 

walk out of your circle before first light!” 
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With that, they began to sing again.  I stuffed my fingers in my ears and hummed a hundred bottles of 

beer on the wall to drown them out.   

Walking out of the protection of the blessed salt…that would be bad.   

I ended up sitting in the dirt, looking down like my life depended on it (it did), and singing bits and pieces 

of every song I could think of while they tried to lure me out.   

My fingers and toes were numb from the damp and the cold as it settled in, and I started shivering and 

couldn’t seem to stop.  The only part of my body I could feel was my butt, and that was because I was 

sitting on a little rock.  I didn’t dare move; even an elbow outside my hasty salt circle could be deadly.   

All the while the ghosts whipped around me, trying to stir the salt at my feet.  It was thrice-blessed.  

Kind of the magical equivalent of carrying a rocket-launcher as a day time accessory.   

Better to be over-prepared than under-prepared.  Especially in Topeka.   

The salt practically glowed, even without second sight.  It would be uncomfortable for these unfriendly 

sprits to be close to it.   

They still shrieked and clawed at the ground around me.  They still sang to lure me out.  But once you 

see the ugly, it’s harder to be lured by beauty.    

I felt the sun before I saw it.  It wasn’t warm, but it was welcome.   

The ghosts were gone, and the orchard felt completely normal, without a hint of the supernatural.   

And the tree I sat in front of was covered in golden apples.   

Since it was the only tree in the entire orchard that was bearing fruit, I picked three and made my shaky 

way back to the car.   

I couldn’t use magic to send those murderous banshees to the other side until this was done.  After 

that…well I’d bring Clair.   

Those harpies certainly deserved whatever was waiting for them on the other side of the veil.   

 

*** 

 

I drove back to Pan’s RV with the early morning sunlight streaming around me.  

My mother was waiting impatiently.   

I turned to a petulant-looking Clair.  “How did she find us?” 

Pan muttered as he handed her a cup of coffee.  “Mother’s intuition.” 

I snorted.  “More likely she has the tracking on my phone.”   

My mother, who was still silent, shared a look with Clair. 
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My mentor chuckled.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  I told her where we were going yesterday.  As if a cell phone 

would work this close to him.”    She jerked her head at Pan. 

I took out one of the apples and put it directly in his withered hand.  “I think we had a deal.” 

Pan narrowed his eyes.  “And you didn’t have any trouble getting them?” 

I looked at my mother, with her blond hair greasy and dark bags under her eyes.   

“I got them.  You’ll cure my family?” 

He snapped his fingers.  “Done.”   

I took the second apple out of my backpack and flipped it into the air.   

He opened his mouth and reached out a hand.  “Don’t drop it.” 

“The first one was to lift the curse.  The second one is for information.  I’ll ask questions, you answer.” 

He nodded, reaching for the apple.  I placed it in his rough hand.    

“Why?”  I had a pretty good idea of what I’d just retrieved for him, but I wanted to know why he’d 

manipulated me into getting them. 

“I’m retired.  I found the tree on my way to town, but I’ve been waning…the last time I found even a 

sliver of ambrosia was back in Victorian England.  And even then, it was just a slice.”  He grinned at the 

memory.  “Just what was left after a certain playwright used the rest to try to save a woman who could 

not be saved, not even by magic.”  He caressed the apples.  “With this, I can be myself again.  The Pan.  

Guardian of the wildlands and shepherds.” 

Something that should have been obvious finally occurred to me.  “The tree moves?” 

“It only appears on certain nights, and only stays in the same location for a hundred years.  It always 

calls guardians to itself; in Greece it was a dragon and the Hesperides, but by the time I found the tree, I 

had diminished too much to fight off the ghostly daughters of Hecate.” 

My teeth clinched.  “They all had magic when they were alive.  That’s why they were so strong.” 

“Aye.  And they need to be stopped.  I had power enough to keep them from taking me, but in return, 

they made me swear not to bind them nor send anyone to them to bind them.” 

His eyes danced with merriment and I found my own answering, my tone light.  “Which is why you sent 

me with orders not to use magic.” 

“Exactly.  What you choose to do after our deal is concluded is, of course, entirely up to you.”  He gave 

me another one of those sly grins. 

“Tricksy.” 

He gave me a very courtly bow for such an old fellow and took a large bite of the first apple.   
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As he looked back up, he was no longer a grizzled old man with bandy legs and a five o’clock shadow 

who smelled ever-so-slightly of goat and Bud Light.  He was a boy.  He looked about twelve, or maybe 

thirteen, but still had all of his baby teeth.  

Clair said several very inappropriate words in German (she always swore that there was no better 

language for cursing in, and I had learned quite a few less-than-ladylike phrases in the past six months).   

Pan pulled his soft hat off his red-brown hair.  “At your service my lady.”  He eyed both of us 

appreciatively while holding up his pants.   

Clair caught his pointed ear like he was a naughty child instead of a primordial being.  “You have caused 

quite a bit of trouble my young man.  And you can’t stay here and cause more mischief.” 

He grinned and wriggled out of her hold like he was greased.  “As you say madam.  I’ll be off to travel 

the world once again.  Once plucked, the tree finds a new home.  ‘Tis my pleasure and my burden to 

follow where it leads me a merry chase.” 

Clair huffed, “So, this is how you become immortal?” 

“Nah.”  Pure mischief danced in his eyes.  “This is how you stay young forever.”  He waved the second 

apple under her nose.  “Care to join me?” 

My mentor laughed.  “Not for all the gold in the fae halls.” 

“Pity.  I have two apples after all.  Perhaps I’ll go find a nice nereid and see if I can tempt her with 

renewed youth.” 

My mother didn’t look happy at all, and Pan noticed and cringed away, before trying to charm her.  

“Now, ma’am…” 

Her voice lashed out, powerful despite the fact that she didn’t have much magic in her.  “Don’t you 

ma’am me.  I know what you are, and I know it has nothing to do with what you appear to be.  You sent 

my daughter into that grove unprepared…” 

Pan got a very sly look on his young face.  “Oh no.  Lay whatever true faults you find at my feet and I’ll 

never say a word against it, but your child might have gone in not knowing what she faced, but she was 

hardly unprepared.  Not with Clair training her, not with the power that lurks in her.  Just because you 

fear that she’ll meet the same fate as your mother…” 

My mom gasped as Pan spun the apple in front of her.  “One bite missus.  One single bite would render 

her nearly invulnerable.  She wouldn’t be mortal anymore…” 

I stopped him.  “Which comes with the price of not being mortal.  No thanks.” 

He turned back to me as my mother watched me carefully, both happy and unhappy at my statement.  

Pan looked at me like I was some kind of curious insect.  “Has anyone ever told you that you are both a 

fool and extraordinarily wise for your years?” 

“Not in so many words.  You should go.  I hear there are both wildlands and shepherds in New Zealand.” 
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“Wise words witchling.”  He gestured, and his clothing was suddenly different.  He was wearing a 

oversized white shirt with a giant leaf on it and Bermuda shorts.  He gave us all one last grin and 

disappeared in a poof that smelled like fresh mown grass and chewing tobacco.   

I hugged my mother tightly as she led me to her car.  Clair was busy checking the wards Pan had left on 

the site. 

I fingered the third golden apple in my bag. 

Unlike myself and Clair, my noisy, rambunctious family was completely human and would age like 

humans.   

If I spaced out the dose, it would be years before anyone suspected that there was anything magical at 

work.  A tiny drop of apple juice in a family meal here and there… 

I hugged my mom one last time before I got into the car and I pushed the apple deeper into my bag.   

Eventually, I’d ask them what they wanted; it was only fair.   

What was it with apples and temptation?   
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7:04 p.m. 

The stone house would have looked as comfortable in an ancient Norse village as it did at the top of the 

mountain. A fresh layer of snow had fallen around it and sat undisturbed in the moonlight. Nearby, an 

icy river cascaded over the cliff and raced off toward the sea. The only sign of warmth was a thin plume 

of smoke curling from the chimney and stretching towards the heavens. 

A rusty pickup wheezed up the road and parked in front of the house. "Well, we're here," Narfi said, 

sounding like he'd rather be anywhere else in the world. 

"Are we the first ones?" Jennifer asked from the passenger seat. "I thought you said your whole family 

was coming to game night. Honestly, I was looking forward to beating them." 

"I'm sure they're already here," Narfi said. "Dad's been living here for a while now, lying low after 

getting into some trouble. And the rest of the family doesn't drive." 

Jennifer waited for a more-detailed explanation that never came. She looked from the sole dirt road 

leading up one side of the mountain to the sheer cliff on the other. But before she could sarcastically ask 

if Narfi's relatives were skydivers or rock climbers, he took her hand.  

"Jen," Narfi said. "We've been dating for a while now, but there's still a lot you don't know about me. My 

family is. . . Well, the word blended doesn't quite cover it." 

Jennifer smiled and patted Narfi's hand. "I'm sure it's not that bad," she said. "One year at Christmas, my 

grandma's lesbian lover showed up thinking my grandpa was dead. You can imagine her surprise when 

Gramps came in waving his cane over his head! Whatever your family has to offer, I've seen weirder." 

"I seriously doubt that," Narfi mumbled. Then he took a deep breath and added, "Well, we might as well 

get this over with. Just remember: don't make any bets with anyone, don't eat the apple pie, and 

whatever you do, don't mention the horse." Before Jennifer could question these oddly specific 

guidelines, Narfi was out of the car, opening her door like a gentleman, and leading her through the 

front door of the house.  

If Jennifer had noticed anything about the house, she might have commented on its odd layout. She 

might have been surprised that the house was just one big room with a kitchen and a large wooden 

table at one end and a sofa and king-sized bed at the other. She might have wondered why there were 

windows and a door on each of the four walls. She might even have wondered where the bathroom 

was. But Jennifer didn't notice any of these things. Jennifer was too busy noticing Narfi's family. 

"Everyone," Narfi announced, "this is my girlfriend, Jennifer. And, Jennifer," he said as Jennifer stared 

straight ahead in mild panic. "This is my family." 
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Jennifer's eyes scanned the room, landing on each of Narfi's relatives in turn. In the kitchen, two 

women—one very large and the other very sad—cleaned the dishes from what had apparently been a 

massive supper. Jennifer's brain could cope with that.  

Her gaze slid to the two family members at the table. One was a young man who was the spitting image 

of Narfi. The other was a girl wearing a mask over half her face. The mask made Jennifer think she ought 

to be singing about forbidden love in the basement of an opera house, not sitting at a kitchen table in a 

cottage. It was a bit odd, but Jennifer was still able to cope with it. 

As Jennifer turned her gaze to the other end of the house, she could no longer cope. In the middle of the 

room, an eight-legged horse munched on a bale of hay as if this was all perfectly normal. And Jennifer's 

knees wobbled as she noticed a giant wolf stretched across the bed. 

The world became a blur as Narfi introduced Jennifer to each of his relatives. The sad woman was Sigyn, 

Narfi's mother. She was apparently still married to Narfi's father despite the fact that Narfi introduced 

the large woman—a giantess named Angrboda—as his father's lover. The young man at the table was 

Narfi's brother, Vali, and the masked girl was his half-sister, Hel. 

"She's half dead and basically ruler of the underworld," Narfi told Jennifer in regards to Hel, as if this 

explained everything. It did not. 

As they crossed the room, Narfi barely glanced at the eight-legged horse. "That's Sleipnir," Narfi 

whispered in Jennifer's ear. "We don't speak of him or acknowledge his existence, but he is my half-

brother, so we let him come to these things." 

Jennifer wouldn't have had a chance to mention the horse even if she had wanted to because Narfi had 

now turned to the wolf on the bed. Jennifer hoped this was some strange pet and not another supposed 

relative of Narfi's. Those hopes were shattered only moments later when Narfi said, "This is Fenrir. He's 

my half-brother." 

Just when Jennifer thought the night couldn't get any weirder, the wolf opened its mouth and growled 

in a voice like an earthquake, "Hello, Narfi." 

Jennifer was starting to see black spots all around her, and the room was getting swimmy. She heard 

Narfi ask, "Where's Jormungandr? Did he make it?" 

Someone—Jennifer wasn't sure who because she was busy thinking maybe she should find somewhere 

to lie down—answered, "He's in the river. He's grown again since you saw him last. He won't fit through 

the doors anymore." 

Jennifer was vaguely aware of Narfi leading her to the window overlooking the river. As she watched, 

the head and neck of a giant serpent rose out of the water.  

Jennifer passed out. 

7:16 p.m. 

Jennifer awoke slowly and fuzzily. She had been having the strangest dream. She had dreamed she had 

gone to visit Narfi's family, but his family was mostly monsters. She shifted and felt the leather surface 
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of an old couch beneath her. That was funny. She hadn't gone to bed on a couch. In fact, she hadn't 

gone to bed at all. 

Realization washed over Jennifer like a splash of cold water. She opened her eyes. As she had suspected, 

she was lying on the sofa in Narfi's parents' house. Narfi was leaning over her, looking worried. And next 

to Narfi, there was another face staring down at her. The face belonged to a man, and it was a very 

handsome face. It had smooth, pale skin and piercing green eyes. Even some faded scars around the lips 

didn't diminish the face's attractiveness. The corners of the lips were turned up ever so slightly in a grin. 

"Are you okay?" Narfi asked. Jennifer nodded, not taking her eyes off the stranger's face. Narfi sighed. 

"This isn't how I imagined this happening, but Jennifer, this is my father. Loki." 

Well, that explained a lot. 

Jennifer pushed herself upright. Loki's green eyes followed her. It was a bit unnerving having the god of 

mischief watching her so closely. Jennifer didn't know much about Norse mythology, but she knew 

enough to know that Loki wasn't necessarily the good guy. 

The Sly One spoke. "Nice to meet you, Jennifer," he said. "Don't feel bad about fainting. You're only 

mortal, after all." His words were kind, but there was something in their tone that gave them a double 

edge, as if Loki was making fun of her. Jennifer felt herself blushing as Loki continued, "But if you're up 

to it, I think the rest of us are ready to start game night. Do you want to join us?" 

Jennifer nodded. As the rest of the family—minus the serpent, the wolf, and the horse, all of which 

Jennifer was still trying to wrap her mind around—took their seats around the table, Narfi helped 

Jennifer to her feet and spoke quietly with her. 

"Are you sure you're okay?" Narfi asked. "If you're not, we can leave." 

Jennifer didn't hear Narfi. She was too distracted by the wolf plopping down at one end of the table and 

boasting about how he was certain he would win tonight.  

"So your father is the Norse god of mischief?" Jennifer asked. 

Narfi shrugged. "More or less." 

"And your father," Jennifer continued slowly, "is also the father of a wolf, a serpent, and a partially dead 

girl who rules hell." 

"Yep." 

"And he's also the father of a horse with too many legs." 

Narfi shushed Jennifer. Under his breath, he answered, "Not exactly. Dad's the mother of the horse. And 

if you mention that to him, we'll all regret it. So please don't. Okay?" 

Jennifer felt like the exact opposite of okay, but she nodded, and Narfi led her to the table. As she sat 

down, Sigyn placed an apple pie in the middle of the table. Jennifer reached for a piece, but Narfi 

cleared his throat and shook his head. 
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"Sorry, Jen," he said, "but that pie was made from Idun's apples of immortality. I have no idea what 

effect they would have on a human." Jennifer sighed, and pushed the pie away. 

Angrboda came around the table and held out a pitcher, offering Jennifer a drink. 

"Is it alcoholic?" Jennifer asked, trying to sound casual but succeeding only in sounding desperate. Loki 

smirked at her from the head of the table. 

Angrboda nodded. "It is the finest mead, straight from the halls of Asgard." 

Jennifer held out her cup eagerly. "Hit me." 

Narfi gave Jennifer a concerned look as she took a long swig of the sweet honey-wine. But Jennifer had 

to admit, the slight fuzziness that was already starting to form around her brain made it much easier for 

her to deal with everything around her. Jennifer shook her head. "What the hell?" she muttered to 

herself before taking another drink. 

"Excuse me?!" a shrill voice exclaimed from across the table. Jennifer looked up to see Hel glaring at her. 

Jennifer opened her mouth to reply, but no words came out. 

"Sorry, sis," Narfi apologized for Jennifer. "It won't happen again." Narfi shot Jennifer a pointed look. 

Jennifer mumbled her apologies to Hel and took another sip of mead.  

When Sigyn and Angrboda finished filling glasses and passing out plates, they took their own seats. 

Fenrir sat hunched over one end of the table, and even Jormungandr peered in through a window with 

one enormous eye. Sleipnir whinnied softly across the room. 

Loki brought out a large wooden box. "Since we have a new guest tonight," he said with a grin, "I 

thought we would play a family favorite." He placed the box in the middle of the table. One word was 

written across the top: Ragnarok. 

A chorus of groans rang out around the table. If this was a family favorite, Jennifer would hate to see an 

unpopular choice. Loki ignored them and unpacked the game. He laid out a large, wooden game board 

that appeared to be a colorful map. Jennifer read the names of some of the places: Asgard, Midgard, 

Alfheim, Vanaheim. . . and many others she couldn't even begin to pronounce. Around the board, Loki 

placed bags of small, wooden figures and a handful of dice. 

Once all the pieces had been removed from the box, Loki turned to Jennifer. "The rest of us have played 

this many times before," he said, the double edge back in his voice, "but I'll be happy to explain the 

directions to you." 

"Actually," Jennifer replied, "this game looks a lot like R—" 

"Ragnarok, yes," Loki interrupted. "It's a strategy game about the war to end the nine worlds. Has Narfi 

told you about it?" 

"No," Jennifer said, trying to hide her irritation. "It just looks an awful lot like a strategy game I have 

called Ris—" 

"Ah, well, this game is completely different," Loki said, cutting Jennifer off again. "You see, in this game, 

we will each play as an army from a different realm: the Aesir from Asgard, the Vanir from Vanaheim, 
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the giants from Jotunheim, the dwarves from Svartalfheim, the light elves from Alfheim, the 

dishonorable dead from Hel, or—of course—the humans from Midgard. We will each start in our own 

realm and try to conquer all the other worlds, attacking or defending by rolling the dice. As you can see, 

there are many smaller territories within each realm that must be conquered to control that world. You 

can only invade a world that is adjacent to a world you are in. Whoever can conquer every territory is 

the winner. Understand?" 

Jennifer understood very well. In fact, she was a bit of an expert at strategy games and could almost 

always win against her friends and family. But if Loki insisted on belittling her, she figured she might as 

well play along. She might be able to use that to her advantage. 

"I think so." Jennifer said slowly. She creased her brow and chewed on her right thumbnail. "It might 

take me a few rounds to catch on." 

The smug grin on Loki's face told Jennifer all she needed to know. The Wizard of Lies had bought her fib 

completely. Maybe this would be fun after all. 

7:32 p.m. 

The game began. Jennifer played dumb at first, choosing the human army and building up her defenses 

around Midgard. She watched everyone else closely, claiming she was trying to figure out how the game 

worked while really figuring out everyone else's strategies and weaknesses. After only a few turns, 

Jennifer had learned that Fenrir, Angrboda, and Hel would gamble anything, always attacking and 

whittling each other down. And Fenrir had the disadvantage of not having thumbs, so he had to play on 

a team with Sigyn who was much more conservative in her methods than the wolf was. Vali and Narfi 

had formed an alliance and played it safe at first, but as soon as Vali saw an opening, he turned on Narfi. 

Soon the two were wrapped up in their own game, ignoring the rest of the board and striving only to 

wipe the other out. 

And Loki? Loki cheated. It was his only strategy. He placed extra soldiers on his spaces when no one was 

looking, rolled the dice so they would land on specific numbers, and—more than once—created 

alliances which he immediately denied the next turn. Jennifer was almost impressed by how smoothly 

he lied. This game would be interesting indeed. 

8:17 p.m. 

"No fair!" Narfi yelled. "I won't surrender!" 

"You have to!" Vali shouted back. "I just killed you!" 

"No you didn't!" 

"Did too! I ripped you apart!" 

"Boys!" Loki boomed. The brothers fell silent. "Narfi, Vali just defeated your last army in Vanaheim. 

You're out." 

"Fine," Narfi muttered, crossing his arms and throwing himself back in his chair.  

Jennifer was beginning to wonder if she was dating a toddler rather than a grown man. But at least now 

that Narfi was out, she was one step closer to winning. 
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9:20 p.m. 

"Fenrir, are you sure you want to do that?" Sigyn asked in her soft voice. 

"Yes," Fenrir growled. "I just defeated Vali's last army. Hel and Angrboda will be no match for my 

strength!" 

"But are you sure taking on both at once is a good idea?" 

Fenrir bared his fangs. "Just roll the dice. I know I will win!" 

9:47 p.m. 

"What?!" Fenrir cried. "I lost?! How did this happen?!" 

Sigyn was silent, but her eyes spoke volumes. 

10:35 p.m. 

"Mother, you're out," Hel said. "Stop rolling the dice. You don't have any armies left." 

"Yes, I do," Angrboda slurred drunkenly. "I still have an army left in—" The giantess wobbly leaned over 

the table and examined the game board. "Huh," she said. "I don't have any armies left. Oh well. Who 

wants more mead?" 

Jennifer counted the remaining armies. Only Hel and Loki were left with her on the board. It was time to 

make her move. 

10:42 p.m. 

"Sorry, I'm new at this," Jennifer apologized. "I've got all these pieces, but I'm not sure where to go. 

Narfi, which would be better for me to invade: Nidavellir or Utgard?" 

Jennifer had spent the entire game building up her armies while everyone else took each other out. Now 

it was time to move out, but she wasn't ready to show her hand quite yet. Hel and Loki might still take it 

easy on her if they thought she was struggling. 

Narfi was still pouting, but he examined the board. "I wouldn't invade either," he replied. "I'd start with 

Muspellheim." 

Jennifer cringed internally. Muspellheim was a terrible choice. But she had to admit, if she wanted to 

convince everyone that she didn't know what she was doing, attacking Muspellheim would do that. Loki 

scoffed as she picked up her dice. 

11:52 p.m. 

"What?!" Hel shrieked. "How did you defeat me?!" 

Jennifer raised her hands in surrender. "It was beginner's luck, I swear. I'm sorry." 

As Hel grumbled, Loki studied Jennifer and narrowed his eyes. "Beginner's luck?" he asked. "Really?" 

Jennifer shrugged. "You said yourself I've never played this game before."  
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She downed the rest of her mead and poured herself another glass. By this point, the rest of the family 

had made themselves comfortable around the house, and snoring could be heard from more than one 

corner. 

Loki contemplated Jennifer for a moment, then grinned. "What do you say we make this interesting?" 

Narfi raised his head from where it had been resting on the table. "Jen," he warned. "Remember the 

rules. What did I say about bets?" 

Jennifer ignored him, eyes still locked on Loki. "Go on," she said, taking a bite of apple pie. 

"And you're eating the pie," Narfi said in a monotone. As he lay his head back on his arms, he muttered 

to himself, "I'm sure it's fine." 

"I suggest a wager," Loki continued as if Narfi hadn't spoken. "If I win, you stay here with me." 

"For how long?" 

"Indefinitely. You'll have a chance to win your way out again next game night." 

"While I'm here, would I still have to go to work, pay rent, buy food, etc.?" 

"No. As my guest, I would cover all your expenses." 

"Not bad. Why would you want me to stay with you?" 

"Because I'm lonely," Loki's gaze fell to his drink. "I was once the most cunning of the gods, making 

mischief and flying around the nine worlds. Now look at me. One trick too many and I'm living alone on 

a mountaintop, wasting my days away." 

Jennifer actually was starting to pity the god. "So what do I get if I win?" she asked. 

Loki shrugged. "You get to go free." 

"So let me get this straight," Jennifer said. "If I win, I get to go home at the end of the night. But if you 

win, I can quit my job and live rent-free with you. Right?" 

"Right." 

Jennifer shrugged. "I fail to see a downside. Let's do this." 

The Trickster grinned. Narfi groaned. Jennifer downed another glass of mead. The game was on. 

12:23 a.m. 

"Yes!" Jennifer cried, pumping her fist in the air. "One more territory down!" 

"Argh!" Loki yelled inarticulately. "Son of a bitch!" 

"Better than the mother of a horse!" Jennifer teased back. 

Loki's eyes blazed, and for a moment Jen thought the Sly One was going to leap over the table and 

strangle her. But then his scarred lips tightened and he shook his head. "That's it," he said, grabbing his 

reinforcements to start his turn. "Now it's on." 
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Jennifer had thought Narfi was asleep, but at that moment she heard him mutter to himself, "'Bring 

your girlfriend to game night,' they said. 'It'll be fun,' they said. What the hell was I thinking?" 

Hel raised a hand from where she was curled up across the table. "Still awake," she mumbled. "And still 

offended." 

12:42 a.m. 

As Jennifer took control of Jotunheim, she came to a realization: the more drunk and angry Loki became, 

the worse he played. He made stupid decisions, attacking out of spite rather than any real strategy. 

Jennifer played off of this, taunting him any time he lost an attack. And slowly but surely, Jennifer gained 

more and more control of the board. 

1:16 a.m. 

Loki was definitely losing, and losing quickly. Jennifer controlled two thirds of the board, and Loki's 

armies were dropping like flies. The god was furious.  

But as Jennifer watched him seethe, she felt sorry for him. Yes, he was throwing a childish temper 

tantrum because he was losing a stupid game. But it was kind of sad to watch a once-powerful god lose 

his own board game. And to a human girl, no less. 

Jennifer sighed. An ego boost might do Loki some good. She knew what she had to do. 

Now it was Jennifer's turn to cheat. But instead of cheating to win, she was cheating to lose. She 

intentionally rolled low numbers on the dice. She "accidentally" miscounted her troops and put out 

fewer reinforcements. She made poor strategic choices. And, just as she had known they would, the 

tides turned, and Loki began to take control of the board. 

With each space he won, the Sly One came alive a little more and looked a little more smug. He 

celebrated by drinking more mead, and for a while he played so badly that Jennifer struggled to lose. 

But eventually Jennifer was surrounded, and her last territory in Midgard fell to the god of mischief. 

3:05 a.m. 

"Yes!" Loki yelled. "The cleverest of the gods reigns supreme once again!" 

Jennifer tried not to smile as she rolled her eyes. She slouched back in her chair and crossed her arms. 

Loki grinned a wide grin, and the light seemed to dance in his emerald eyes. 

The rest of the family was beginning to stir. As Narfi sat up and rubbed his eyes, Loki walked around the 

table to Jennifer's side. He held out a hand, and Jennifer shook it. 

"Good game," Jennifer grumbled. "You won fair and square." 

"Did I?" the Sly One asked. "Fair and square?" Before Jennifer could answer, Loki leaned in and said 

softly, "It took me a while to notice, I'll admit, but I saw what you did. You would have won if you hadn't 

bought that guilt trip I sold you. You're free to go tonight, if you wish." He winked and added, "We'll 

make a trickster out of you yet." 
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Jennifer blinked. Guilt trip? Had Loki made up the whole story about being lonely to trick her into losing 

on purpose? Or was he lying now to mess with her head? Jennifer shook her head and laughed while 

Narfi fumbled for the car keys in his pocket. As the couple made their way to the door, Loki called after 

them, "So will I see the two of you for game night again next week?" 

Before Narfi could answer, Jennifer replied, "Wouldn't miss it for the nine worlds."  

The Trickster's laughter followed them out into the cold night air. 
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It was over. 

The worst had happened.  Caroline was dead.   

This had come as something of a relief, in fact; in the same way that, if you started each morning by 

eating a live frog, nothing more unpleasant would happen all day.  The worst had happened, and things 

seemed to be looking up from there. 

The existence of an afterlife had been something of a pleasant surprise.  Much hay had been made of 

such a thing in life, but Caroline had lived most of her life with a vague ambivalence to what might come 

after, a germane if middling curiosity about what might come next combined with a modest concern 

that the answer would be unpleasant at best, or even nihilistic.   

The revealed truth had been ‘not bad, not great, somewhat bland’, but with the emphasis on ‘at least 

there’s something’. 

The question of somethingness versus nothingness temporarily resolved, a new question sprang to 

mind.  Wherever she was, the walls were painted a neutral, non-threatening colour, there were a few 

succulent plants in pots, and the decor would best be described as ‘cheaply decorated chain Italian 

restaurant’.   

“Why this?” 

“In essence, it embodies what you expected from your afterlife.  The first part, at least.”  A pause.  

“Approximately.” 

Caroline looked down.  A mid-sized tabby cat walked lazily around her ankles.  The voice had clearly 

come from the cat, and as the entire locale had a certain dreamlike quality to it, she decided to indulge 

the premise.  “Come again?” 

The cat stretched, back arching low.  “Among countless others, you had visions of an afterlife that was…  

plain.  Fine.  Ill-defined?”  A feline shrug.  “Your brain wants columns, but can’t decide between Doric, 

Ionic, or Corinthian, so your afterlife gave you ‘hardware store knock-offs’.” 

“And I’m being told this by a cat because…?” 

“You always thought that cats were a little bit magic, and a little bit spooky.”  The cat purred.  “You’re 

not wrong, of course.  And a lot of people believe the same thing.  Can’t move for cats in some afterlifes.  

The Egyptians got it best of course, but a C+ is still a passing grade.” 

Caroline considered this.  She hadn’t really been surprised to see a cat in this strange afterlife, but had 

felt compelled to ask nevertheless.  “So, what happens now?”  She looked around.  The corridor was 
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long, stretching down to a door at the far end, and bland all the way.  “Do I just… exist here alone?”  Her 

eyes widened.  “Am I in Hell?” 

The cat was already moving, tail lazily swaying.  “Of course not.  Not yet at least.”  Caroline followed, as 

the cat continued.  “Before you go anywhere else - and I assure you, all possible outcomes are as vague, 

unimaginative and disappointing as this - you have to be judged.” 

Caroline stopped.  “What, by you?” 

“Of course not.  What business would I have judging you?  You can’t hunt worth a damn, your tail is 

nothing to speak of, you hardly ever purr, and, oh yes, you are not a cat.  Beyond that damning 

indictment of your life, what use have I for further evaluation?” 

“Then…?” 

The cat made a modestly impressive leap, landing on a small pedestal beside the door at the end of the 

hall.  “Through here.  I believe you’re supposed to queue.” 

The door opened easily, and Caroline was taken aback.  The room was as vast as the hallway had been 

bland.  A great deal more effort had clearly been taken with this room than the last, but the feeling of 

cheapness and chintz remained consistent.  There were imposing barrel-chested statues, but they were 

clearly molded concrete, and close inspection failed utterly to determine what person or thing they 

were meant to depict.  Great bowls of fire lit the room, giving it an awesome flickering illumination, but 

upon closer examination, these were fake as well, underlit strips of fabric given to dance by powerful 

fans beneath. 

Genuinely impressive however, was the queue.  The room was vast, but someone had set up a roped 

queue, which stretched as far as the eye could see, up and down the hallway, a line that ended a few 

steps away from the door.  An air of resignation had settled over the crowd, with the more bemused 

members audibly grousing about it. 

Caroline took a step back out of the room, and into the hallway.  “What on Earth?” 

“Not on Earth, I think you’ll find.”  The cat was grooming herself.  “An afterlife built by the lowest bidder, 

I will grant you.  The ‘fires’ are new…  some manner of health and safety concern.  A bit funny when you 

think about it; it’s not like someone is going to die.  Again, I mean.”  She laughed.  “I suppose you can 

throw it in with ‘death and taxes’.” 

“What I meant was, why are all of those people there?”  Caroline gestured vaguely.  “There must have 

been hundreds of them!” 

“Millions, morelike.  It’s a relatively recent phenomenon.  Time was, people had a fairly clear idea of 

what happened to them after they passed.  These days, everyone without a distinct enough idea ends 

up here.” 

One of the queue members, overhearing, had broken off and come over to the door.  A tall man, dark of 

hair and complexion, and one of the grousers that Caroline had noted earlier.  “The worst part is, the 

line doesn’t seem to be moving at all.  We don’t know for how long - there are no clocks, no day-night 

cycle, not even breath or pulse.”  He frowned, frustrated.  “I don’t think that I’ve been there all that 
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long, but word from the front of the line is that there’s a ‘back in five minutes’ sign up, and it’s been 

there for years, at least.” 

Caroline extended a hand.  “Caroline.  Charmed, if sorry about the circumstance.” 

The taller man shook it.  “Trevor.  Or it was in life… for want of anything else to do, I’ve been thinking of 

changing it.”  He rubbed the back of his head.  “It’s pretty boring in the line.  ‘What would you change 

your name to?’ is as overused as every other cocktail party conversation starter.  We used to have a 

deck of cards, but we lost the three of clubs.” 

Caroline glanced at the cat.  “I’ve been reassured that we aren’t in Hell.  Yet, anyway.” 

Trevor gave the cat a bemused look.  “Hey Cat.  You still sure about that?” 

The cat declined to look up from her tongue bath.  “I could have a name too, you know.  No one ever 

asks.” 

“Well…  do you?” 

The cat straightened up and looked aloof.  “Not one you can pronounce.  I’ve mentioned how you’re not 

cats, right?  I’m quite certain that the subject of conversation has arisen.” 

Caroline rubbed her temples.  “Alright… fine.  Why is the queue so long?  Why isn’t it moving?”  She 

faced the cat.  “You seem to know everything else around here, so surely a creature as brave and wise as 

you would know that little detail as well.” 

The cat gave the two human shades a smug smile.  “Good sucking up, if a little transparent.  And yes, of 

course I know what’s happened.  It’s not as if such a thing would escape my notice.  I’m something of a 

big deal around here you know.  I’ve seen thousands of you lot, in my position as chief greeter.” 

Trevor frowned.  “Would you care to share with the rest of us, then?” 

“Certainly.  Consider.  You’re a career celestial bureaucrat, given a position of relatively low traffic and 

few resources with which to do it.  You’ve been shuffled into a job where you handle outlier cases, those 

few and far between instances where existential uncertainty leaves a shade neither hither nor yon, and 

you suddenly get an influx of responsibility as the mortal population booms and agnosticism becomes a 

bigger and bigger trend.”  The cat shrugged.  “The case-working deity in question might well note that 

they’re not getting a raise, and they’re sure as hell not getting recognition.  God of agnosticism, right?  

At best, they get vague hope, and that’s not really the same.  So they fucked off.” 

Caroline goggled.  “What, they just… abandoned their post?  And all of us?”  She gestured through the 

open doorway to the line.  “Clearly the position was important.  All of these people really need their 

help, and I suspect that they wouldn’t find us ungrateful if that line started to move again.” 

The cat stretched out again.  “What were you in life, a career counselor?  Anyway, it probably won’t be 

forever.  A couple of thousand years on the outside.” 

“A couple of thousand years!?”  Trevor sputtered.  “We can’t wait that long!” 
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The cat gave him an old-fashioned look.  “Oh, I’m dreadfully sorry.  Did you have somewhere to be?  A 

pressing engagement perhaps?  Statistically speaking, slightly over half of you really shouldn’t be in a 

rush.  They might not enjoy what comes next.  Traditionally, that’s the point.” 

Caroline tried to force herself to be calm before realizing that she wasn’t getting upset or agitated really.  

Annoyed certainly, but genuine anger seemed ill-equipped to manifest - likely wanting for those 

hormones and neurotransmitters which she had left behind when the worst had happened.  “Look, 

maybe we could go and talk to them.  Convince them to come back!  I’m sure that whether or not things 

will resolve themselves eventually, there are good number of people who would like to see a bit of 

swifter action.” 

The cat seemed to consider this.  “It seems like an awful lot of work for a situation that will come to a 

satisfactory conclusion if nothing is done.” 

Trevor shot Caroline a glance.  “Ah, I get it.  You don’t know where this ‘celestial bureaucrat’ went.  Well, 

I suppose that’s fair…we can go and queue.  Nothing to be ashamed of, just because they didn’t think 

you were important enough to tell.” 

The cat’s tail lashed back and forth.  “Your attempts at reverse psychology are somehow worse than her 

ass-kissing.  Yes, I know where they went.” 

“Take us to them!”  Caroline felt the words spilling out of her mouth.  “I… I mean, can you take us to 

them?  Surely a cat of your wit and wisdom…” 

“You’re not getting any more subtle, hon.”  The cat’s tail was lashing faster now.  “That’s not a part of 

my job.  I’m just supposed to do a sort of ‘here’s the deal’ briefing with newcomers, and direct them to 

the queue.” 

Trevor held up his hands.  “Don’t want to make waves and risk pissing someone off?  We get it.  Of 

course, as you pointed out, we really don’t have anything better to do than to annoy you until you take 

us somewhere to get this resolved.” 

The cat narrowed her eyes.  “Fine.  Fine.  Fine.  But understand that I’m doing this under protest.  On 

your own heads be it, if you insist on meddling.”  She nodded to the door.  “Close that.  I’m taking two of 

you, not the whole queue.  Heavens know that I’m going to get into trouble enough for doing this.” 

Caroline crossed to close the door, and then turned back to the cat.  “Alright, now what?” 

“Open it again.” 

Caroline did so, and the giant room of patient if annoyed queue-waiters was gone.  In its place was a 

visage of sun and surf, the scent of sea air and pool chlorine, and the sickly sweet smell of a bar that 

served drinks with mandatory umbrellas.  The cat slipped through the open door, pausing on the other 

side of the threshold and looking back.  “Coming?” 

Trevor and Caroline piled through the open doorway, and it swung closed behind them.  “So this is 

where the deity in charge of Blandhalla went?”  Trevor looked around.  “Seems… a bit tacky, honestly.” 
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The cat threaded past a beach volleyball game, making a direct beeline to some as-yet-undetermined 

destination.  “Times are tough all over - as above, so below.  Only the divines with no pressing reason to 

retire can afford to.” 

Pushing through a bizarre hedge topiary that had clearly seen better days, Trevor and Caroline found 

themselves before a massive poolside bar.  A number of faintly luminous beings were playing an 

elaborate aquatic game, the rules and particulars of which were not immediately apparent.  The cat paid 

them little heed, and instead leapt to a stool, and then to the bar itself, walking along with little concern, 

pausing only occasionally to knock a red plastic cup aside. 

Caroline and Trevor followed along, trying not to gawk.  While many of the seats at the bar were empty, 

some of the people who remained there were physically impressive to say the least.  Most were in 

astonishing condition, with defined muscles and an actual aura of power about them.  Some had animal 

parts, others had improbable limbs, but all of them were clearly getting on in years, having gone gray or 

white.  Receding hairlines among the masculine gods were common, and while every one of them was a 

divine specimen, many of them had clearly seen better days. 

The cat stopped in front of a delegation dressed in the style of ancient Egyptians, and cleared her throat 

loudly.  “Good afternoon!” 

One of the gods looked up.  “Ah, back so soon?” 

The cat looked annoyed.  “I still maintain that since cats were so well-regarded in ancient Egypt, I should 

be invited to poker night.” 

“And if you’d been around at the time, you would be.  No Johnny-Come-Latelies at the table, cat.”  The 

deity looked over.  “Why have you brought Caroline and Alex?” 

The cat straightened up a little bit.  “Show-off.  But he’s called ‘Trevor’.” 

The deity smiled.  “Sure, for now.  But he’s been talking about changing it.”  A couple strides over, and 

he extended a hand.  “Anubis.  Charmed, I’m sure.” 

Caroline goggled a little bit.  “The Anubis?”  She paused.  “Aren’t you supposed to have the head of a 

jackal or something?” 

“Golden-maned Egyptian wolf, actually.  Everyone gets that bit wrong.”  Anubis shrugged.  “And don’t 

get me started on the whole ‘duality of nature’ thing.  Yes, I’m the Anubis.  Long-retired psychopomp, 

and judge of the dead.  Not much trade these days, except for the odd Egyptologist - and honestly, the 

ones that I get tend to be very odd.” 

Trevor held up his hands.  “Sorry.  I imagine that must get very frustrating.”  He shook his head.  “We’re 

from the afterlife where people who don’t have a clear vision of the hereafter go.  We’re looking for the 

case-worker that is supposed to be handling all of us.  The cat suggested that we might find them here.” 

Anubis’ eyes narrowed.  “Oh, I’m sure they’re around here somewhere.  Ungrateful newcomer.  Here I 

am, forced into early retirement, fifth dynasty, because Osiris wants to pad his resume a bit, and 

someone with an actually growing portfolio gives it up because suddenly there’s more work than they 

signed up for.  I still had the weighing of hearts against a feather, but honestly, it was only a matter of 

time before I got written out of the org tree altogether.” 
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The Egyptian deity crossed in behind the pool, where a group of luminous but indistinct beings were 

bearing cocktail glasses and laughing to each other. 

“And then I said ‘well you might have been a love god once, but now you’re… graying at the temples!”  

The punchline set the luminous gods into another round of hysteria.  One of them straightened up when 

they saw Anubis standing nearby. 

“Manny, you’ve got to get back to work.  I’ve got a couple of mortals here looking for you.” 

The being that had delivered the punchline gave a dismissive wave with their cocktail glass.  “So?  They 

can wait.  They have so far, at any rate.  I worked hard for centuries, and now they all show up?  Well 

they can wait until my vacation is over.” 

Caroline came forward.  “But the line is getting impossibly long!  If you don’t come back to work, the job 

will never get finished!” 

The luminous being - Manny - shrugged.  “Rate humanity is going?  I’ll just wait a few decades, hundred 

years at most, and the job will finally have a fixed size: all shades present, accounted for, waiting to be 

sorted.  It might take a few millennia to finish after that, but no new entries after that point.” 

Trevor scowled.  “But we’ve been waiting for years already!  And you’ve just been… here?  Partying and 

laughing while we wait forever!” 

Manny tilted their head.  “Why not?  It’s not as if I get any appreciation from the living, and the dead 

aren’t going to come back and say thanks, or even send a gift card.  If they’re irritated by the time they 

reach me, it’s not as if that’s any different from their usual state of mind due to their recent deaths.” 

Anubis sighed.  “Well, if you won’t do your assigned task, we clearly can’t force you.  I will admit - we at 

the bar had thought better of you, though.” 

“Then you’re the only ones.  Good day.” 

The two shades and the Egyptian god met up with the cat on the way back to the bar.  “Any luck?” 

“They’re as truculent as ever.”  Anubis frowned.  “I will admit, it burns my biscuit to no small end to see 

an important job not being done.  On the other hand, we can’t force them, and they clearly don’t have 

any real attachment to the job.” 

Caroline’s eyes lit up.  “Actually… that gives me an idea.” 

*** 

For the first time in as long as most of the shades in the queue could remember, the line began to shift.  

There had been some commotion, and now, gradually, things were beginning to move forward.  It was 

only a step - but it was a step further than anyone could remember moving in what had to have been 

years, and there was a buzz up and down the line. 

The cat sat on the desk at the front of the line, walking across the piles of paperwork and failing to cast 

the desk into disarray only because of the massive mountain of files that already littered it.  “Are you 

sure about this?  It’s not easy to come out of retirement.” 
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Anubis stretched, decked out in formal regalia.  It was a small thing perhaps, but the sensation of being 

back at work felt as if it were taking decades off of him.  He smiled a very lupine smile at the cat.  “I 

wouldn’t miss it for the world.  It feels good to be working again, even if it is just as a fill-in slot.” 

The cat nodded at that.  “Well, just so long as you remember that this is likely to be a lengthy and 

thankless job.” 

Anubis shook his head, eyes gleaming.  “Sometimes a job well done is its own reward.”  He glanced 

about the desk, and then stood, towering over even the massive pile of folders and loose sheets.  His 

voice echoed down the hall of shades, each hearing it and instinctively knowing that this was a true god, 

one whose will was as unyielding as the firmament itself. 

“Before I begin… does anyone have a feather?” 
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“Faster!” Jess urged her young daughter, daring a glance over her shoulder at the enraged bull that 

chased them. 

She tripped over a piece of chopped wood her husband had forgotten to stack the night before, and 

sprawled in the dirt. Her daughter froze in indecision. 

“Run!” Jess screeched. 

Just as the bull was upon them, it slumped to the ground, as if its heart chose that moment to stop 

beating. Its momentum dragged it forward until it was almost on top of Jess and she scrambled back, 

confused. 

A flash of light momentarily blinded them. As it faded, the tallest, handsomest man Jess had ever seen 

stood before them, a golden nimbus surrounding him. His tone almost mocking, he said, “Spot of bad 

luck there, your husband forgetting to close the bull pen.” 

Her breath caught in her throat. He was a god. His golden aura gave him away. 

Jess got to her knees and pressed her nose to the dirt. “Thank you, great god, for saving us!” 

 

* * * 

 

Sygana, goddess of good luck and truth, stared into the shimmering viewing portal that floated before 

her. A frown creased her smooth-skinned face, not detracting one bit from the unrivalled beauty she 

had inherited from her mother, Freyja. In the portal, she caught Tivlor’s look of confusion when the 

woman thanked him for saving them – it was he who had cursed them with bad luck and she who had 

blessed them with the good luck that had caused the bull’s heart to burst – rather unnaturally. 

Sygana did not fail to notice the devious look that crept into Tivlor’s mauve eyes mere moments later. 

She had seen it countless times in the eyes of her estranged father, Loki, god of mischief and trickery. 

He wouldn’t dare… 

Her ire grew as she watched Tivlor, the god of bad luck. He was actually taking credit for saving them! 

His face flushed with pride, he strode away, the woman still grovelling in the dirt even as his footsteps 

faded. 
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It was forbidden to spy on a god or goddess, but Sygana followed Tivlor’s movements in the viewing 

portal anyway. She had no doubt that he would remain oblivious to her eyes on him – she spied on the 

others in the pantheon all the time. Like it or not, she was her father’s daughter. 

Tivlor moved through the forest until he came across his next victim. Invisible to the human male, Tivlor 

cursed him with bad luck, causing the man to trip over his own feet and… instead of his head smashing 

into the nearby rock it was headed for, he grabbed a nearby vine that just happened to fall from a tree 

at that moment, catching himself in time to avoid injury. 

Like the woman, Jess, this man grovelled when Tivlor revealed himself… and again, Tivlor took credit not 

for the bad luck, but for the good. Yet again, it was Sygana who had blessed with the good luck. 

Sygana watched Tivlor throughout the day, her irritation growing. The humans of Midgard had become 

increasingly annoying, believing their good luck to be mere chance. None prayed to her. None 

worshipped her. None thanked her for the good luck with which she gifted them. Truth be told, it wasn’t 

their fault; how could they give thanks to someone they did not know existed? This was thanks to her 

trickster father – of course. What a pity he had survived Ragnarok – the end of the Old World – all those 

thousands of years ago, contrary to popular belief. 

After Ragnarok, Loki had fathered seven children with Freyja, goddess of love, beauty, fertility, sex, war 

and death. As a joke, and because he was upset with his eldest daughter for constantly lecturing him 

about his mischief-making, he had cast a spell that made everyone forget about Sygana’s existence – 

including her mother and himself. A seemingly innocent prank that could not be undone, because her 

father had forgotten to exclude himself from the magic. Now, everyone saw a mere human when they 

laid eyes on her. 

Sygana forced her thoughts back to the issue at hand. Not being worshipped wasn’t such a big deal to 

her. She didn’t thrive on recognition or gain her powers from it like some of the others in the pantheon. 

However, this latest insult was too much. This, she could not tolerate. Her dainty features contorted in 

sudden anger. 

How dare he? 

If she allowed Tivlor’s duplicity to continue, over time, many humans would worship him, increasing his 

power to the point where he might even be more powerful than she was. Being the first goddess born 

after Ragnarok gave Sygana immense power, far greater than that of even Magni, the old and grumpy 

king of the gods and son of the late Thor. Being so powerful and with her existence unknown to all, she 

could interfere in the others’ affairs with no risk of reprisal and spread good luck with ease. Even Tivlor 

did not suspect the existence of a goddess of good luck, though he had at times accused other gods of 

interfering with his doings. 

Sygana scowled. There was only one way to stop Tivlor. She didn’t like it, but sometimes there were no 

good choices. 

She watched Tivlor curse a drunken man outside a tavern. The man dropped the match he had been 

about to use to light his pipe, setting the tavern alight. Sygana clenched her jaw. She itched to bless the 

situation with good luck that would extinguish the fast-growing flames. 
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She sensed Tivlor’s confusion. He looked around, clearly waiting for the good luck so he could take 

credit. The entire tavern wall was soon ablaze and the patrons inside ran out screaming. Sygana snapped 

her fingers and the viewing portal vanished. She couldn’t watch. 

 

Magni, king of the gods, stared at his grey-bearded brother, Móði. 

“I don’t know what to tell you.” Magni flung up his hands. He was too old for this. 

“It is like Tivlor has suddenly gained immense power, yet I sense only his usual meagre magic,” Móði 

said. “Yet look at the nine worlds, particularly Midgard…” He snapped his fingers and a viewing portal 

shimmered into existence. 

The two ancient gods gazed into the portal, which showed multiple images of events throughout 

Midgard. A sinkhole was in the process of swallowing an entire village. A young man just about to kiss 

his first love for the first time sneezed in her face, causing the lover-to-be to leave in disgust. Two 

sword-wielding thugs burst into a tavern, demanding all the patrons’ valuables – only to discover that 

the tavern was hosting a sorcerers’ meeting. Two thugs entered, two roaches scurried out. An old man 

fell off his donkey cart and ran over his own foot. A dog shot its master – by inadvertently stepping on 

the trigger of a loaded crossbow the man had left lying on his front porch. The human realm was in 

chaos and much of the bad luck caused conflict between those involved. Something was very wrong. 

“And it’s not just humans,” Móði growled. “The pantheon, too, has been cursed with endless bad luck.” 

Magni looked down at his brother’s feet and couldn’t help but give a little chuckle. “Is that how you lost 

a chunk of your foot?” 

Móði raised the offending foot and shook it. “It’s not funny. It makes walking… complicated.” 

“What happened?” 

Móði grimaced. “I startled a human chopping wood.” 

Urdes, god of storms, strode in and joined them at the portal. Moments later, Frigg, previous Queen of 

Asgard and goddess of family, marriage and motherhood, hobbled in, her gait slower than usual. 

“What in all the realms is going on?” the aged Frigg demanded, her steely blue eyes fixed on Magni. 

Just then, the ground shuddered. Bits of bark shot around, slicing into their flesh as the ancient ash tree 

whose trunk rose through Asgard splintered. 

Not Yggdrasil too… 

If anything happened to the evergreen tree of life, it would bring on the end of the world. 

The sound of lightning crackled from below. 

Urdes paled. “That’s not me. In fact, it’s not even lightni–” 

The source of the sound became apparent as a large crack fractured Yggdrasil’s trunk in two. 

A single leaf fluttered from the tree to land at their feet. 
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Frigg demanded again, “What is causing all this bad luck? Something must be done!” 

It would be easy to solve if someone was actually responsible for creating good luck, but there had not 

been a god or goddess of good luck since before anyone could remember. 

“Perhaps it’s one of Loki’s pranks gone wrong,” suggested Urdes. 

Magni shook his head. “Loki is too old for pranks. I can’t even remember when last he caused trouble.” 

Móði snickered. “I heard he can barely get out of bed these days. Good riddance!” 

Víðarr, god of vengeance, stormed in – quite literally. “What is the meaning of this?” the grumpy old god 

shouted. “Every time I get mad, these senseless storm clouds gather around me! Who is to blame for 

this bad luck? Tell me and I will–” 

Magni held up a hand for silence, feeling decidedly grumpy himself. “We have already ascertained that it 

is not Loki… probably. It cannot be Tivlor’s doing, because he has no more power than he did before.” 

Frigg muttered, “Someone is not doing their job.” 

All eyes turned to her. Her statement felt right to Magni, yet creating good luck was no one’s job; since 

Ragnarok, good luck had always just been there to balance the bad. Frigg knew it as well as the rest of 

them. 

“Regardless,” Frigg continued, as if reading his mind, “someone needs to restore balance.” 

Magni sighed. “Whatever has been made wrong in the world must be righted, or this problem will 

persist until it ends us all.” The ancient god rubbed his brow, exhaustion coursing through him. Then he 

blew into the portal, his breath leaving an iridescent trail of silver. 

“You did not just summon Loki!” Móði objected. 

Magni eyed his brother. “Call it a necessary evil.” 

“That traitorous clown won’t help us!” Móði turned to stomp away, but lost his balance due to the 

chunk missing from his foot. He toppled sideways into a pot plant. 

Magni and Urdes burst out laughing. 

Móði glared at them. “Wait until it’s your turn for bad luck! No doubt it will come! Then we’ll see how 

funny it is!” 

Loki appeared in a puff of mauve smoke, a rather unhappy looking Tivlor beside him. He must have 

guessed the reason for his summoning. 

Loki grinned, the expression making his countless wrinkles writhe like a nest of baby snakes. “What took 

you so long?” When he realised that no one was going to respond, he gestured to Tivlor. “I figured he 

might be able to give some insight. Being the god of bad luck and all.” 

Tivlor complained, “I already told him I don’t know what’s going on!” 

Magni rose to his full height, flexing his biceps as a subtle reminder of his great strength, even in old age. 
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The intimidation worked. Tivlor muttered, “Well, there is one thing…” 

Impatient, Magni roared, “Well, out with it, boy!” These young gods had no sense of urgency. 

“There were times when I felt I was being watched.” 

The others stared at him, waiting for his point. Although it wasn’t allowed, Magni often allowed the 

others to spy on Tivlor, mostly when it was suspected that he had cursed another god with bad luck. 

Tivlor cleared his throat. “But there was no one there. At least…” He flushed. “You wouldn’t believe 

me.” 

Magni grabbed the lesser god by the throat, leaning too far forward, which sent Tivlor sprawling with 

Magni on top of him. Even Frigg had to stifle a laugh at the ludicrous bad luck. 

Magni stood up, dragging Tivlor with him. “Speak now or I will ensure you never speak again!” 

Tivlor stuttered, “It w-was a hu-human. Watching through a p-p-portal.” He hesitated. “The t-type only 

g-g-gods can use.” 

Except for the creaking of Yggdrasil’s splintered trunk, silence reigned. All present were muted in shock. 

Eventually, Magni managed to croak, “Who is this human? Show us.” He gestured to the viewing portal. 

“I cannot. Don’t you think I have already tried?” 

“Impossible!” Magni shouted. 

“Lie to us at your peril!” raged Víðarr, ready to mete out the consequences. He strode towards the god 

of bad luck, but his feet slipped out from under him and his butt hit the ground with a loud splash. 

“That wasn’t me!” Tivlor blurted. 

Víðarr looked around in confusion, shivering from the icy water in which he was now drenched. “Where 

did all this water come from?” 

The others paled as their eyes rested on the tree of life, down whose glistening trunk trickled water. 

Frigg whispered, “The snow at its tip is melting.” 

Móði clenched his hands. “This is not good. Not good at all.” 

“Tivlor!” Magni roared again. “Who is the human?” 

Tivlor seemed genuinely upset. “I speak the truth. I cannot trace her.” 

“So it’s a female,” Frigg noted. 

“Yes, I can sense the feminine energy, and her magic is strong.” Tivlor paused, his eyes flitting nervously 

between them. “Stronger than mine.” He looked at Loki. “Perhaps even stronger than yours.” 

Loki snickered. “Impossible!” 

“What’s impossible is for a human to spy on a god,” Urdes pointed out. 
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Frigg said, “There is magic at work. My gut tells me that if we expose this human woman, we will expose 

the cause of this plague of bad luck.” 

Magni turned to Loki. “That should be easy enough for you – just go to the last place Tivlor felt eyes on 

him and trace the magic back to its source.” 

Loki grinned. “I can do it from here. I’m a genius, remember.” 

 

* * * 

 

Sygana’s hopes soared as she watched the gods in her viewing portal. If her father could truly trace the 

magic back to her, perhaps he would also inadvertently expose his own magic in the process, thereby 

undoing the curse that rendered her true form invisible. 

She felt a tug on her aura. Loki was not only trying to trace her, but to draw her into their midst. Perhaps 

she should save him the trouble… but no, if she made it easy, the chances of him discovering his own 

magic diminished drastically. 

Fool! The curse cannot be undone, a little voice chided. 

Unless… 

With renewed hope, Sygana focused her energy on the magic of her father’s curse. She strained her 

mind to push aside her own magic and shove Loki’s ancient magic to the fore; in theory, it should be the 

first thing the god of mischief sensed when he found her. The effort set off a series of loud farts that 

trembled the mountain upon which she sat. She, too, was a victim of the plague of bad luck, and 

everything she ate now made her pass wind. Lots of it. 

Wrinkling her nose at the unladylike stench, Sygana continued her efforts, her next fart so loud and long 

that it caused a rockslide below. Perhaps shirking her duties as goddess of good luck had not been such 

a good idea, but she had inherited her father’s stubbornness and was determined not to bless anyone 

with good luck any time soon. 

Let them all curse Tivlor for the bad luck, like it should be, she thought. It was his fault anyway. 

 

* * * 

 

When Loki eventually stopped laughing, he picked himself up from where he had slipped in Yggdrasil’s 

melted snow and continued summoning the human woman. The others did not find it so amusing. What 

they had just witnessed was impossible. 

“Human flatulence cannot cause rockslides!” Víðarr exclaimed, dark storm clouds forming above his 

head. He gave the clouds a hostile look. “And here we go again!” 
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Urdes tried to banish the clouds tormenting his old friend, but they would not obey the god of storms. 

“Impossible!” he muttered. 

“It cannot be!” Loki exclaimed simultaneously. 

All eyes turned to him. 

Magni sighed. The impossible had been happening far too often for his liking. “What now?” he asked 

Loki, knowing from the god of mischief’s expression that he would not like the answer. 

Loki stared at the king of the gods. “I sense… It was… my…” He shook his head in disbelief. “She’s been 

cursed!” In the silence that followed, he took a shuddering breath. “With my magic!” Seeing the others’ 

incredulous expressions, he quickly added, “But I did no such thing!” 

“So what, someone stole your magic?” accused Urdes, glaring daggers at the god of mischief, who was a 

known liar. He turned to Magni. “He is up to his old tricks again!” 

“I swear I am not!” Loki insisted. 

Magni stared at Loki thoughtfully. “I believe him. He speaks the truth. Somehow, his magic has been 

used to curse this human woman.” 

“And that caused this plague of bad luck how?” asked Móði. 

“Perhaps it was indirect,” suggested Tivlor. “No one needs to curse anyone with bad luck. Everyone 

knows I will do it.” 

“So whatever was creating the good luck has somehow been tampered with due to the curse,” Frigg 

mused. 

“It seems so,” said Magni. He turned to Loki. “Hurry up. Once she is here, you can undo the curse.” 

“But only the one who cast it can undo it!” Loki objected. 

“Perhaps your memory was wiped,” suggested Frigg. 

“I’m protected against things like that,” Loki replied. 

Frigg shrugged. “Regardless of who used it, it’s your magic.” 

“Which means it will respond to you,” added Víðarr. 

Loki’s shoulders slumped. He looked so miserable that Magni almost felt sorry for him. 

 

* * * 

 

Sygana smirked. Finally, her father had a taste of how miserable she had felt all these years, with not 

even her own mother to talk to and confide in. She wished she could drag out his misery, but that would 

mean delaying the removal of her curse. Was it even possible? Would the others in the pantheon think 

it was yet another of Loki’s tricks? 
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Sygana rose to her feet, the movement swift and determined. If her father could indeed break the curse, 

she would make the others believe the truth of it. She would display her power for all the nine worlds to 

see, leaving no doubt in anyone’s mind as to the truth of her identity. She was, after all, also the goddess 

of truth – there was no truth she could not expose. Sygana opened herself further, making it easier for 

her father’s magic to draw her to him. 

A powerful jerk at her soul forced her two steps forward. 

It was time. 

Multi-hued magic hissed and swirled, tightening around Sygana. She closed her eyes as she was whipped 

away to the home of the gods. 

Sygana appeared in Asgard in a dazzling flash of light, her feet in water up to her ankles. She looked 

around, immediately seeing the source of the water. She stared at the dying tree of life, dread engulfing 

her. Did I do that? 

Magni, king of the gods, looked at her father and commanded, “Do it.” 

Fleeting recognition flashed in Loki’s eyes, but then his focus turned to his magic – weaved in and 

around her, cursing her. His brow furrowed. He seemed to give himself a mental shake, and then 

proceeded to undo the curse. Sygana felt his every move, knew how he battled to control the ancient 

curse at first, but he would eventually regain control of it and undo it. She was sure of it now. The 

tingling in her ears told her it was already happening. 

Mere moments later, a deafening explosion of magic reverberated throughout Asgard, bringing down 

some nearby trees. 

Loki gaped at Sygana, horror dawning in his eyes as he remembered… 

The others, too, stood open-mouthed and wide-eyed. A bug flew into Magni’s open mouth and he 

choked and spluttered, and eventually coughed it up. 

Magni wheezed, “Sygana, goddess of good luck and truth! How could we forget you, with your great 

beauty?” He glowered at Loki, then turned back to the goddess. “Please, bless us with good luck! We 

cannot take it anymore!” 

Frigg wagged a finger at her. “Someone has not been doing what she was supposed to be doing!” She 

swept a frail arm towards the tree of life. “And look what you have done to Yggdrasil! No good luck at all 

has meant lack of balance, and where there is lack of balance the tree of life cannot survive. You must 

bless us immediately, please!” 

“Are you sure this isn’t just one of Loki’s tricks?” asked Móði, his expression dubious. 

Sygana spotted Tivlor. “You!” she spat. “He was taking credit for my blessings of good luck! That is why I 

decided to stop granting blessings. It was the only way to stop him from taking credit due to me!” 

Víðarr gave an immaculate display of his vengeful nature, grabbing Tivlor by the throat and raising him 

off his feet to shake him. “You cannot take credit where it is not due to you!” 

Tivlor snivelled, “It was an accident!” 
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“An accident?” Sygana asked icily. “There were no accidents!” 

Víðarr shook Tivlor again. “You will pay for your deceit!” 

“Wait,” commanded a soft voice. 

All eyes turned to Loki. 

The god of mischief stared at Tivlor. “What he did was wrong, yes, but…” He met Sygana’s gaze. “But he 

ultimately caused a greater good… the end of my daughter’s curse.” Tears sprang to his eyes. 

Was that regret in his voice? Sygana’s heart softened. After all, her father had never intended the curse 

to last more than a few days. 

Confused, Magni asked, “Why would you curse us all to forget the goddess of good luck and truth?” 

Loki opened his mouth, but, to his obvious surprise, no words came forth. 

Sygana gave him a coy smile. “The truth, Father.” 

Loki scowled. “Fine. It was just a prank. It wasn’t supposed to be long-term. But I forgot to exclude 

myself from the spell, so I, too, forgot she existed.” 

Móði snickered. “Not such a genius in the end!” 

Loki glared at him. 

“Perhaps it’s just old age,” Urdes joked. 

“Enough!” Magni bellowed. “Loki is right. I am certain he will make Tivlor pay in some small way.” He 

gave Loki a warning look. “But still, Tivlor’s actions did result in a greater good. No god or goddess 

should go unnoticed by mortals. Tivlor, you are free to go.” 

Sygana embraced Tivlor and then stepped back. “Thank you. In the end, you did me a service.” Her tone 

turned cold. “But if you do it again, I will not be so forgiving.” 

In Tivlor’s haste to leave, he slipped on something under the water, but managed to right himself in time 

to avoid an unwanted bath. After an uncertain moment, he said, “Thank you for the blessing of good 

luck, Sygana.” 

She nodded, a twinkle in her eye. It felt good to be doing her assigned job again. 

Magni shook his head at Loki. “I would thank you for coming to our aid – but, as usual, it was to rectify a 

disaster for which you were responsible!” 

“I am too old for pranks. You needn’t worry about me anymore.” Loki linked arms with his daughter. 

“How could I have ever forgotten you?” he whispered. 

“Come,” Sygana said. “We have a lot to catch up on… and I have a lot of overdue good luck to mete 

out.” 
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The gods’ salon was informally known as Purgatory, due to some deities’ tendency to drone on and on 

endlessly about minutia only they cared about:  wildebeest migration patterns, sea lamprey population 

density, and whether fanfiction based on your character in a movie counted as worship. (“Only if it’s 

well-written”, Loki teased, raising an eyebrow at his brother.) 

More recently, though, as the supernatural beings of the various pantheons and regions mingled, a 

disturbing trend emerged.  It wasn’t just wildebeest whose migrations were shifting; many species were 

moving territory, invading other ecosystems, or disappearing. Big changes were happening on Earth, and 

the humans were slow to react or even notice. 

Demeter frowned and the other gods around her all quieted at her sorrow. 

“The humans have so much technology now,” she said. “They can pump water hundreds of miles to 

irrigate their fields.  But the aquifers they pump from won’t last very long if the rains don’t come.” 

“They’ve always been short-sighted,” Loki replied.  “It’s fun to play with their foibles.” 

Anansi bumped Loki’s shoulder in solidarity.  “But this time their foibles put them all in danger.” 

“I have a theory,” an angel said. 

Demeter wasn’t sure which angel it was.  Representatives of the monotheistic religions rarely came to 

the salon and rarely spoke.  When they took their currently fashionable winged humanoid form, angels 

were unbearably beautiful, genderless, and impossible to tell apart. 

“Yeah?  What’s your theory?”  Anasi sprouted several furry spider limbs out of his torso.  They waved 

and quivered as if taunting the angel’s self-control. 

The angel ignored this display and met Demeter’s eyes. “When is the last time the Primal Terror’s 

presence was felt?” 

Demeter’s skin prickled at the question.  She normally avoided contact with the Terror, but now she sent 

her awareness out, linking with those of other harvest deities throughout time and space. 

Nothing.  No maddening wall of indifference.  No vortex of despair ready to rip away even a god’s sanity. 

“So Cthulhu’s left the field.” Loki sneered. “So what?” 

The angel rustled wings made of light.  “Like most of you, we assumed Primal Terror had no purpose.  

But hubris has always been some humans’ flaw.  The Terror can reach them in dreams, teach them how 

small they are, in ways the rest of us cannot.” 
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Even Loki sobered at that. “It’s true. There are fewer believers in any of us these days.” 

“Fewer checks on human ambitions,” Demeter agreed. “And we can see how that’s turning out.” 

Loki narrowed his eyes, staring at the angel’s brilliance. “Why are you telling us, instead of looking for 

the Terror yourself?” 

There was a flicker of annoyance across the angel’s face. “I can’t come and go as I please.” 

“Sucks to be you, dude.” Loki grinned. “There’s a great bar in the Annex to Valhalla.  Your leash that 

long?” 

The angel ignored him. 

“So we find the Terror,” Anansi said. “I’ll put my people on it.” 

Anansi’s spider legs grew and his human torso shrank into a spider’s.  His abdomen split open and a 

stream of tiny black spiders flowed out.  Most slid into the cracks between dimensions. A handful 

dropped into Loki’s hair. The Norse god flinched, shrieked, and disappeared. 

Anasi laughed.  Another clump of spider-lets scattered over the angel, burrowing into the feathered 

wings.  The angel scowled but didn’t move.  A few of the tiny spiders landed on Demeter’s sleeve and 

she smiled and stroked them. 

Anansi laughed again.  “I forget you’re a fan.” 

“Spiders kill the insects that destroy harvests.  Of course, I’m a fan.” 

“Wise.” The spider-god regarded her.  “Will you face the Terror? He can affect many of us but you 

represent seasons and cycles so it’ll be harder for him to sway you.” 

Demeter regarded the others who’d been attracted to the conversation, but none met her eyes.  Only 

the angel, still stoic, though their wings twitched as if itchy. 

“I’ll face him,” she said. 

*** 

  

She meditated, drawing strength and kinship from the legions of nurturing deities and legendary figures 

across all of human civilizations.  Though he might deny it, the Terror was part of the cycle and he was 

needed. 

Loki popped into her space with a grin at interrupting her. Ahh, tricksters. 

“Anansi found him. I can take you there.” 

Demeter blew out her last candle with a silent blessing. “You’re coming? Isn’t that dangerous?” 

He’d taken to wearing a form very similar to that of the actor playing him in the humans’ movies. It 

suited him. 
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“You shouldn’t be alone. There’s no time to convince some warrior meat-head to come along.  They’d 

probably make a mess of it, anyway.” 

He sounded like someone trying to convince himself. 

“You lost a bet, didn’t you?” 

“Anansi cheated,” he huffed. “Those spiders go everywhere and see everything.” 

She forced herself not to laugh.  “I do appreciate the company, trickster.” 

He shrugged and held out his hand. “Let’s get this over with.” 

 

*** 

  

The Primal Terror was in a garret, overflowing an armchair made of bones. His skin was the black of 

space beyond galaxies, where even stars were a distant memory.  The room was rustic and drafty with 

guttering candles in the corners and a larger one protruding from a fanged skull on a desk. The 

computer also on the desk was disturbingly out of place, even though it was an old Macintosh.   

He was typing with six tentacles at once.  One paused to wave in their direction. 

“Hold on. I’ve got to get this paragraph down.” 

Demeter pulled up her defenses to adjust to the monster’s presence. The lips around his gaping maw 

were pursed tight in concentration and most of his multitude of eyes were focused on the screen. 

Loki clenched her hand, his appearance hardening and aging as he drew on his compatriots to shore up 

his sanity.   

Even a scared Loki didn’t have much patience, though. “What in existence’s name are you doing?” 

“What does it look like I’m doing?” the Terror groused. A candle sputtered out. “I just had a great idea.  

My fans will love it.” 

Demeter inched forward and dared a look at the screen. “Are you writing porn?” 

“Erotica!” He tossed up three of his tentacles. The candles flared, scattering sparks across the room. The 

floor trembled.  “And I’ve lost my flow now. Thanks for nothing.” 

The Terror turned his gaze upon them. No one had counted his eyes.  Some of them were faceted like an 

insects’.  Some had the rectangular pupils of goats, others the slits of cats. Demeter thought the human 

ones were the worst, though, because of the absolute inhumanity he could never hide.  Beside her, Loki 

shuddered and turned away. 

The Terror considered her for a moment. He was all-swallowing void. But a void with nothing to swallow 

was irrelevant. He needed her.  So, she held firm. 
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“Hmmmm..,” the rumble of the Terror’s voice shifted reality around them.  The walls dissolved, 

revealing nothingness. Then he turned back to his computer and the walls reformed. 

“I went to a lot of trouble to find a place where I wouldn’t be disturbed,” the Terror said.  Two tentacles 

plucked at the keys. “So why are you disturbing me?” 

“You’ve stopped influencing humankind. It’s a problem.” Demeter said. 

“All those millennia, you lot never accepted me. Now you care?” 

Loki had recovered.  Careful to avoid the Terror’s gaze, he peeked around Demeter at the computer. 

“You really are writing porn -- um, erotica.” Loki said, awestruck. “And, wow -- ‘’ he pulled back. “I didn’t 

know I’d find that hot.” 

The Terror chuckled. “Latest in a series. Gillian’s learned if she sets eyes on her monster lover she’ll go 

insane. They’ve over-done blindfolds, so they decide to take a field trip to a cave.  There’s some 

interesting uses for stalagmites.” 

“Why?”   

A few dozen eyes focused on Demeter.  “I was getting bored. Human minds are just so frail.  There’s 

some other sentient life evolving that looks promising, but right now? 

“Human sanity may be frail, but the human sexual imagination? Fantastically robust. There’s entire 

genres based on fear, humiliation, monsters, tentacles, you name it.  Everytime someone responds to 

one of my stories they feed me -- and unlike broken minds that are useless afterwards, these people 

keep coming back. And the fan mail they send me.” One tentacle wrapped around another and began 

sliding up and down suggestively. “This is just so much more fun than the old way.” 

“Wait.” Demeter stared at the Terror so hard her defenses began to wilt. “What?” 

Loki touched her cheek and turned her face toward his. “You’re a harvest deity, Demeter. You’re only 

concerned with procreative sex.”  Loki leered. “But that’s just the tip of the iceberg. A force like sexuality 

-- then you add human imagination -” 

“- And the way they eroticize their fears -” the Terror added. 

“ - And, well, you get all kinds of sexually oriented materials. Different cultures handled this differently, 

of course, but with the internet all these interests have exploded internationally.” 

“Okay.” Demeter closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She was glad Loki was with her -- the chaotic 

nature of tricksters could relate to human sexuality so much better than she could. But she had to focus 

on their mission. 

“It’s -- it’s great you’ve found a new way of interacting with humanity after all these years.” Demeter 

took another calming breath and strengthened her voice. “But we need you to return to your old ways.” 

“Without a Primal Terror, humans grow too bold and ambitious and ignore the consequences of their 

actions.” Loki added. 
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“So?” the Terror shrugged, his upper body expanding and contracting in an obscene simulacrum of 

shoulders. 

“You said yourself, they nourish you.” Loki replied. “Won’t you miss that if they destroy themselves?” 

“Meh.” The two tentacles hen-pecked the keys while the monster shrugged again. “I’ll go watch a black 

hole tear apart a star. Or even become a black hole.  Last time I did that was before Earth was a planet.” 

“Billions of lives.” Demeter burst out. “You really don’t care?” 

“Caring isn’t in my nature,” the Terror replied primly. He turned back to his computer, dismissing them 

as much as a creature with all-encompassing vision could. He plucked at an icon on the computer and a 

brought up a new grid. 

“Oooh. More fan mail.” Even from the side, the Terror’s grin made Demeter sick to her stomach.  “You 

should leave now.” A few eyes swiveled to face her. “I mean, I don’t mind if you watch, but...” 

“We’re going.” Loki grabbed Demeter’s hand tighter and whisked them away. 

*** 

Everyone had opinions on how to change the Terror’s mind.  

Bargain with him (no one had anything he wanted).   

Trick him (he’d stop as soon as he figured out what was happening and might go join that black hole just 

to be ornery).   

Challenge him to a duel (he wouldn’t agree to the rules and since even gods could die if swallowed by 

his maw no one really wanted to volunteer). 

“He has to want to act as the Terror again,” Demeter sighed. 

“We have to make it more appealing than what he’s doing now,” Anansi mused. 

“Can you make it so he runs out of ideas?” 

Loki laughed. “Give him an epic case of writer’s block?” 

Anansi grinned.  “I love it. Tricky to pull off though.” 

“He’s getting a lot of inspiration from other work out there and from his fan mail. How do we cut off his 

internet access without pissing him off?” 

“I’ll leave you to think about it,” Demeter said.  “I need to understand more about what he’s writing.  

Maybe it’ll give me some ideas.” 

“Ah, Dem.” Loki looked concerned.  “Are you sure you want to delve into all that?” 

“I’ve had some pretty elaborate fertility rites done in my honor -- or my sisters’ honor.  I’ll be fine.” 

*** 
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The idea was so perfect Demeter didn’t think to contact Loki ahead of time.  She popped into his 

bedroom, only vaguely aware of the motion and noises inside his curtained, canopied bed. 

“Billionaires!” she said. 

“What?” Loki swore a combination of anatomical impossibilities and shoved through the curtains.  A 

robe enveloped him as he strode toward her. 

“How we’ll get the Terror to do his job.”  She gestured excitedly.  “Billionaires.  There’s a very popular 

trope in romance and erotic romance where the man is a billionaire. One of them sold millions of copies 

-- Gray something.  But how better for the Terror to get into the heads of billionaires than to --” 

“--get into the heads of billionaires.” Loki finished. “And the billionaires are some of the people we most 

need to influence.”  He beamed.  “That’s brilliant, Demeter. It’ll all be research for his stories. Worthy of 

a trickster.” 

Loki snapped his fingers and was dressed in sleek black with thigh-high boots. 

“Those billionaires are some interesting characters,” he added. “There’s the one who wants to go to 

Mars --” 

“--And the other one who wants to go to Mars,” a voice piped up from behind the curtains. 

“I think most of them want to go to Mars, actually.” A second voice added from the bed. 

“There’s the one who says he’s a billionaire but really isn’t.” A third, deeper voice added. 

Demeter looked at Loki, who just shrugged and grinned. 

“No time to waste.” Loki turned and poked his head through the curtains.  “I’m off on an errand. Don’t 

have too much fun without me.” 

“We will.” 

“We won’t.” 

“We will.” 

Loki was still grinning as he took Demeter’s arm and they stepped out and then into the Terror’s lair. 

*** 

He’d redecorated. The cramped attic ceiling was still there, but now the floor was covered with burnt 

orange shag carpet.  The walls held an assortment of blacklight posters with mushrooms and naked 

women and garish colors.  The candles in the corners had been replaced with lava lamps. 

The desk and skull and computer were all the same.  The Terror seemed more humanoid, somehow, less 

hulking menace and more embodiment of goosebumps. He still had the tentacles and the multitude of 

eyes. 

Six stalked eyes swiveled to face them. 

“Oh, hi, guys.”  The Terror kept typing. 



 
43 

“Hi.” Demeter wasn’t sure what the change in decor or attitude meant. 

“Have you heard of this Twitter thing?” The Terror was typing into a small box on top of a blue and 

white page.  “It’s great. You get to write the nastiest, meanest things and no one can stop you.  I have 

two accounts.  The one where I talk to my fans I have to keep in character as the author.  But I created 

an account called TheTerror and I say anything I want.  How humans are pitiful, tiny creatures. Their 

dreams are all vanities.  Their bodies are fragile and not as tasty as chicken.” 

“That’s great that you found another way to, um, reach people,” Loki started. 

“How’s the writing going?” Demeter cut in. “The erotica, I mean.” 

“It’s great. I’ve got a fan club and everything.”  He grinned and the other gods closed their eyes against 

the nausea-inducing sight. “I’ve got a couple of stalkers; they’re trying to find out where I live.  It’s 

hysterical.  And I’m making human money.  In the past I had cults that would give me gold and stuff but I 

never earned any money before.” 

“That’s great.” Loki replied. “You can try buying stuff like humans.” 

“It’s fun for pranks.” He considered Loki, who shuddered. “I should let you tricksters in on it.” 

Loki took a step back.  “Thanks, but...” 

Demeter gripped his arm and stiffened her spine. “You earned it.  You should keep it.  Humans derive a 

lot of their status from their wealth. Billionaires are instant celebrities.  They are constantly asked their 

opinions on topics they have no expertise in.” 

“They have a fascination with Mars.” Loki quipped. 

“The planet, not the god.” Demeter qualified. 

“So?” the Terror sprouted two more tentacles.  They reached and withdrew a stick of incense. He poked 

the stick into a tiny hole in the skull and lit it with a flick of a limb. A clammy stench floated through the 

garret like a breeze off a swamp full of decaying bodies. 

“Ahh,” the monster took a deep breath. “So good for inspiration.”  He turned his eyes toward the gods. 

“You were saying?” 

Demeter swallowed away the bile.  “Billionaires hold so much sway among humanity. Billionaires are 

also very popular heroes in erotic romance novels.  Using your abilities, you could understand the minds 

of billionaires like no one else.  You could write the most popular billionaire romance of all time.” 

“I could.” The Terror took another deep breath as he considered. Loki groaned and dropped his head 

against Demeter’s shoulder. “This goes back to humans not knowing their place.” 

“It’s a win-win for you,” Demeter replied.  “We hope this will catalyze some influential people to finally 

recognize the crisis they are in. At the same time, you’ll get unique insights to create a best-selling, sexy 

trilogy that will generate so much fan mail you won’t have time to read it all.” 

Demeter called on all the seasons, all the cycles that grounded her through the millenia, and kept her 

gaze on the Terror.  She kept her eyes meeting (some of) his when he grinned. 
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“It’s worth a try.” The Terror’s grin grew wider. “I am really enjoying the fan mail.”  He closed his mouth 

and Demeter breathed again.  “You do know that I can’t influence anyone’s actions.  Some always seek 

destruction when faced with despair.” 

“We know.” Demeter said. Loki, still shaky, nodded.  “We’ll take that chance.” 

 

*** 

 

Demeter stood with Loki at the back of the hastily assembled array of chairs.  After months of minimal 

contact, the Terror had invited them specifically to this reading, so they’d felt obligated to attend. 

In lieu of a formal book tour, the Terror had been doing surprise pop-up book readings.  Demeter 

imagined the chaos this caused among his fans amused him.  It was also good press, and made it harder 

for the stalkers. 

He simulated human form better than she’d expected.  His skin was still dark, but with a healthy sheen 

rather than a light-swallowing blankness.  He had the typical number of human limbs and digits. His 

head appeared shaved, and the sunglasses were a trademark of his look by now.  Using the pen name of 

Zeal Forge, he presented as an anonymous human while laughing at his fans’ theories about his true 

identity.  Somehow, he’d managed to rein in his aura so it was only a vague tingle of sexual danger.  

Demeter shifted uncomfortably.  The fans, though, were eating it up. 

Next to her, Loki whistled under his breath. 

“I’d go there,” he leered, when she looked at him. 

“You’d go insane,” she reminded him. 

“Just for a couple hundred years, probably. It would be worth it.”  

The harried book store employee staggered behind the podium at that moment.  Her face was flushed 

from proximity to the Terror. 

“Welcome, everyone.  Wicked Good Books is so honored to have Mr. Forge here.  We’ve only known 

about this for a few days, and it was hard to keep it a surprise.  Tonight is the book release party of 

Godmarked: Arising,  the sequel to Godmarked.  Godmarked took the world by storm late last year, 

breaking out of the self-published niche to top the New York Times’ Bestseller list and win several 

romance industry awards.” 

The audience cheered. The bookseller grinned. 

“With no further delay -- here it is!”  She held up a book. The cover featured a young woman, shirt in 

shreds, holding a knife. Behind her two men with astonishing physiques stared at each other.  In the 

background, a hint of tentacles floated just under the murky water. 
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“The summary,” she read from the back. “Demi Cullen’s returned to protecting the swamps she loves. 

But she can’t forget the weeks she spent with billionaire Cliff Thulian.  Cliff is a god in exile, and Demi is 

Godmarked, her soul destined to mate with a higher being.   

Luke Gambol and his crew delve into the swamp, hunting invasive species.  Demi is thrilled to meet 

someone who values the land like she does.  But Luke has his own secrets; Cliff is courting her again; and 

ancient things are stirring in the swamp.”  

The bookseller held out her hands. “Ladies, gentlemen, and others, may I present Zeal Forge.” 

The Terror took to the podium amidst the cheers.  He grinned a careful grin with human teeth and 

waved. 

“Wow.” The rumble of his voice held the seeds of earthquakes, but he was keeping his power contained. 

“Thank you for coming.  This is a great turnout for 15 minutes’ notice.”   

The audience laughed and cheered. 

“I have two announcements, then I’ll read a bit.  I’m very excited about this one.” Cat calls from the 

small crowd.  

“You, too, I hear” the Terror joked.  “First, the Godmarked Trilogy has been optioned for a series of 

movies!”  More cheers. “The group that bought those rights is very committed to getting it on screen.  I 

guarantee, however, that the third book will be out before the first film.” 

At the mention of a third book, a young woman fainted.  A bookstore staffer rushed to her side with a 

wet cloth and smelling salts.   

“Thank you all for your enthusiasm,” the Terror gushed as the young woman was revived and given a 

glass of water.   

“Now for my second piece of news.  The filmmakers are also committed to collaborating with Climate 

Roll Call to promote sustainability and combat climate change. The details are still being hammered out, 

but there will be educational outreach at movie showings, and probably a donation of a portion of the 

movie proceeds to Climate Roll Call’s efforts.” 

Climate Roll Call was an environmental organization formed by six of the world’s richest people to 

reduce and adapt to climate change.  They’d never know for sure, but Demeter suspected that this 

sudden cooperation and urgency was due to the Terror. 

There were bound to be downsides to the Terror’s return to his old ways.  But balance always included 

good sides and bad sides.  There had to be Terror; people banding together against terror would find 

hope. 

 

Plus, Demeter was looking forward to reading the new book. 
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At an oak-shaded picnic table near the far end of the park, Cara stuffed the failed lunch-date’s leftovers 

back into the basket. She snapped the lid over the cherry tomatoes, rolled the chip bag tightly and 

ignored the crush of chips. She crumpled the napkins and slammed one cup inside the other, forcing 

lemonade to squirt out.  

“Goddammit,” she said, flinging the remaining liquid toward a billboard outside the park's mown 

boundary. She sighed. At least the overgrown wild grasses would appreciate the drink. 

Unobserved, a pair of well-hidden amber eyes gave a lazy blink.  

Hesitating over the uneaten tuna sandwiches, Cara made her decision and dumped everything into the 

trash, then opened a low spigot to rinse her hands. Water blasted her shoes instead. She sighed again 

and turned toward the river. The afternoon sun made her squint at what she had thought would make a 

romantic setting for an early summertime date. Now everything looked hot and dusty; the river, 

sluggish. She felt wilted in the Sacramento heat with her wavy dark blond hair sticking out in wisps from 

her ponytail. Everything annoyed her. 

So much for a nice Sunday outing after an uninspiring week at work. 

“I swear, I am done with men! I refuse to accept any more idiot date requests!” Cara said, shaking her 

head.  

Alert ears swiveled in her direction.  

She hoisted the basket onto her arm and was gone. 

 

Invocation.  

Sworn promise.  

Offering.  

 

The quiet figure in the neighboring lot’s un-mown grass took note with a nose lifted toward the 

wonderful smells in the trash. That sealed the deal. 
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*** 

 

Monday morning on her way to the bus stop, Cara’s phone rang. Again.  

“Jeannie!” Her former colleague hadn’t contacted her since transferring to another county’s 

unemployment office last summer. “Yeah, it’s been a long time,” Cara said. “What’s new? Oh, really? 

Your brother? But wasn’t he engaged? Oh. Hmm, yeah, I’m sorry, but I’m busy that weekend.”  

Suspicious after the call, she looked at the phone: three such calls in the last hour and a half, each trying 

to set her up? This had to stop! She’d started dating because she wanted more spontaneity in her life, 

something out of the ordinary, but this was not what she’d had in mind. She turned off the ringer and, 

when it buzzed again, cast it to the bottom of her bag and got on the bus that had just pulled up. 

Six stops and two invitations from fellow passengers later, she disembarked with her collar pulled up, 

her eyes glued to the ground. Only at the coffee cart did she hazard a glance up, half-fearing art student 

Maggie was absent and Frank, the serially-single owner, would be filling in.  

Maggie jerked her chin at Cara. “Usual?”  

“Yep, thanks.”  

Cara passed her a five and Maggie counted out change, then hesitated as she handed it over. She flicked 

a glance at Cara, blushed and then blurted out, “Hey, you wanna go to a movie with me Friday?” 

Cara grasped at words, said something non-committal, and fled toward the county offices. Never had 

work seemed like a haven, but now she was relieved to have a place to go. 

 

*** 

 

By the end of the day, Cara pronounced humans insane. She had stopped counting the come-ons before 

lunch and had instead interspersed work tasks with counting her breaths, trying to calm her nerves. 

Arriving at her apartment, she shut the door behind her with relief. A quick glance showed the blink of 

queued messages, and in response she turned off her home phone and sank into the couch with the 

mail. She flipped through the stack, hoping for something to get her mind off the unprecedented 

amount of attention she’d gotten throughout the day. 

Junk. Junk. Bill. A handwritten envelope with an unfamiliar logo caught her eye. She opened it to read 

that she’d won a spot in the ‘Just Set a Date’ game show.  

She’d never heard of that one and for a moment she was embarrassed that she knew the names of all 

the current game shows. Yes, she had been a little depressed in the winter and had watched too much 

television, but her recent resolve to cultivate new interests and find greater fulfillment still held firm. 

This was just rubbing salt into a wound. 
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On closer inspection, she saw that the letter had not been sent from one of the local TV stations. In fact, 

she didn’t recognize the company’s name, though she did know where the address in the letterhead was 

located. She peered at the fine print at the bottom of the page: “We assume no liability for the 

misconstrual of our name or process, trademarked by The Joke’s On You, C&C Entertainment.”  

She tried to sort it out. All the attention she’d gotten today must have come from this company. A show 

with a budget big enough to hire that many willing extras might have secretly filmed the whole thing. 

They had even gotten people she knew in on the joke. She couldn’t believe how gullible she’d been. She 

could feel anxiety sneaking through her attempts to relax. Cara sighed. That lunch-date had probably 

been part of the whole thing. That was just cruel.  

She stuffed the envelope in her purse. She’d deal with it tomorrow morning on her way to work. 

 

*** 

 

Tuesday morning, Cara re-read the letter before leaving her apartment. Maybe Mark, who had bailed on 

Sunday’s lunch-date, was more of an ass than she’d thought. He had some nerve! Cara’s temper carried 

her into downtown — through the interested looks and bus-seat jockeying of the other passengers.  

Finding the office, she marched in through the double doors. Her peevishness spilled out at the guy 

behind the counter and her mood wasn’t improved by his unflustered calm. She rooted around in her 

bag, pulled the letter out of the envelope and thrust it at him. “I didn’t sign up for this,” she said. “Is this 

Mark’s doing?” 

He turned the letter over without taking his eyes off her face.  

“You didn’t read the fine print,” he said, still looking at her but pointing to the reverse of the letter at 

text that Cara would have sworn hadn’t been there before. 

That startled her, and she glanced at him, ready to accuse him of… something, but the look of 

amusement in his amber eyes reminded her of how elaborate this prank was. She didn’t understand 

why someone would do such a thing after a first date revealed merely that two people were 

incompatible. 

“Why would Mark sign me up for this?” Cara asked. Then she read the section title. “Terms and 

Conditions? Wait a minute! I didn’t sign any contract—” 

“Verbal invocation. It starts the process.” He shrugged as if to indicate that it wasn’t his responsibility. 

“Whoever Mark is,” he said, pointing further down the page, “he had nothing to do with this. This is all 

your doing.” The next line quoted Cara’s post-picnic outburst, word for word, and her jaw dropped.  

Then the letterhead’s corporate logo finally registered: Coyote & Clan Entertainment. 

“Let me talk to your boss,” she insisted. 

“Not possible.” 



 
49 

“I don’t care, call him!” She pointed at the phone. 

He shrugged, dialed, and handed it to her. “I like spunk,” he said. 

She listened, but as the call rang in the receiver it also rang on the desk. Weird. There was only one line 

and it could call itself. She glanced around the bare-bones, deserted office. “You work alone. You’re the 

boss.” 

“Clever girl.” 

She looked at him, the truth, half-remembered from a college course in world mythology, slowly sinking 

in. Coyote… the trickster. She’d caught Coyote’s attention? Who knew that kind of thing was even 

possible? Frantically she tried to think of her best options, but she was still having a hard time accepting 

it. 

“Unbelievable!” she finally said. 

“Sweetheart, belief is overrated. We’re a very… ecumenical firm.” His golden-brown eyes glinted as he 

paused but she cut in. 

“So, the only way to break this curse”– a pained expression wiped away his smirk but she ignored him 

and read through another few lines of print– “is to not go on a date? Basically I have to uphold my vow? 

That’s it? It’s not a game show?” 

He shook his head and said, “Well… it’s a game… and I like entertainment. But you made the rules, so…” 

Cara sighed. “So, like I said after I apparently conjured you up…” Cara found the section that quoted her 

post-picnic oath, verbatim, “I am done with men and I refuse to accept any more idiot date requests. 

That’s it? That shouldn’t be too hard. I’m completely sick of hanging out with jerks.” She looked straight 

at him, but he didn’t seem to get her drift. 

Coyote looked at her with a frank expression. “Yes, but you have to make it worth my while. You pulled 

me out of retirement for this, so you might want to stop acting like I cursed you.” 

“Now I have to do you a favor?” 

“You called me. You requested this. That is the nature of such bargains, no?” He cocked his head and 

fixed her with an intense look and a raised eyebrow. 

“Time frame?” she asked through tightened lips as she fought with her temper.  It wouldn’t do to 

provoke Coyote, but she knew enough to get him to admit all the specifications. 

“How about until Loki’s-day? That works for me.” 

“Loki’s-day? What does that even mean?” 

Coyote sighed. “You boring people had to go and name a day after the odious Thor. I’m just trying to 

reclaim the honor for his brilliant, clever brother, Loki. Loki’s-day, Thursday, same difference.” 

“You’re nuts,” Cara said. Coyote smiled. “So, I have to uphold my vow until this Thursday.” 

“And be entertaining,” Coyote quickly interjected. 
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“And be entertaining. And if I fail?” 

In a perfect game show announcer’s voice, Coyote boomed, “Take your pick! Behind door number one, 

you will receive, for an unspecified amount of time, only idiotic date requests.” 

Cara glowered at the sound of canned applause. 

“Behind door number two, every person you ask out will greet your invitation with a great uproar of 

laughter. Hilarity ensues. Rejection!” 

A buzzer sounded. 

“And, behind door number thr—“ 

“Okay, that’s good enough, I get the point.” 

“Aww, you interrupted the confetti!” Coyote whined. 

 

*** 

 

“Now, open your eyes and carry that calm centeredness into your day, bringing peace to every 

encounter,” the recorded meditation instructed.  

Fight fire with fire, Cara thought as she turned off the freshly downloaded recording and the cafe’s 

morning noise re-entered her awareness. She stretched her legs out of their crossed position on the 

broad bench seat. Coyote wanted amusement at her expense, but she resolved to turn that upside 

down and keep her own sense of humor intact. She opened a Stress Fighter multi-vitamin pack and 

washed the pills down with by-now-lukewarm green tea. She’d take on the day, and Coyote, like a Zen 

master.  

Cara headed to work feeling like a rock in a river. She could withstand anything.  She bought a 

newsstand magazine and, when she got to the office, tacked pictures of serene settings to the burlap-

covered corkboard next to her desk and opened the aromatherapy infuser she’d received at the last 

staff Christmas party; the one that had lain unused in the back of a desk drawer.  She was confident that 

she’d ride out the rest of the day in a state of bliss even as the unemployment office doors were 

unlocked and a tide of applicants surged through. 

 

*** 

 

By lunch Cara was flagging. Most workdays dragged in the afternoon, but the slog was worsened by 

Cara’s heightened sense of being constantly under observation, and the way the steady stream of 

applicants-turned-suitors prevented her from getting much done. Even worse, her desk stood behind 

the blue formica counter where the numbered-ticket dispenser was mounted. Everyone who came in 

got a number. Nearly everyone who came in paused to consider her. 
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She smiled, placating and non-committal, when yet another man said, “Hey baby, I’ll trade this number 

for your phone number.” She slapped the ‘back in one hour’ sign on the front of her desk and breathed. 

She put on her sunglasses and ignored the head-swiveling as she made for the door. 

Coyote was waiting out front, arms crossed over a loosely tucked white dress shirt. He raised an 

eyebrow and his look went right through her. A light breeze gusted. It wasn’t cold, but she buttoned the 

top of her thin sweater anyway.  

He smiled. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. 

“Do you now?” she retorted, and then remembered to just let everything wash over her without effect. 

A group of teens in slouchy hoodies jabbed each other and pointed at Cara as she and Coyote passed 

them. She could feel her hands clenching and willed herself to relax. 

“Of course,” he answered 

“Do tell!” 

“You give up too easily.” 

“That’s NOT what I was thinking,” she nearly gloated, then took a deep breath. Equanimity, equanimity, 

she chanted in her mind. “And to the contrary, I haven’t come close to breaking my vow.” 

“Perhaps, but you’re not nearly as entertaining as I’d hoped.” He sighed, and she turned to look at him, 

amazed at his petulance. “Boy, I guess times have changed…” He tapered off, looking up the street at 

the lunch-rush traffic pulling into a shopping center. 

“Well, if you’ll excuse me.” Cara motioned toward a cafe. “Speaking of time, I don’t have much. I’m 

going to get my lunch.” 

“Speaking of time, don’t forget what I said yesterday, Cara.” He leaned in, his voice quiet, and she 

smelled dry summer grass on a breeze-blown hillside. “Entertain me. Make this worth my while. If it’s 

too boring, I might just lose your paperwork into the archives and… door number three…” He gave a 

little shrug that gestured outward, like releasing a leaf into the wind, and she had a sudden vision of an 

actual coyote sitting on a hillside watching a hawk circle overhead for ages, and of herself stuck in an 

infinite version of this day. “I can forget anything for a very long time,” he added. “In perpetuity — isn’t 

that a great word?”  

She didn’t answer. His nearness and the image of old hills, open sky and endless time made her heart 

thud and she stepped back half a step. “Why me?” she asked. “You must have your pick of dozens of 

opportunities to screw up people’s lives. Why did you pick me?” 

“Screw up people’s lives?” He looked at her with the same pained expression he’d had yesterday at her 

mention of a curse. “Who says people’s lives aren’t already screwed on wrong?” he asked. “Remember, I 

didn’t pick you. You invited me.” He nodded curtly. “Enjoy your lunch.” 

 

Of course, she didn’t. 
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Nor was she capable of maintaining any equanimity, let alone mastering mindfulness. A busboy fiasco 

took it to a new level and when she returned, the office seemed more crowded than usual. She assisted 

two gardeners –casualty to the city’s drought-inspired lawn moratorium, a good half dozen PhDs, a 

woman re-entering the workforce now that her kids were grown, and a high school teacher who’d been 

subbing for two years. He looked at her approvingly and invited her to dinner. He was handsome and 

seemed like a nice enough guy, but Cara was sufficiently chastened by Coyote’s ‘in perpetuity’ to even 

consider it. 

After an entire afternoon of that, though, she had a thought, a near-mad imagining, of accepting the 

offer of a guy with a degree in economics, just to see what Coyote’s response would be, but then 

another gardener stepped up and asked her out as well and she realized how close she’d come to losing 

to that annoyingly adept trickster. A barrage of interested and attractive people closed in on her space. 

She dropped several calls in an attempt to transfer them, and, after vehemently telling one applicant to 

go sit down, she compulsively sent a hidden kick toward his behind and accidentally unplugged her 

computer without having saved what she was doing.  

Several people in the group standing near her broke out in a chorus of ‘I Will Always Love You.’   

Her boss, Brent, blamed her for chatting with clients and said, “I’ll only say it once, Cara. You know the 

rules. Don’t get carried away or you’ll find yourself on the other side of the counter.” 

 

*** 

 

On Wednesday, Cara debated whether she should call in sick. She knew it would probably be for the 

best, but she decided to go through with the idea she’d had the day before. She didn’t shower or brush 

her hair and instead of her usual professional dress, she put on a bold orange polyester pantsuit she’d 

picked up at the thrift store on her way home. She slipped her grandmother’s engagement ring onto her 

left ring finger and, foregoing the make-up, she was able to take an earlier bus to avoid the by-now-

usual crowd who waited for her in the morning. She came into the office through the staff entrance and 

headed to the break room where she put leftovers into the refrigerator. Maybe it would be a slow day, 

she thought. Maybe it would be a luckier day. 

Then she saw her desk. Someone with after-hours or early-morning access had stuck pink mini Post-its 

outlining a heart on her monitor and there were daisies in a vase next to a box of chocolates. Out of the 

corner of her eye she saw Brent step out of his office and head toward her. So much for the lucky day. 

 

*** 

 

Not exactly unlucky, it was at least less terrible than it could have been. Thankfully, she now realized, 

Coyote had exercised restraint and in the few days since her vow-making she’d only been approached 

by other single people. Brent was happily married and, therefore, blind to whatever was influencing the 

admirers around Cara. He still thought she was instigating it, though, and “for the good of office 
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dynamics,” he was sending Cara to the filing room for the day to assist with the backlog. He had even 

called in temporary help from the Social Services office. For the chance to get away from the front desk, 

she wasn’t going to complain about filing at all. 

Inevitably, the temp worker from Social Services turned out to be Coyote. She inspected his badge but it 

really appeared to be legitimate. He grinned at her. 

“I can’t wait to see how today goes,” he said. 

“Oh, really?” 

“Really! This will be the most fun I’ve had in years.” 

“But you said it was too boring for you and that you might have to ‘lose’ my paperwork in the 

‘archives,’” Cara retorted. 

“No, no,” he answered. “I still have faith in you. This is going to turn out wonderfully!” He gestured 

toward her ensemble. “How could it be otherwise, given that you’re wearing such a becoming color?” 

She looked at him with suspicion. His mood swings were nearly palpable. “What’s gotten into you? I 

thought you liked retirement,” she said. 

“Well, it was forced retirement,” he answered. She detected a note of discomfort. “I’ve just got a little 

rust in the system, nothing to worry about. See?” He picked up a manila file folder from the stack on the 

table. 

“Gonzalez,” Cara read. “It goes under G.” 

“I know it goes under G, but you’re not being observant enough to notice what you’re not expecting.” 

Coyote opened the folder and handed Cara the top sheet of paper. She recognized her Coyote & Clan 

contract immediately.  

“Hmm,” she said, thoughtfully plucking the paper from his hand. “What happens if this disappears? Does 

that end the bargain?” She folded it in half and fed it into a shredder. 

“Nope.” The machine ground to a halt and Coyote handed her the second sheet in the file. It was the 

same as the first. 

“So you’re telling me that spending the day in a file room filing identical sheets of paper is your idea of 

turning out wonderfully?” 

“Cara, Cara… it’s the implications of what I’m doing that are so wonderful. I want, first of all, to thank 

you for your ceremony at the park the other day. It’s… oh, at least a couple dozen years since I was 

called upon. You know, a guy can get out of practice tweaking with reality when he’s been downsized.” 

“I thought you retired?” Cara said. She wasn’t sure if his chatty new mood was a ploy or if he was just 

incautious from being out of practice. Didn’t a trickster know more than to tell his victim anything about 

his m.o.? But if he really had been out of work for so long, maybe she had a chance of besting him at his 

own game. 
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“Have you really been jobless for decades? Maybe you should apply for unemployment benefits,” she 

suggested and, unable to resist, added, “Too bad about all the filing here and all the distractions up 

front. Otherwise, I’d help you out.”  

“No sweat,” he said. “These are all in order.” 

Cara looked into the box of loose sheets, thumbed through the beginning of the stack and saw he was 

right. “Well, come on then,” she said to him. “Let’s get them into their files and get started on your 

claim!” 

He looked so delighted she would not have been surprised had she seen a tail wagging behind him. 

They finished the several months’ backlog of filing with half an hour to spare before the end of the day 

and Cara retrieved an application from the front of the office. They sat at the filing room table together, 

stumped by the basics. 

“You don’t have a last name?” 

“Nope.” 

“A Social Security number?” 

“Nope.” 

“Do you have any particular job training? Specialties?” 

“Eavesdropping, sure. Finding hidden things that don’t want finding and losing things others are looking 

for! That’s a great skill. Oh and I’m very good at being involved in other people's business…” He paused 

to consider, then burst out, “Of course! Keeping or revealing secrets! That’s really something! But 

mostly, I guess, adherence to the unexpected. That’s me, to a T.” He gave a happy nod and waited for 

Cara’s next question. 

“Hmm.” She pretended to have lost her place on the page to give herself time to process what he’d said. 

Finally she asked, “How did you lose your last job? You said downsizing. You didn’t retire?” 

“Off-shoring, maybe?” 

“How can that be possible?” Cara asked. “How in-demand is your job in other countries, anyway?” 

“Okay.” he said, “Not off-shoring. Immanent domain?” 

“Eminent Domain,” Cara corrected. “Do you even know what these terms mean?” 

“It means they paved paradise!” He thumped the table. “And I lost all my territory. Damn that 

speculating Scrub Jay.” 

Cara had no idea what he was talking about. “A scrub jay tricked you?” she asked. 

If a coyote could look sheepish, that’s how he looked. “Don’t quote me on it. It wouldn’t do for that to 

get around. Anyway, there’s that freeway overpass coming from this side of downtown and going over 

the American River. Do you know it?” 

“You mean at the edge of the park where we… crossed paths, last weekend?”  
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“Yes, exactly! Where that guy you were with took a phone call while you got out the food. He had an 

interesting story about being called back to wor—” 

Cara held up a hand, not needing to be reminded of how her favorite end of the park had been spoiled 

that day. 

“And he seemed not to know your name. He called you Clara,” Coyote said, but her look got him back on 

track. “Well, my range has been limited to a stretch of riverfront just past that end the park. I’ve been 

living under the bridges, at the edge there, near Camp Pollock. You know,” he said, “it all used to be my 

family’s territory. Anyway, there wasn’t anything I could do but look from a distance at those joggers 

and the kids being pulled in bike trailers. They never stop, you know. What a waste of so many 

opportunities to commit mayhem.” He paused, then said, “I’m a territorial guy anyway, but damn, that 

land-grabbing Scrub Jay really crimped my style.” 

“So he cursed you.” Cara couldn’t resist rubbing it in, but he didn’t object to her use of the word this 

time.  

He continued. “Well, I wouldn’t go that far. I was just… constrained. Only a certain ritual could get me 

free,” he said. “You know Scrub Jay, he collects shiny things like gold foil seals on zoning documents. I 

got zoned into the sticks. You helped reveal the exclusion clause, though.” He looked at Cara with 

approval. She could tell he had let his guard down when he continued, “Every Coyote story has some 

sort of exclusion clause. It’s just usually not where you think to look. I didn’t have high hopes for you 

when you showed up, but look here, you proved me wrong!” 

“Oh. Lucky me,” Cara said, feigning sarcasm while inwardly she was thanking Coyote for his skill at 

revealing secrets. 

“I agree! You are lucky! Now that you mention it, see how similar we are? We both seize unusual 

opportunities to expand our repertoire, we dislike the same-ol’-same-ol’… quite similar. Not factoring in 

the orange pantsuit, anyway.” By the way he was looking at her, though, she knew he wasn’t put off by 

the pantsuit and she had the distinct feeling he was sizing her up. 

“Haha,” Cara said. But she shook off the sarcasm and pressed for more, pointing at the next line on the 

form. 

“Any idea of how much money you’ve made in the last twelve months?” 

“Easy! None. But I could make some right now.” He winked and pulled a wallet out of his back pocket. A 

thick stack of bills caused the wallet to unfold on its own. Coyote looked pleased. 

Cara rolled her eyes. “And I suppose a detailed job history is out of the question.” 

“Oh no, I have some great stories I could tell you.” He looked at her with enthusiasm. “Like the time I—” 

Cara held up her hand. “Wait,” she said. “We need to approach this differently. Maybe it’s not benefits 

you need to apply for.” She looked pointedly at the overfull wallet, then up at the clock. It was already 

quarter to five. It had been an almost enjoyable albeit quirky day, she realized. Then she remembered 

that tomorrow was the last day of Coyote’s trial and she really needed to find her own exclusion clause. 

If she didn’t, she’d be doomed. 
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“Look,” she said. 

He cocked his head quizzically. Very coyote-like, she thought. 

“It’s been a tiring few days. I really want to go home and rest. I know it’s not been the most entertaining 

day for you, but—” 

He smiled, “No, not exactly, but truly, it has been… nice.” 

She didn’t know why, but she knew his words were genuine. They gave her the same good feeling she 

usually got from being down at the riverfront park, from remembering how the true heart of 

Sacramento was less the tie to its gold rush history or the governance of the state or the perfection of 

construction plans promising downtown rejuvenation, and instead was really the great rivers that 

moved through it. It was the wild oat scent and golden grass crackle, the sycamores and oaks leaning 

their shade over the water, and the way the bright poppies bloomed in spring. It was her favorite and 

un-mown end of the park that hinted at something deep and old and unexpected around the bend.  

And then the answer to voiding the contract became so obvious to her that she almost laughed in his 

face. There were just a few details she needed to work out, but she knew she’d have it before the end of 

Thursday. 

“Hey, I have an idea,” she said. “Why don’t we meet for lunch tomorrow? I have a proposal that might 

be worth your while, but I have to do a little research first. Shall we say noon, at the cafe I went to 

yesterday?” 

“I’d be delighted,” he said. “Nobody’s invited me to lunch in ages.” 

 

*** 

 

The next morning, Cara called in sick. There was no point in going in to work, if Wednesday evening had 

been any indication. Once he’d departed, Coyote’s little plan was still in full force in spite of his praise 

and appraisal of her. She’d fielded three propositions, heedless of polyester, in the course of the twenty-

minute bus ride and two more just in the supermarket line. Most of the previous days’ rejected suitors 

held back from repeat invitations, but she could feel forlorn and lovesick gazes filling the air wherever 

she went. The cashier, whom she’d known since he was a sixteen-year-old stock boy, saw her and 

sighed. He didn’t even ask how she was, just sighed again and rang up her purchases.  

She’d spent that evening looking at maps of the river region and Thursday morning, when she should 

have been at work, she was out at the park. She headed out to where she’d first invoked Coyote, jotted 

down the number from the sign at which she’d tossed her lemonade, and turned to go. 

 

*** 
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Cara felt tension in her stomach as she approached the cafe and she clutched the folder she’d brought. 

What if he hadn’t come? Wouldn’t that be just like Coyote? He had said, “Adherence to the 

unexpected.”  

As she walked through the parking lot, though, she saw him at an outdoor table.  

She approached, and he leapt to his feet. 

“You look surprised to see me,” he said. 

“Just surprised by your enthusiasm,” she said. “But you’re right, I wasn’t sure if you’d come.” 

“It’s Loki’s-day and you have a big plan. Of course, I’d come, just to see how it all turns out.” 

“I thought the outcome was dependent on you,” Cara said. 

“Not all of it. Mostly it depends on the parties involved. Haven’t you heard any Coyote stories?” He 

looked at her in amazement. “When Jackrabbit is involved he gets a certain type of story, when Muskrat 

or Tule Elk…” 

“Or Scrub Jay,” Cara interjected. 

“Yes, of course. They all get something else. When First Man gets tricked by Coyote that’s a different 

kind of story, too. And when Cara enters the story, well…” He spread his hands and smiled at her. “What 

do we get then?” 

“Well, first, maybe you can tell me that the presence of a man in a Coyote story seems to indicate that 

Coyote is eternally Coyote. You’re not a human, right?” 

“Oh, heavens no. B-o-o-ring!” 

“Exactly my thinking!” Cara said, and Coyote nodded with approval. “So, do you want to know what kind 

of story you get when a Cara is in it?” 

“But of course!” 

“In this case we get Coyote being tricked at his own trick.” 

“Do we now? Do tell!” He leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. There was that sunshiny 

smell again. That almost tail-wagging enthusiasm. 

Cara took a breath and began. “As per the terms of the agreement,” she took a copy of the contract out 

of the folder she still held in her hands, “I hereby set forth my claim that I have both upheld my vow and 

completely broken it at the same time, thereby rendering this contract null and void.” 

“Oh, fancy words!” Coyote exclaimed. 

Cara continued, pointing at the appropriate clause. “See here?” 

He leaned in but continued to look at her rather than the document. It was such an annoying habit, Cara 

thought, though she had to admit that he did have a way of making her know she had all of his 

attention. 
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“Come on, stop fooling around!” Cara said, fearing that her plan wasn’t going to work after all. 

“My dear, it’s my nature. What do you expect?” 

“You have no idea how I’m going to improve your life.” 

“Oh, as opposed to my ruining other people’s?” Coyote asked, and Cara noticed that he still sounded a 

little stung by her previous assessment. 

“I’m sorry I said that.” Cara said. She really was sorry. Having Coyote around was actually an 

improvement over the repetition of work and television, although, to be honest, she could do without 

the constant come-ons of every person within a twenty-foot radius. 

“But back to the point,” she continued. “As you recall, I said that I was ‘done with men and that I refused 

to accept any more idiot date requests.’” 

“Yes… and?” 

“And here we are. We are on a lunch-date and you are neither a man, nor did I ‘accept’ this date 

because I proposed it. And besides, it isn’t idiotic because, in addition to actually…” she winced, 

chastising herself for admitting it, “…enjoying being with you, I have a brilliant proposal that is the 

opposite of idiotic.” 

“I see,” he said, and when she looked up she caught him observing her with a peculiar expression. “So, 

what’s the big plan?” he asked. 

“How would you like to extend your range of influence?” She pulled out her notes and a city map. “This 

lot, stretching from the eastern edge of Discovery Park near Camp Pollock, consisting of two and a half 

miles of prime riverfront land, is for sale. Given your ability to generate cash and creativity, you could 

overcome both the city’s budget crunch and their zoning requirement that the land can’t be built on but 

has to remain open space for flood control. You could hire several dozen gardeners who’ve recently filed 

claims with the unemployment office to turn it into more park space with more tables and paths to 

bring more people into your territory. You’d bring business and jobs to Sacramento and the residents of 

Sacramento would bring ‘jobs’ to you. You’d be universally appreciated for making more park space, and 

no one would be any the wiser of who you really are. Win-win!” 

“Hmm…” Coyote was nodding as he looked at the schematics Cara had printed out. “That might just 

work to get back in the game.” He didn’t say anything more as he turned one of them around and 

around. “There’s just one more thing.” Coyote said, his eyes glinting, and in her mind’s eye Cara saw 

summer’s light flash on the river, blinding. “I could cancel your contract, but it turns out you’re very 

helpful.” Cara felt her heart sink. 

“So how about this?” he asked. “You’re free, but would you like to be my apprentice?” 

“What’s the catch?” 

“No catch.” 

“There can’t be ‘no catch.’ This is a Coyote story.” 

“You forgot one thing, though: above all, adherence to the unexpected.” 
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“In that case, I’m in.” 
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Old Gods don’t die. They just fall into chaos. —Chaos 

 

 

Morrow crept through the city, his golden light reflecting off windows and warming the dull, gray hues 

of granite and cement. The waking-up hours—those moments when sleepers everywhere opened their 

eyes to the new day—always gave Morrow a burst of energy.  

After 200,000 years of humanity, he needed the jolt.  

He scanned the city, but other than a small group doing Tai Chi at the park, almost nobody was giving off 

the kind of glow that had once been common in the morning. Oh, there were people waking up. A few 

even did so with apparent energy. But almost across the board they did so reluctantly, even resentfully. 

They weren’t there to greet him… they were there because they had no choice.  

It made them bitter, and that made them unpleasant to his godly palate. Without true worshipers, the 

morning jolt was like drinking three-day stale coffee from a gas station. He wanted a finely crafted 

cappuccino with just the right sprinkle of organic cocoa. 

He kept searching, and occasionally he’d find a hint of what he was looking for.  

There was a homeless man on a bench, enjoying the first rays of the sun as they warmed his face. His joy 

at the morning was earthy, but heartfelt. Mere existence spawned depression in some, but here was 

one who savored every moment. He treated the day like a brother. The trees and squirrels and other 

people, too… but Morrow was only interested in how he greeted the day. He paused to enjoy the 

moment.   

There was the couple leaving for their two-week vacation, excited to get started. That one was 

sweetened by the sweetness of romance—he’d have to thank the goddess of passion for that later. 

And then there were the twins—a pair of curly-topped three-year-olds who always awoke with giggles 

and energy that spilled over their parents, their older brother, and even the dog. He thought he enjoyed 

them most of all. The family fed off the twins’ energy, creating more energy that propelled them—and 

him—forward. 

Family? Connections? He needed to figure out the key that kept that morning joy alive for some.  
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*** 

The atmosphere crackled slightly as a being popped into existence behind the god of morning. 

Dimensional transfer was bad for the environment, but some of the gods didn’t seem to care.  

Morrow rounded on the intruder, only mildly surprised to see who it was. “Chaos. What are you doing 

here? Don’t you have havoc to spread or something?” 

“You shouldn’t talk that way to your betters, child. Just because you’re the god of beginnings, don’t 

think that someone can’t end you.” Dark light flashed behind his eyes.  

Morrow frowned. “Are you threatening me? The council doesn’t take lightly the usurping of authority 

among us.” He fairly twinkled in the sunlight. “I’d have thought even you would know better.”  

The slow smile spreading across Chaos’s face was unsettling. “But cousin, I’m here on behalf of the 

council. You know I’m always ready to do their bidding.” His silken tones that put Morrow’s senses on 

high alert. 

“You serve your own ends, trickster. Of this I have no doubt.” Then, knowing Chaos likely did have news, 

however twisted it might be, he asked, “What would you think to tell me?” 

“Just this. The ruling was made that your value has waned. You have three days to prove your worth, or 

your power over beginnings will be given to me at the decree of the council.” His smile deepened, but 

never reached his eyes. 

It took Morrow several moments to grasp the proclamation. “You?” he rasped. “You would be the god 

of morning? What would make the council even consider that disastrous change? You’re chaos—the 

world needs no more of that!” 

“Ah, but cousin, I am also all things random. And surely you would agree that mortals are becoming 

more random than ever.” Now even his eyes crinkled with delight. “I understand that even you, Dawn 

and Morrow, so-called god of the morning, have struggled to sustain yourself with the wakings of 

humankind. You are lacking in power. Should not your authority follow?” 

Morrow steeled his resolve. “Fine. I’ll meet the council on Wednesday and prove the value of morning.” 

“Wednesday?” The sing-song of mock confusion inflected Chaos’s words. “Cousin. The decision will be 

made tomorrow. Wasn’t I clear?” 

“Tomorrow? That’s Monday. You said three days…” 

“Didn’t I mention? The council met on Friday. Tick tock, morning child. Your hour is coming.” 

Laughter rang through the air as Chaos Dimensionally Transferred away to wherever he was going. 

Morrow stood, stunned. Less than twenty-four hours to prove that he still had value. A single day to 

gather evidence in favor of new beginnings and the start of day. 

He thought again of his own lack of morning energy and shook his head. He wasn’t sure at all if he could 

make his case. 

But he did know where to begin his attempt. 
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It was time to pay his sister a visit. 

*** 

“You have to make people sleep more, that’s all there is to it. I know you don’t want Chaos to have my 

job.” 

Somna had never been the energetic sibling. She liked things dark and quiet and never seemed to 

appreciate Morrow’s bursts of enthusiasm.  

“What difference does it make. Go away, Dawn. I’m tired.” The gravel in her voice made her sound old, 

even though she was mere moments younger than Morrow.  

“Don’t call me Dawn. I’m not a goddess, I’m a god.” He sounded sulky. This was an old argument. In 

truth, the gods and goddesses were neither masculine nor feminine—or maybe they were both—but 

were assigned characteristics by their believers based on their perceptions. But Morrow—Dawn—had 

never wanted to be a girl.  

Somna laughed through a yawn. “God, goddess… what's the difference? Mother named you Dawn, and 

who am I to argue with Time herself?” 

Morrow pouted, arms folded across his chest as he slumped against a fluted column. “Of course it 

wouldn’t matter to you. You’ll sleep with anyone.” 

The goddess of slumber rose from her chaise and crossed the room. “Sleep is who I am, brother. Don’t 

blame me.” Her hand on his shoulder drained his tension and he visibly relaxed. “Besides, I know it’s not 

me you’re angry with. And trust me, I understand. Chaos has rendered me ineffectual for years.” She 

frowned. “He doesn’t try to remove me because I can’t fight him. When I try it merely creates more 

troubles with sleep.” 

Insomnia. The word hung unspoken in the air. A lack of desire to sleep was common and relatively easy 

to overcome. The upswing in the lack of ability to sleep had been growing over the last half-century and 

it weakened Somna like a chronic illness.  

“Sister,” Morrow said, “what if he’s behind it all? Not just bad beginnings, but also your sleeplessness?” 

“Chaos.” She leveled a flat stare at her brother. Then her face changed. Shock, or maybe revelation, 

widened her eyes. “We have another sister, too.” 

Morrow frowned. “Twilight,” he muttered. 

“Twilight,” Somna agreed. “We have to warn her.  

*** 

Somna had always been closer to their sister than Morrow. He wouldn’t say they had a bad relationship, 

they were just so very different. Somna had more in common with her than he did.  

She was very unlike either of them, though. Twilight was neither a beginning or an end, but something 

more in-between. As such, she could fit in places Morrow couldn’t reach and that Somna never thought 

of.  
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“What about hotels,” Somna said. “Hotels are great. They have nice, relaxing, hot showers and big 

comfy beds with extra pillows.” She paused, her head cocked to one side. “Well, the good ones do, 

anyway. But I can’t imagine Twilight staying at some random strip motel. She’s too—” 

“That’s it!” Twilight interrupted, excitement clear in his voice. “Let’s go!”  

He tugged at Somna’s arm and pulled her into the Ether. Moments later they emerged on a crowded 

street lined with huge hotels festooned with neon.  

“Las Vegas? You brought me to the desert?” Confusion puckered Somna’s tired brow.  

Morrow chuckled and gestured as if presenting his sister with a prize. “Las Vegas! Land of eternal 

twilight! Where else would our dear sister be but in a city eternally trapped between day and night.” He 

looked up the street then swiveled to peer the other direction. “Now we just have to figure out which 

casino she might be in.” 

Somna sighed heavily. “Well, lets get started. The sooner we find her, the sooner I can get back to 

sleep.” 

*** 

The two started down the strip, systematically walking through each casino they passed. They knew they 

couldn’t thoroughly examine every location, but they walked through the lobby and the main casino 

before moving on to the next hotel.  

After the first few hotels, Morrow realized they had a problem. As they searched, they completely lost 

their sense of time. As they wandered through the seemingly endless mazes of theme-decorated hotels, 

they were lulled by constant ring of happy-sounding chords, the subtle lighting, and the free drinks.  

They paused on a street corner before proceeding to the next location. “This isn’t good, Somna. We’ll 

never find her at this rate.” He didn’t like the crush of crowds hurrying down the street, but it was better 

than the perpetual almost-time inside the casinos.  

Even Somna was affected. The sleepiness that normally hung over her was replaced by a confused 

alertness that Morrow didn’t recognize. “I think Chaos may have won already. This is impossible.” She 

clutched at his arm, her eyes going hard as the atmosphere crackled. 

A familiar figure joined them. 

“Chaos,” Morrow growled. “What are you doing here? You can’t stop me from finding Twilight.” 

A low mocking chuckle bubbled from the other god. “Stop you? Why would I bother?  At this pace I’ll 

have your power before you’re done searching.” His grin set Morrow’s nerves on edge. “I just thought it 

would be sporting to give you a fighting chance. You only have twelve hours left as god of morning. Then 

Chaos will rule the day!” 

Somna stepped forward as if to confront Chaos, but stopped in her tracks at a dismissive gesture from 

the other god. She swayed on her feet, almost looking like she suddenly slept where she stood.  

“Release her!” Morrow moved to grab at Chaos… and missed. The other god was behind him in a blink.  
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“Relax, cousin,” Chaos said. “I only wanted to help by suggesting that a random approach is sometimes 

the most logical.” 

As Morrow started to respond, the air crackled again and his nemesis was gone.  

“Damn him!” Morrow shouted, then grumbled in a lower voice, “And damn me, too, if we don’t solve 

this.” 

Whatever Chaos had done to Somna, the effect started to fade as soon as he was gone. She turned to 

her brother and he saw a clarity in her gaze she’d never had before. “He will not win,” she said. “And, as 

much as I hate to admit it, he’s right. Sometimes a random approach is the order of the day.” 

“What are you suggesting?”  

“Think of it as sleep walking.” She tugged at his arm, and they started back up the street. 

*** 

They headed up the street. Somna lead, pulling Morrow by the hand, determination in every step. 

Morrow was more reluctant, but he followed. He didn’t have any better ideas.  

“Where are we going?” 

Somna cast a glance back at him as they continued forward. “It doesn’t matter, but I’ll just know it when 

we get there.” 

Morrow tried to pull back, but Somna had a firm grip on him and pulled him along. “What do you mean 

you’ll know? Somna, Twill could be in any one of these hotels. We could have missed her already.” 

“Nope,” she said. “Not true. She can’t be in any of these places. She can only be in one of them. The 

trick is to find the right one.” 

Morrow dug his heels in at that, yanked his arm from his sister, and stopped. He crossed his arms and 

scowled as she turned to him. “I’m running out of time,” he said. “I can’t just go chasing a vapor.” 

“Wrong.” Somna stepped back toward him. “Chaos said it was random. That’s what made me think of 

it.” She took a moment to gather her thoughts. “I know you’ve never sleepwalked.” 

Morrow made a face. “Sister, I don’t even sleep. That’s your realm.” 

“Right,” she said. “You live in the morning. Your entire existence is based on order and the fact that, no 

matter what happens, the world keeps turning.” 

“And?” 

“And… mortals aren’t like that. Their world keeps turning, but their lives? Those start and stop and are 

filled with all kinds of random everything.” 

Morrow sighed. “So you’re saying Chaos has already won.” 

“Don’t be stupid, Dawn. I’m saying that solving this is like sleepwalking.” 
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She tugged again at his arm and they started walking again, but Morrow was confused. “You’ve lost 

me.” 

She tried to explain. “When humans dream, everything in the dream makes sense… while it’s happening. 

When they wake up, most of those dreams disappear. But the ones that do stick with them? They 

usually discover that what made perfect sense in my realm makes none at all in yours. Because in sleep, 

they aren’t subject to the natural order of the world.” 

“But what does that have to do with finding Twilight?” 

“Keep up, brother. Not all humans sleepwalk, but those that do always know exactly where they’re 

going while they’re doing it. It’s only when they wake up that they become confused.” 

He shook his head and continued trudging after his sister. “I’m still confused.”  

She rolled her eyes. “That’s because you’re awake. You’re such a morning person.” She giggled. “I’m 

Sleep. Walking. By definition. I don’t have to understand. I just have to be sure.” 

“But then—” he cut off as a passing human pressed a paper into his hand. 

“Third floor, buddy! Best bar in the city.” He moved on before Morrow understood what he was talking 

about.  

“We’re here! I knew it!” Somna looked smug. 

“Here?” Morrow was still confused. “Where?” 

His sister plucked the flier from his hand and held it up for him to read. “Twilight Lounge. Third floor. I 

think we’ve found our sister.” 

*** 

They stood in the back of the darkened room and listened to their sister’s sultry voice.  

“I didn’t even know she could sing.” Morrow was afraid he might be gaping and clicked his jaw shut.  

Next to him, Somna swayed to the music. “She can. And it’s absolutely dreamy.” 

As the final strains of Twilight Time resonated, the room erupted with applause. Twilight mouthed the 

words thank you with sunset-colored lips. She bowed in acceptance of the praise, and her midnight-

black hair fell forward. Eyes of the deepest possible blue scanned the room, then suddenly locked on 

Morrow and Somna.  

With a final bow, she stepped down from the moderate stage and swept across the room as the band 

began playing Moonlight Serenade.  

“Somna!” She gathered her sister in a hug and gave her a squeeze. It didn’t even wrinkle her satin. “Isn’t 

it past your bed time?” 

Her smile slipped into something less authentic. “And Morrow. Brother. I wouldn’t have expected to see 

you here.” 

“Twill,” he said without preamble. “I need your help.” 
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Twilight sucked in a slow breath and gave him a flat stare. “You always do know how to end a good 

party. All right Dawn—” 

“Morrow.” 

“Morrow.” She rolled her eyes. “I assume it’s important if you’re showing up here.” She looked resigned. 

“Let’s go.”  

Twilight stepped into the ether, drawing her siblings close behind. Moments later they emerged in a 

traditional palisade high on a mountainside. “Welcome to my abode,” Twilight said. Her garb was now a 

deep purple robe that looked like it might be embellished with actual starlight.  

“You’re so dramatic, Twill.”  

“And you’re so utilitarian, brother. If you just came to insult me—” 

“No.” He grimaced and swallowed his pride. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Twill. I came to warn you. And 

because I really do need your help. Chaos is trying to take my power.” 

He wasn’t sure what kind of reaction he had expected from her. Everything with her was always shifting 

shadows. But the cascade of genuine laughter that bubbled from her was a surprise.  

Morrow couldn’t speak. He was too stunned at her callousness. 

Their sister stepped between them. “Twilight, please. I know you and Morrow are as different as east 

and west, but if Chaos forces him into retirement, everything will be disrupted. Not just for him, but for 

all of us.” 

“I do suppose that’s true. Chaos can be such a trouble maker.” She shifter her eyes from Somna to 

Morrow. “I will do what I can. Is there a plan?” 

*** 

With the help of his sisters, Morrow prepared his defense. He compiled stories—millions of them—of 

people waking with the dawn to accomplish great things, even if done with tiny steps. He gathered 

anecdotes about the surges of joy and other uplifting emotions experienced by people starting new 

days, new projects, and new journeys—even if those people weren’t what anyone would call morning 

people. And he catalogued the awe-inspiring beauty of the first rays of the sun slipping above the 

horizon or breaking through morning fog.  

“Not bad, brother.” Twilight smiled. “A good sunrise is almost as lovely as a sunset. Not quite, but face 

it. You’re not me.” 

“That… that’s nearly high praise coming from you.” He smiled back, and his beaming filled the room with 

clean, crystalline light.  

Somna scowled. “Tone it down. Trying to sleep, here.” 

“Typical,” chided Twilight. “You sleep through all the best stuff.” 

They all laughed, then Morrow turned serious again. 
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“This is it. I suppose I have to go make my case.” He clouded slightly but steeled his resolve and stepped 

through the ether.  

Chaos waited at the council chamber. “Cousin. So glad you could make it.” His sing song tone made 

Morrow bristle. 

“I still don’t know why you’re doing this, Chaos. You, of all the gods, should understand that without an 

underpinning of order, even your randomness and discord become meaningless. Beginnings give people 

hope.” 

“Save it for the chamber, Morrow.” He pushed open the door. “Shall we?” 

The two gods strode toward the council. Gods from every pantheon sat in the gallery; the rustle of their 

whispers filled the room. Morrow cringed at the thought that most were there to see him fail. 

He reached the bench and stood before the gaze of the elder gods, and then realized what he needed to 

do.  

Morrow raised his eyes, raised his hands, and a hush fell over the room. He released a sunrise streaked 

with shades of blue, yellow, orange, and pink. Deep purples faded to lavender. Nearly white light 

seemed to crest distant mountains, turning the landscape nearly black before it lightened to shades of 

gray and brown and green. 

Golden light radiated through the chamber.  

“I am Dawn,” he said, “god of the morning. Chaos may create temporary shadows, but he cannot dim 

my coming.” 

A voice came from the crowd. “Talk about being dramatic.” 

He turned to Twilight as a laugh rippled through the gathered gods, demigods, and spiritual beings. He 

thought to shush her—this was not the time for her antics. Instead, he was surprised by the huge smile 

that spread across her face.  

Somna stood next to her, also smiling. And… Chaos? That smile didn’t look smug. It looked happy.  

“What is going on?” He turned back toward the Council and realized they were all smiling, too. “I… you… 

What is this?” 

Chaos came forward then, flanked by his sisters. “Congratulations, cousin,” he said. “Dawn and Morrow, 

god of the morning, you have been voted God of the Year.” 

Morrow turned around, confused, to look at the smiling faces around him. Thunderous applause 

accompanied his disorientation. He repeated his question as the noise died down. “Somna? Twill? What 

is going on?” 

“You’re the god of new beginnings,” Somna said, stepping forward. “The bringer of hope. You start 

every day, no matter what came the day before.” 

Twilight joined her sister. “You make everything possible. You aren’t the genesis, but you give us an 

ongoing genesis. So, here’s to new beginnings. How do you feel about cake for breakfast?” 
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“Wait,” said Morrow, turning to Chaos. “You mean, you don’t want my powers?” 

Chaos laughed, deep and true. “Not in a million years, cousin. Not in a million years.” 
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The hallway wallpaper depicted cloudy blue skies and white-capped mountains overlooking an olive 

garden, viewed through a repeating pattern of marble-columns. Contrastingly mundane, were the 

endless numbered doors the fluorescent lights overhead. These sights seemed to sail by as a female 

attendant, dressed in white, pushed the wheelchair for a sour-faced old man of Mediterranean 

extraction, whose pale face was grizzled with white stubble. 

“It’s my brother’s fault,” he groused. “Poseidon tries to flush too much toilet paper.” 

“Well, Mr. Zeus, you wouldn’t need another roommate if you could just make things up to your sister. 

The marital suite bathrooms are the best in the ward.” 

“Bah! Don’t remind me. Hera’s always mad about something. She’ll come around.” 

“In the meantime, I’ll just take you to the public bathroom here in the Olympian hallway. It’s not far 

ahead.” 

The man groaned impatiently. “I should have never traded desserts with Apollo. Would you believe my 

own son swore to me that his custard was ambrosia? Figure of speech be damned, he knows I’m lactose 

intolerant. Push faster, can’t you, please, woman?  My insides are bursting. Damn this prehistoric 

prostate.” 

They reached an intersection, and she wheeled the retired god around a corner. 

“Please call me Edith, and we’re just about there, Mr. Zeus. …Oh, no!” Her tone sank like a deflating 

accordion. 

“Blast it!” railed the retired Sky Father. “There it is again, always blocking the nearest, public toilet after 

breakfast. That same, winged aluminum walker. Every time!” 

“That’s obviously your son’s walker.” 

“Of course, Hermes! That’s the culprit. One of my bastards with that Pleiad nymph. Fleet-footed 

whippersnapper always gets here first.” 

“He must have escaped the rehabilitation ward again. Dionysus mentioned that he hasn’t been sleeping 

in his bunk. I’d wager he’s probably in there, shooting up crack, right now.” She sighed. “I can call 

security, but he’ll probably be in there a while, sir.”  She sidestepped towards white courtesy phone. 

The retired sky god raised a threatening finger and raised his voice. “We don’t have time for that now, 

mortal! Wheel me to Valhalla, quick, or you’ll feel my wrath.” 

“Right away, Mr. Zeus.” Edith returned to the chair, spun it around sharply, then pushed him along the 

corridor briskly until the wallpaper pattern began to depict countless shields. 
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“Maybe we can roll past that pretender, Thor’s room, so I can zap him with a lightning bolt,” he 

grumbled. “God of Thunder, my sagging, immortal butt.” 

“Thor’s room is not convenient, sir, and we won’t casting any lightning bolts in this facility.” 

“I’m an immortal! Begotten by titans! What can they do to the almighty Zeus?” 

“They can take away your TV.” 

“Oh, bugger.” 

Coming to a halt in front of a pair of doors labeled “Rekkr” and “Kvenna”, Edith parked the wheelchair to 

one side and knocked on the door displaying the silhouette of a Viking pissing while standing. 

The old man gestured impatiently for her to open it. “No one’s in there!” he insisted. 

She reached for the knob and jiggled it. “How odd! It seems locked,” she said. 

At the intrusion of a tapping noise from behind them, both visitors from the Olympian ward turned to 

see a blind Norseman approaching, feeling his way by means of an out-stretched, white cane. The cane’s 

handle resembled a ram’s horn. 

“Not just locked: Loki-ed,” announced the Norseman, displaying a grin-full of golden teeth. Besides a 

matching a golden band around his neck and some white socks, he wore nothing else. “Hello, Edith, 

Hello Z. I recognized both your voices all the way from the mead hall.” 

“Hello, Heimy” said Zeus. “They let you have a mead hall?” 

Zeus and his attendant raised eyebrows at each other, then Edith remarked. “Mr. Heimdallr!  It’s so 

good to see you up and about so soon after your surgery, but where are your facility-issued pajamas, 

sir?” 

The Norse god’s expression fell, and he patted his groin area self-consciously. “Oh my. I seem to have 

forgotten my pants again. I really thought I was wearing them, this time, although it’s too warm, 

anyway. Truthfully, I’ve been looking for my room.” Changing gears, he wagged his white eyebrows 

mischievously. “But I heard your heart quicken, Edith. Is that because you like what you see?” 

“If she wanted to see white clouds, she could have stayed with me in Olympus,” snarked Zeus. 

“Well, who invited you here to Vallhalla, anyway mother-head?” Heimdallr snapped. 

“Mother-head?!” 

“Athena was born out of your head, wasn’t she, Z?” 

 “They let her out of my head with an axe, you son of nine-whores!” Zeus pointed a finger at the Norse 

god and ejected a feeble, static spark, accompanied by a fart. “Take that, Heimy!” 

“Gods, gods, behave!” The attendant reached over and pressed an emergency call button next to an 

AED box on the wall. “Just let me call another attendant to lead you back to your room, Mr. Heimdallr.” 
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“No need, thank you, Edith. Besides my trusty cane, I have famously good hearing.” He pointed at one of 

his ears, and then while appearing to distractedly pluck some protruding gray hairs, discretely twisted a 

knob. 

“Very well, said Edith, “but, tell us, what did you mean about this door being “Loki-ed”.  

“I meant, as in magically locked by the famous trickster-god, Loki.” 

“Loki!” 

Zeus snorted. “Did you say trickster god or punster god?” 

“I’m sure you’ve heard of Loki,” Heimdallr insisted. “He’s far more famous than me.” 

“I’ve heard of him, but I wasn’t aware that Loki was a resident here,” said Edith. “I’ve also read that you 

two were mortal enemies, prophesied to kill each other during Ragnarök, so I find it doubtful that the 

caretakers would put you in the same ward.” 

“Ragnarök is where all gods die,” said the naked Norseman, soberly. He raised his cane. “It’s my job to 

blow this horn, at the appropriate time, to give warning.” He aimed his sightless eyes toward some 

imaginary distance and gathered his brow. “Lately, I’ve begun to suspect Ragnarök may be this facility. 

Have you tried the cafeteria?” 

“Hear, hear,” Zeus groused.  

“Har, har. We haven’t lost an immortal yet,” Edith defended. 

“It’s true, I survive.” 

“In all your glory,” said Edith. 

The Norseman chuckled. “As for Loki, I dreamt that I killed him, and a god’s dreams are sometimes real. 

However, he was known to be a shapeshifter, so it’s impossible to be sure.” 

“You make a fair point.” 

“Perhaps it is even Loki is standing before you now,” he added, wagging his eyebrows again. 

Zeus growled. Well, whichever blasted Viking you are, can you please un-Loki this door for me?” 

The blind guardian frowned and shook his head. “Regretfully, no”, he said. “Only Loki can un- Loki a Loki-

ed door.” 

Zeus groaned in exasperation. “Then where do you Norse gods pee when you’re outside your rooms?” 

he demanded. 

“Why, in the mead hall, we often use empty mead cups.” said Heimdallr.  

“What?!”  

“That’s disgusting!” said Edith. 
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The blind god threw back his head and laughed. “I’m jesting,” he said. “Beside the door labeled for male 

gods, there should be another for door for goddesses. If you’re desperate, why not use that one?” At 

that, the naked god retreated down the shield-patterned hallway, tapping his horn-handled, white cane. 

Edith positioned herself to face the chair-bound Olympian. “Well, how about it, Mr. Zeus? I always help 

you in the bathroom anyway. Shall we try the ladies’ room?” 

Zeus grumbled briefly, but soon agreed. “I have no choice! If the pain in my gut gets any worse, I will 

want to trade places with Prometheus.” 

At that moment, the door in question opened, and four, aged Norse goddesses hobbled out, gossiping 

animatedly: three scrawny crones led by a huskier matron, the obvious offspring of a giant. All were 

hunch-backed, blue-eyed and wore braided, white hair. The apparent queen was logically Frigg, which 

meant her former maidens, now old maids, were undoubtedly Fulla, Gna, and Hiln. Spotting Zeus and his 

attendant, their chattering stopped abruptly. Frigg positioned herself defiantly in front of the wheel 

chair and threw back her regal shoulders. The other women arranged themselves to her left and right, 

until she gave a discrete hand-signal to Hiln, who departed in mysterious haste down the corridor. 

“Hello, Edith, and if I’m no mistaken, this beardless codger must be Zeus,” she said. 

“Good morning, Mrs. Frigg,” said Edith. “Would you mind if—" 

“Stand aside, biddies! I need to use the facilities,” said the Olympian. 

Frigg made a show of looking over one shoulder as if to confirm that she and her companions had just 

exited the correct room, and then restored her gaze, augmented with a single, raised eyebrow. 

“Biddies, are we?” 

Edith interjected, “Don’t let him rile you, Mrs. Frigg. He’s only being rude because—” 

“Don’t apologize for me, mortal!” 

The goddess deliberately ignored the Olympian. “Just call me Frigg, Edith. Like Madonna or Beyoncé. 

Queen Frigg, if you insist on formality.” 

“Enough of your friggin’ chatter! Get out of the way, wenches!” The sky god extended a commanding 

finger. “Run them over, Edith!” 

“No, Mr. Zeus! I would never—" 

“Just Zeus!”  

Frigg lifted a fur-slipper clad foot and braced it on the seat of the opposing wheelchair, braced 

menacingly between the god’s legs.   

“That room is for Norse goddesses, only,” she said. 

“But merciful Queen Frigg, Mr. Zeus, I mean, just Zeus—” 

“King Zeus!” 

“—er, King Zeus is desperate.” 
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“Perhaps if the king asked nicely,” said Frigg. 

“Who say’s I’m desperate? How dare you speak for me, Mortal! The Vanquisher of Titans and Father of 

Olympic Gods does not beg!” 

“No, of course not, sir! Not normally, sir. Far beneath your dignity. But perhaps this once…” 

“Never! Wheel me away! I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.”  

“Are you sure, sir?” 

Zeus bit his lip and aimed a trembling finger at the ceiling. As his face reddened, the digit sparked and 

sputtered, until a black, curling strand of smoke arose, after which he let out a thunderous fart. 

“Eww,” said Edith. 

“Eww!” said Frigg, waving her hand in front of her nose. Wide-eyed and startled, Fulla did the same and 

Gna wrinkled her nose. 

“Did you just…?” 

“Away, I said!”  

“Very well, sir.” 

Edith steered Zeus hastily away, towards the North African and Middle Eastern wings, remembering that 

the Great Flood community pool included a locker room with a shower, which now seemed desirable. As 

a backup, the Egyptian facilities not far away also featured a urinal trough meant to recall Nile, which 

logically, could permit half-a-dozen Egyptian gods to flood at once and still allow enough room for a 

single Greek interloper.  As they proceeded, the wallpaper pattern increasingly began to display 

hieroglyphics, marsh reeds and various water-fowl. 

“Almost there, sir.” 

Zeus sighed. “Mortal, there’s good news and bad news,” said Zeus, as they rolled along. 

“What is it, sir?” 

“The good news is, the sharp pain in my gut has slightly diminished. I still need relief, but it’s no longer 

quite so urgent. We should steer accordingly. 

“That’s…that is good sir.” 

“The bad news is, now I’m also going to need a change of pants.” 

This last detail was not news at all to Edith, who had been holding her breath as much as possible since 

they’d left Valhalla. 

As they continued, they were surprised to see a figure approaching from the south with a familiar, 

strutting, limp and one arm perpetually bent at the elbow reflecting an eternity of carrying a shield.  His 

red toga was draped loosely over sloped shoulders and a hunched back, and the sagging skin on his arms 

disguised what was left of his once proud muscles, but something about his bearing still conveyed that 

this was the Greek god of war. 
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Zeus signaled for Edith to halt, then hailed the immortal warrior.  “Well, if it isn’t my prodigal son, Ares,” 

he said. 

The veteran bristled. “It’s Mars now, Dad! You know I go by my Roman name.” 

“My disowned, loser, thug of a son, Ares.  What are you doing in the North African wing?” 

“Sekhmet and I have been dating, if you must know. Hey, does anyone else smell that stink?” 

Zeus ignored the latter comment. 

“Sekhmet? Isn’t that the one with the lion’s face?” 

“She can’t help it. What of it?” 

“Bestiality, son?” 

“Her body is human female, Dad, and amazing well-preserved. Anyway, as I recall, you took the form of 

a satyr to seduce Antiope.” 

“Ha, ha! So, I did. And Leda as a swan, Europa as a bull, but my kinkiest dalliance was with Danae as a 

shower of gold.” 

“Did you say shower of gold? As in literal gold?” 

“What else?” 

“Well, that’s news to me. The version I’d always heard was a “golden shower”, which has another 

meaning.” 

“You’re disgusting.” 

“You think I’m disgusting? Can you even smell yourself right now?” The war god looked to Edith for 

support. “Are you smelling what I’m smelling?” 

Although the attendant’s tortured face said it all, she added, “There’s been an accident, Mr. Mars, which 

is why, we really must be going.” 

“By all means. But Dad’s room is that way. Why are you taking him south?” 

“The toilet in his room with Poseidon is stopped up, so, we’ve been trying to find one of the common 

restrooms we can borrow.” 

“And failing!” grumbled Zeus. “And the urge is getting worse.” 

“I see. Well, if all else fails, you can take him to my room.” 

“Thank you, Ares.” 

“Mars.” 

“Whatever.” 

“But if you see an amulet on the doorknob, Dad, don’t knock. That means I’m busy.” 
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“Let’s roll, Edith.” 

“Wait!” said Mars. “But not south. Any direction but that one.” 

“Why not south?” 

 “Wow, you really don’t know, do you!” 

“I’m the god of prophecy! Of course, I know.  But what is it?” 

“There’s a mob of angry goddesses congregating in the North African wing who want your head on a 

stake.” 

“Why would any goddesses want that?” 

“It’s not them particularly. That’s just where they’re meeting. Have you heard yet of the “Me Too” 

movement?” 

“I have,” volunteered Edith. 

“I’ve heard of ‘me first’”, offered Zeus. 

“This is different.  Inanna is on the warpath again.” 

 “Inanna…the Sumerian god of fertility?” asked Edith. 

“And justice. The Assyrians and Babylonians call her Ishtar.” 

“I’m not sure I’ve ever heard of her,” said Zeus. 

“Well, here’s a key detail: back in the day, she killed her own rapist, and worse.” 

Zeus balked. “‘Did you just say, ‘and worse’?”  

Mars nodded significantly. 

Zeus squirmed in his seat. “Well, angry females are nothing remarkable,” he said. “Hera has them all 

beat. Where do you think the word ‘hysteria’ comes from?” 

“Hera made it up?” 

“What? No. The word means “uterus”. It’s Ancient Greek. Look it up.” 

Edith looked at the floor and shook her head. 

Mars resumed. “Now listen, Dad. Inanna is spearheading a class-action lawsuit, backed by a lot of other 

goddesses. Sekhmet told me they’re seizing the moment to avenge fellow victims of sexual assault 

against those responsible, and your name is at the top of the list.” 

“My name!” 

“Yep. Uncle P. and my brother and made the list too, although much further down. I would have thought 

Hephaestus would had already warned you.” 

“He’s still mad that I threw him off Mount Olympus when he was an infant.” 
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“The man can hold a grudge. He never forgave me for sleeping with his wife, either.” 

“Nor me for trying. So then, you’re on the list, too?”  

 “No, I’ve been given a pass. In my case, our infidelity was Aphrodite’s idea.”  

“Hard to blame her. That man’s just ugly.”  

“So, did he land that way or was he born that way?” 

“Why do you think I threw him?” 

“Anyway, the goddesses are marching around handing out subpoenas, and they could be coming up this 

corridor any minute, so I wouldn’t go south if I were you.” 

“A lawsuit doesn’t scare me. Consensual sex is a mortal concept, and their laws don’t apply to me! What 

woman wouldn’t feel privileged to have sex with a god?” 

The war god splayed his bony fingers and began to count. “Well, besides the princesses already 

mentioned, there’s Antiope, Alceme, Callisto, Persephone…” He threw up his hands. I can’t remember 

them all, but almost two dozen say you assaulted them.” 

“Impudent ingrates! As I recall, all those seemed to like it well enough at the time.” 

“Well, those you didn’t outright rape are now alleging that you abused your position of power to 

pressure them in to unwanted relations. They claim they felt they had no choice.” 

“They had a choice. The King of Gods’ choice! Sex doesn’t need to be consensual if the superior being 

knows better what’s good for them.” 

“Oh, Mr. Zeus!” Edith’s tone was scolding, appalled. 

“Edith, we’d better roll. Anyway, all of that is ancient history, so even if human laws could ever apply to 

gods, what I did was culturally acceptable in those days.” 

Walking alongside the chair, Mars shook his head. “The ‘cultural defense’ may prove a weak choice. 

Uncle Poseidon has tried that argument, but unsuccessfully. Testimony from Medusa and Demeter 

seems to have swayed the jury.” 

“Already? What jury?” 

“The jury of public opinion, Dad.  Media.” 

“A fig for the opinion of mortals.” 

“Mr. Zeus!” 

Mars held up a palm and blocked the chair. “Dad, our power faded when people stopped worshipping 

us, right? What do you think will happen if they start hating us?” 

Zeus moaned and squirmed again, obviously uncomfortable. “Well, there’s probably a statute of 

limitations, but if necessary, Hera always has my back.” He grinned toothlessly. “Your mother makes 

sure that it’s the victim who gets punished. Now, stand aside.” 
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The war god stepped sideways but gripped the arm of the chair. “In the past, sir. But apparently, Mom 

now claims you pressured her into the incestuous marriage against her will and were as unfaithful to her 

as you were to your six previous wives. She added her name to the lawsuit.” 

“Well that explains…” 

“Look, I’ll let you go,” said Mars. 

“Thanks for the warning, son. Woman, just take me somewhere else fast. I’m getting another sharp 

pain.”  

Edith resumed pushing. As they put distance between him and his son, Zeus spotted Frigg’s companion, 

Hiln, peeking around a corner at the intersection up ahead.  He turned his head to look back over his 

shoulder. “Hey, dummy, we’re still headed south! Where are you taking me?” 

“Time’s up, sir. I believe Ragnarök will be happening this way.” 
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Odin woke up to someone yelling his name.  

He groaned and fell back on the mattress. Wednesday. Wodin’s Day. His day. He rubbed his hands over 

his face and grimaced. Back in the day he had been honoured when the mortals had named a day of the 

week after him. Now… each time someone said the name of that infernal weekday, it was as if they 

called out to him.  

He massaged his forehead. Like having warlords and berserkers constantly calling out to him wasn’t 

irritating enough. He was not a war god, he was not a benefactor to a specific day of the week: he was a 

tired old man seeking a bit of solitude and peace. 

Cawing ravens and hissing cats made his one eye snap open. The birds circled above him and the felines 

ran over him, scratching him with their sharp claws. Roaring, he threw the quilt off him. The animals 

scampered. He had had enough. If he found Freya’s cats near his ravens again… The dark thought left 

him as quick as it came. Odin fell back onto his mattress. He didn’t have the desire or energy to lead the 

Wild Hunt, much less to run after the animals in Asgard and putting them in their place. 

He settled back into the comfort of his bed, trying to sleep again. What he needed, Odin realised, was to 

find joy in living.  

He could hear Freya and Frigg scream at each other, the sounds the ravens and cats were making 

amplified their argument. He didn’t need to hear them properly to know what they were disagreeing 

about again: cats and their place in a peaceful household. It was an old argument; one they could run 

with if not stopped. He pulled a pillow over his face.  

Battle cries and the clanging of metal came through the open window. The warriors of Valhalla had 

stormed into the streets of Asgard, despite knowing they weren’t allowed to. He needed a tranquil place 

to catch up on much needed sleep. His eye shot open and he threw the pillow aside. Midgard had places 

for men his age to find joy and tranquility.  

Grinning, het got out of bed. 

 

*** 

 

Odin entered the building marked ‘reception’, checking his reflection in the window once more to make 

sure that he was properly dressed for Midgard. Earth. He liked the eyepatch – it made him look rakish. 

“Yes?” the stern woman behind the counter asked as he stepped up. 



 
79 

“I’m Woody Hunt.”  

He felt quite proud on the play of his Germanic name and title as leader of the Wild Hunt. 

“And?” 

“I’m moving in.” 

She gave an exasperated sigh and looked at him.  “Where are your forms?” 

Odin quickly read her mind and presented her with leaves glamoured to look like what she wanted. 

“That seems to be in order.  Wilson!” A young man came scampering in at the bark of his name. “Take 

Mr. Hunt to number thirteen.” 

Odin followed Wilson from the building to a bungalow surrounded by flowerbeds in bloom and identical 

little houses all around. 

“Here you are, sir. Number thirteen.”  Wilson held open the door, the keys in his outstretched hand.  “If 

you need anything, just use the intercom.” He gestured to a box next to the door. 

Odin watched the young man retreat. He was a curious blend of serf and squire. He could feel that 

someone was watching him through net curtains. Odin grinned and waved. The woman quickly 

disappeared. Shaking his head, he entered the small house.  

A bedroom, a bathroom, and a kitchen which opened up into a lounge… He couldn’t believe that anyone 

would willingly live like that. The last time he had been on Midgard, chieftains held on to their 

strongholds, filling it with children and grandchildren.  

This… He shuddered.  

A small voice in the back of his head reminded him that it was exactly what he had wanted when he had 

left Asgard.  

He turned in a circle, looking at the non-descript art on the walls until it made his stomach squirm. 

“Not what you were expecting?” a voice asked from the open door. 

Odin stopped spinning and watched the intruder: a man in his seventies stood there in shorts, socks 

pulled up to his knees and a shirt tucked in. 

“No”, he finally answered. 

The man chuckled. “None of us expected this.”  He gestured vaguely to the houses and grounds.  “You 

work your whole life to afford the big house with the nice garden. And just when you’re ready to enjoy 

it, some snotnose in government decides that you’re too old to be responsible for anything – or to enjoy 

the fruits of your labor. Tach!”   He threw his hands in the air.  “What about you?” 

“I needed to escape the kids” he said, thinking of the warriors of Valhalla. 

“Took over your house, eh?” 

“And everything else,” he answered, the scratches left on his chest and arms by the cats smarting a bit. 
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He didn’t quite understand the anger he could feel emanating from the man in front of him.  

A quick probe of his mind showed Odin the horridness Allen – the man he was reading – and the others 

from the retirement village had to deal with. There was no such thing as the Grove Country Estate: just 

Shady Grove Retirement Village with a nice bowling green, and the very exclusive and expensive Royal 

Grove Country Club that borders it.   

What was worse, Odin realized, was that they didn’t really own their new houses – there was some 

technical legal nonsense in the contract that made them lose everything when they died. 

“Awful how this place hoodwinked everyone out of what they had hoped their retirement to be.”  Odin 

extended his hand.  “Woody Hunt.” 

“Allen Marais.” 

“Allen, I think we should do something about this lack of fun and physical activity.” 

“What do you have in mind?” 

“We’ll need troops.” 

“They’ll be in the rec room – napping.” 

 

*** 

 

Odin breathed deeply, taking the in the early morning peace. The sun had just peeked out above the 

treeline in the country club next door. Royal Grove. He snorted. It was time to execute his plan. It was 

time to become Woody Hunt in truth. 

“Are you ready?” Allen asked. 

“Are you?” Woody countered. 

Allen laughed. “Margaret is already on look-out duty. Much more fun – and healthier – than watching us 

all through her net curtains.” 

“We’ll meet on the bowling green”, Woody said and walked away.  

He knew that Allen would take charge of the group raiding the clinic. He grinned. He wished he could 

have seen them collecting and carrying all the canes and crutches they could get. But he needed to do 

this mission on his own. It was the most dangerous part. And the most fun. 

Walking like he belonged there, Woody entered the club house next to the golf course. It was still early 

enough that only the die-hard golfers were out on the range. Spotting the golf balls in their gleaming 

plastic casings arranged on a side table, he took out the plastic shopping bag he had brought with him, 

shook it out and packed the boxes of golf balls into it until it was nearly overflowing. 
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He turned around to leave. A maid stood shaking her head like she couldn’t believe what he was doing. 

But she didn’t stop him. She continued to arrange chairs and polish the tables. Woody thought that 

stopping thieves of golf balls was probably above her paygrade. 

He left like he had arrived: like he belonged there. 

No-one even looked at him as he walked against the boundary wall to the Shady Grove gate. Grinning, 

he slipped back in and walked to his friends waiting on the raised grass playing field. 

Woody lifted the bag full of golf balls into the air and the men waiting on the bowling green cheered. 

Margaret took the bag from him the moment he reached them and removed the golf balls, dividing it 

evenly among the group before sitting back down beneath the umbrella to watch them. Allen made sure 

that everyone had a cane or crutch. They were all laughing as they found their place on the bowling 

green. 

Woody felt a smile tug at the corners of his mouth. It was an odd sensation, one he hadn’t felt in far too 

long. 

“All right, everyone.  Swing!” Allen yelled once they were all standing where they should. 

Woody could hear Margaret laughing, calling the names of everyone who had missed hitting their golf 

balls. He took pleasure in hitting the small white ball with the wood cane borrowed from an unknown 

neighbour. 

“The one with the most misses will clean up!” Margaret yelled gleefully. 

They kept on hitting the balls, laughing and yelling instructions, until a group of serious golfers started 

hollering at the gate between Royal Grove and Shady Grove Retirement Village. Woody had broken off a 

stick in the lock – they couldn’t get in, no matter how much they huffed and puffed. He loved the look of 

anger and impotence on their faces. 

Rachel from the front desk marched past them to intercept the Country Club people. Woody was sure 

that she had grinned when she had looked at them having fun on the bowling green. He was also sure 

that she had known what they were up to for a while – she had responded to the hollers at the gate just 

a little too swiftly for someone immersed in paperwork. 

“I’ll clean up. Better get out of the line of fire,” Wilson said from behind them. His eyes danced with 

mirth. 

Everyone groaned good naturedly and handed their ‘golf clubs’ to the young man as they left the 

bowling green. 

“Let’s go tally the scores,” Margaret said with a grin, not taking her eyes off Rachel who was expertly 

calming down the Royal Grove people. 

 

 

*** 



 
82 

Each day after the golf-incident, Woody and his friends ran around the retirement village causing 

mayhem. They didn’t do anything that would cause the inhabitants of Shady Grove to have to spend 

money – they all knew how tight funds were. Instead, they did what they could to make everyone enjoy 

life again. 

The best day, in Woody’s opinion, was when they convinced even moody Ruth to join in a bit of karaoke. 

The woman had a set of lungs – one even forgot that she was bound to her wheelchair once she sang. 

He chewed his cheek as a wheel squeaked. He knew she would be furious when she woke up, but still he 

quietly wheeled away Ruth’s wheelchair while she took a nap on her porch swing.  

Woody joined his friends who had each gotten hold of a wheelchair by fair means and foul. They were 

lined up in the narrow street in front of number thirteen, waiting for Margaret to wave a handkerchief 

so they could start racing. 

The handkerchief dropped and Woody forgot to feel bad about the villagers who would be immobilized 

until their wheelchairs were returned to them. 

Racing with wheelchairs was much harder than he had anticipated. Woody’s arm muscles ached from 

propelling his wheelchair forward. But it was a good ache. He couldn’t remember the last time he had 

had as much fun. They bumped into each other as they learned to steer, giggling like twelve year old 

boys. 

They could hear Ruth yelling at them from her porch swing when she woke up from her nap as they 

whooshed past her house. Her yells just made them giggle more. Woody could scarcely breathe. 

The ground raced past and the sound of wheels on the tar road gave Woody a rush. It was the same 

feeling he used to have while chasing woodwives when he led the Wild Hunt through the Black Forest. 

They raced down the narrow streets, making dangerous turns around corners, all the while roaring with 

laughter. 

Woody felt the all too familiar presence just before the road became a steep downhill freewheeling 

adventure. He didn’t want to believe it. He felt frozen in his own body. Water entered his nose and 

lungs. He sputtered and clawed up to breathable air. They had crashed into the pond at the end of the 

road. Wet and laughing, none seemed to notice that the road had returned to normal. 

Woody was just glad that Loki’s prank hadn’t harmed his new friends. 

Orderlies in white descended upon them and pulled them out of the pond. They made quite a fuss over 

them. Ruth was in the arms of a brawny orderly, shouting obscenities at them from the top of her lungs.  

Woody felt cold. For over a month he had been free of the presence of those outside of Midgard. Now 

one that should be in an inescapable prison had caused mayhem where he was. A deliberate and 

surgical strike. 

Or his imagination. 

Dripping wet, they walked back to their homes. They had left the wheelchairs for the very angry Ruth 

and orderlies to sort out. 
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The good mood he had managed to salvage during their walk evaporated. Dread filled him at the sight 

of the young man standing outside of number thirteen, swinging a ballpeen hammer while staring up at 

the clear sky. 

“Looks like the new handyman has arrived.” 

Woody only nodded and left the others as he walked to his bungalow – and his son. 

“Don’t tell me that this is Mjölnir,” Woody said and nodded at the ridiculous hammer in his son’s big 

hand. 

Thor blushed. “I couldn’t leave it behind. And I needed to blend in.” 

Woody opened the front door and entered the relative privacy of his temporary home. 

“What do you want?” Everything felt ephemeral at that moment. 

Thor closed the door softly behind them. “To bring you home to Asgard.” 

“No.” He couldn’t go back. It was a stifling prison filled with gods and warriors no-one had thought of in 

centuries. A fancy retirement home feeding on his soul. 

“No? We need you. Loki has managed to project himself outside of his prison and create havoc.” 

“Really?”  He sat down on the comfortable sofa and closed his eye; he had hoped that he had imagined 

the prankster’s presence. 

“Yes. He has been seen on all Nine Worlds. Hel is furious – you know how she gets. Tensions are 

building. They will only listen to you.” 

“Go and lead them, Thor. Leave me in peace.”  Just thinking of that life – and responsibilities – 

exhausted him. 

“Ragnarok will look like a picnic compared to what is happening right now,” Thor said darkly. “Chaos 

reigns. Your lack of leadership will destroy us long before the prophesized end.” 

“What do you mean?” Odin watched his son, noting the worry lines that had replaced his laugh lines. 

“Frigg and Freya are competing for leadership…” Thor looked at him with raised eyebrows. 

“Those in Valhalla are revolting against them.” Sighing, Odin stood up and looked out the window. He 

had once given up one eye to get wisdom and knowledge from Mimir. Though he had wanted to undo 

that action many times in recent years, it now afforded him the insight he needed. He smiled as he saw 

Margaret pruning the roses outside of her house. He would miss them all. “I need you to do 

something…” 

 

*** 
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After spending so much time in mortal clothing, it felt odd to wear the clothes he was expected to wear 

in Asgard. He sat down at the table on his balcony, a raven perched on each shoulder. The glow of fire 

against the gold covered buildings shimmered over his surroundings, leaving shadows where the 

reflections didn’t stay.  

He gazed at the rough cut crystal dominating the small table. The crystal afforded him a view of those he 

had left behind in Midgard. His ravens communicated to him what had been said at the memorial 

service his friends and neighbours had held for Woody Hunt.  

It wasn’t what he had wanted to do, but it was the only way to give them closure. Time ran differently 

among the Nine Worlds and he hadn’t wanted them to miss him while he attended to business on 

Asgard. Thankfully, Thor had agreed and arranged the whole charade to play off perfectly. 

Odin listened to the words his ravens communicated to him. The friends and neighbours of Woody Hunt 

celebrated the joy he had brought to their lives. They celebrated the bravery he had breathed into their 

world. He felt warmth spread through him as they each raised a glass to celebrate the memory of the 

man he had tried to be. 

Turning away from the scene, he surveyed his kingdom. The sacrifice of leaving Midgard had been worth 

it. Everyone in Asgard seemed happy. Even Freya and Frigg. They were all back to doing what they 

should. Including him. 

Odin sighed. Yes, he wasn’t revered among mortals anymore. But his people needed him to lead them; 

they needed him to be strong. The yelling was only from the warriors training for Ragnarok. Even Loki 

was keeping a low profile – he had checked, and the prankster was still locked up safely. Which meant 

that his ability to project himself in the Nine Worlds was a sign of something worse than the approach of 

the end. 

He stood up and watched as the darkness crept into the edges of his world. Neglect had made 

something old test the boundaries of the Nine Realms. Odin shivered. He wasn’t ready to tell his 

subjects what was coming. He wasn’t ready to see the horror on Thor’s face – the boy had just started to 

laugh again. 

He stood alone. But he also had a great support system – even if they drove him to madness, he knew 

that they would beat back the darkness threatening them. 

And he also knew that when he felt overwhelmed by his responsibilities and family, a vacation on 

Midgard could do him the Nine Worlds of good. 
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Memorandum for the record: [date and location redacted]. As usual, I am dictating this to my phone. 

Today I begin my new duties as Chief Medical Executive of The Elysian Fields Retirement and Assisted 

Living Community for the Divine (hereafter referred to as “Elysian Fields” or “the Institute”). The medical 

assistants sent by the institute to collect me from my hotel and drive me to Elysian Fields arrived 

promptly at 9 a.m. The drive to the institute took about thirty minutes. It was most pleasant and 

unmarked by any difficulties. 

As we entered the grounds, I surveyed the campus. In general, the grounds are immaculate, well-

trimmed and very green, with a splendid view of snow-capped mountains to the east and north, and 

forest to the west and south. The central buildings are Greek classic in architecture but are flanked by 

large buildings of New Dynasty Egyptian architecture to the east and Norse longhouse construction to 

the west. A twenty-foot masonry wall surrounds the entire campus, insuring the privacy and safety of 

the residents, and the gatehouse is equipped with the most modern communications, monitoring and 

security features. 

This appears to be a very well-funded and well-organized institution, which confirms all my earlier 

research. I believe I will enjoy my employment here.  

 

*** 

 

I was met at the door by charming staff members, escorted into the executive offices, given the 

opportunity for a restroom visit and offered coffee and pastries. After a brief delay, I was shown into a 

well-appointed classical library-style conference room to begin the orientation. I am recording the 

proceedings with the recording app on my phone. What follows is the oral presentation Dr. Panacea 

provided me. From it I will produce my usual memorandum of record.  

 

*** 
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Dr. Panacea: “Welcome, Doctor! We’ve been eagerly expecting you here at Elysian Fields. I am Dr. 

Panacea. I have been temporarily acting in your capacity and will be your deputy here once you assume 

your new duties as our chief medical executive. 

“Doctor, I intend to brief you today on our residents, their health issues, and the regimens we have in 

place for their care this morning. And after a luncheon with the other physicians in our staff dining 

room, we’ll tour the entire facility in detail. Will that be satisfactory?” 

Me: “Most thoughtful of you. I’d appreciate your history and insights. How long have you been on the 

staff here now?” 

Dr. Panacea: “Hmmm, let me think. Twenty-two years now—ever since Asclepius retired. He’s a resident 

here too now. Still helpful to us, though. He likes to make the rounds with me and often has good 

advice. But we have to watch him because he likes to sneak into the morgue, reanimate the corpses and 

play poker with them.” 

Me: “I can see this is going to be an interesting job! Well, let’s get to it then. Tell me about the 

residents.” 

Dr. Panacea: “As you wish. Let’s begin with our most prominent resident. That would be Zeus, of course. 

Generally, he is in good health, and retains most of his faculties. He certainly still has the libido of his 

youth, which causes us some difficulties. He is capable of shape-shifting, and after lights-out often slips 

out of his suite in search of amorous adventure using the form of some innocuous animal form—a 

mouse, a moth, and the like. On one occasion as a Spanish fly, trying to get into Hera’s rooms. 

“Because of his prominence, we generally grant Zeus a lot of latitude. But he can be a handful. He 

slipped into my room one night, and though I deterred him then by promising my affections after my 

period ended, I had to wear a chastity belt for a year until his interests moved elsewhere. 

“His main health issue is that he has developed a severe allergy to cat hair. And while this shouldn’t be a 

problem, it is because of his ongoing feud with his spouse of record, Hera. She is also a resident with us, 

but lives in a separate apartment on the opposite side of our Classical Residents’ Hall. I’ll take you 

through it later. 

“Hera has never gotten used to Zeus’s infidelity, and likes to get her revenge by sweeping up the shed 

hair of the Sphinx and introducing it into our ventilation system. The hair is carried into Zeus’s room, 

which triggers his allergy and induces severe bouts of sneezing—from both ends, as it were—which 

takes the most unfortunate form of lightning. Zeus has inadvertently set the building on fire in that way 

at least a dozen times now, and we’re having difficulty maintaining fire insurance coverage.” 

Me: “Most problematic! Have you thought to add additional air filtration and screening to Zeus’s 

suites?” 

Dr. Panacea: “We are in the process of bidding the air filtration contract but, I admit, the screens had 

not occurred to us. That would also help us keep him in his rooms at night. A most useful idea. Thank 

you. 

“Then there is Athena. She suffers from onset dementia, and with it has become a complete termagant. 

She is a fierce feminist who believes every male wants relations with her—a problem that Zeus has 
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aggravated by trying to sneak into her apartments for years. Every mortal male Athena meets she turns 

to stone or wood, which is problematic for our male staff.  

“To keep her mischief to a minimum, we’ve gotten her contracts with the CIA and State Department. 

She consults with them on clandestine warfare and regime change. We used to allow her to attend the 

occasional meeting with State, but after she lignified Secretary Kerry, we had to stop that. Now she only 

telecommutes. Her current contract is to break up Amazon. 

“One more thing. Athena keeps owls—at least two score of them at latest count. The mess in her rooms 

is incredible. You’d think it was Hogwarts.” 

Me [laughing]: “Hmmm. Bird fetish. Interesting…” 

Dr. Panacea: “Another of our residents is Aphrodite, who is presently going through menopause. 

Because she has been having serious issues with hot flashes, we cannot keep her clothed. Most of the 

time she wears only a string bikini, but she has been known to completely disrobe at times, usually in 

awkward places and times: in the residents’ dining room, the theater on movie night, on the tennis 

court, and at the swimming pool. This, of course, upsets the whole place—the satyrs then go wild 

chasing all the nymphs and dryads, and Zeus breaks out of his suite on another nocturnal foray. 

“Aphrodite isn’t our only resident undergoing the change of life. Ares is having his own difficulties, 

chiefly with loss of his past influence. As you know, he was quite a celebrity with the Roman Empire. 

Now, not so much. Since then Ares has developed a significant personality disorder, one even more 

pronounced than when he was god of war. He now thinks he’s Rommel, and struts around everywhere 

in a Wehrmacht general’s uniform. When things get particularly bad, we bring in George Patton or 

Chuck Norris to slap him back into line.” 

Me: “Depression is not unusual after the loss of influence among former military men. We might try 

your Athenian approach and get him a gig as an NFL coach. Lord knows, it can’t hurt—none of the 

current lot know anything about football, either.” 

Dr. Panacea: “Terrific idea! We’ll try that. … Then there is Priapus. He has a severe case of ED, which 

depresses him to the point of suicide—except that immortals cannot manage that, and that makes him 

even more depressed. We have just started him on a four-hour Viagra regimen, and he seems to be 

doing much better. He’s formed a new intimate relationship with Philotes that seems to have helped 

him. But we now suspect he may have transmitted several STDs to her. 

“Mnemosyne suffers from Alzheimer’s, and now has a ten-second short-term memory. By the time you 

remind her who she is, she’s forgotten, and you have to start over. We can’t help her there, so we just 

tell her she is Memo. We paired her up with Echo as her roommate. The two share a private room so as 

not to drive everyone else crazy. 

“Hermes is with us as resident staff. He suffers from mercury poisoning, so he has medical issues, too. 

The resulting muscle weakness cost him his FAA flight clearance, so he cannot carry messages anymore, 

and now we use FedEx instead. But he is happy as our in-house messenger and gossip. You’ll recognize 

him because he always wears a winged ball-cap.” 

Me: “Ahh. I saw him out on the grounds as I arrived. Don’t you require that he wear clothes, too?” 
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Dr. Panacea: “We do, but he sneaks off to play with the Oreads, and usually comes back without them. 

“Moving on…In our Asgard assisted-living section, there are two buildings. The Valhalla Hall houses Odin 

and his retinue. He and Zeus used to get into it, arguing over who was the more important and 

powerful, so we had to separate the two. Nowadays Odin hosts all-night drinking parties with his local 

followers every night but Movie Night, which usually involves mud wrestling, mumble-peg and stabber-

scotch, now that we’ve confiscated all the larger edged weapons. Occasionally they play Russian 

roulette with automatic pistols smuggled in every Visitors’ Day. It’s messy, but everyone recovers the 

next day. We’ve found you really don’t want to tinker with the status quo of any form of eternal life. 

Look what happened to Sisyphus. 

“Freyja manages the other house, Fólkvangr Hall. There was some friction between the two halls 

because the Fólkvangr residents thought they were missing out on the social activities we allowed in 

Valhalla. Then we changed the policy so that the Valkyries could ride their horses through the hallways 

as we played Wagner on the sound system. That helped tremendously, and now there is only a fairly 

rowdy competition between the houses during the annual Ragnarök concert events, the only time we 

allow edged weapons on the grounds.” 

Me: “I noticed the Nordic buildings. Does the entire campus communicate, or are there separate 

compounds?” 

Dr. Panacea: “Both. Our residents are generally on good terms despite their different pantheonic origins. 

Some were worshipped in more than one pantheon, so that generally helps maintain good order. But 

we have the annexes separately walled, because the potential for mischief can be disastrous. Imagine if 

the harpies could get to the winged horses—there’d be no way to contain them then, and harpies are 

nasty on their good days…  

“There is one main competition that occurs daily at the hippodrome, which is set in a clearing deep in 

the woods. There, our several resident sun gods—Amun-Ra, Aten, Sol Invictus, Helios and Surya, all of 

whom vie to be The One True Sun God—compete in sun chariot races. Most of them crash—these guys 

aren’t youngsters anymore—which can start forest fires. We’ve had to enlarge the fire zone around the 

hippodrome considerably and surround that with a wide moat to preclude conflagrations.” 

Me: “Then I suppose the Egyptian compound is intended for…” 

Dr. Panacea: “Yes, you are very astute. The Egyptian section houses our oldest residents. Most of them 

are mummified now and cannot join our general population—humidity and mold issues. Nile House is 

climate-controlled with heaters, dehumidifiers and desiccants to keep a moisture level resembling July 

in Phoenix. Hot but tolerable—it’s a dry heat.” 

Me: “So who resides there, and what health issues do they have?” 

Dr. Panacea: “Most of them are unpronounceable-oteps. The rule I’ve discovered is that, the fewer the 

syllables, the more important they are. As for health issues, most only suffer from termites—if we don’t 

check their sarcophagi often enough. But a case of Raid and a ton of air-fresheners monthly seems to 

cope with the worst of it. And their scarab beetles have been a big help keeping the stables clean—the 

bugs roll all the manure into balls and bury them.” 

Me: “You have stables here as well?” 
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Dr. Panacea: “Oh, yes. In fact, an entire zoo, as it were, for the immortal animals: The Minotaur; 

Medusa, Scylla and Charybdis, the chimera, and many others. Arachne manages it for us, and does it 

well, although you have to keep your distance from her. Your predecessor, Dr. Jekyll, made that mistake. 

She wrapped him up in spider-silk and ate him.” 

Me: “Hmmm. I wondered just why the job had opened. And how do you manage Medusa? You know, I 

developed quite a theory about her.” 

Dr. Panacea: “We have Homer do it. There’s really only her head now, so no real care is needed. But we 

had to take it away from Athena, and the old gal keeps searching for it. So, Homer moves it around the 

Labyrinth for us.” 

Me: “That’s a clever solution!” 

Dr. Panacea [chuckles]: “Thank you. As you can see, we’ve had to be … creative … in dealing with many 

of our residents.” 

Me: “And Oedipus and his mother, Jocasta. Are they here too? You know, I’ve long wanted to meet 

them, talk to both of them in person. Separately, of course.” 

Dr Panacea: “Why yes, as it happens. I’m sure it can be arranged...” 

[Knock on the door] 

Dr. Panacea: “Come!” 

[Hermes enters, wearing only his winged ballcap and sandals] 

Dr. Panacea [exasperated]: “Your Fleetness! You know better than to run around that way! Where are 

your manners? This is our new Chief Medical Executive.” 

Hermes: “Another?!! A pleasure, I’m sure. … Dr. Panacea, I just came to let you that we have an urgent 

problem that needs your attention. Elvis is roaming the Vestal Virgins’ ward again. And this time he’s 

carrying the .45 automatic he says President Nixon gave him. Understandably, none of the staff are 

willing to confront him over it…” 

Dr. Panacea [exasperated]: “Dammit! ... Okay … send Ares. He is bulletproof and has been spoiling for a 

fight of late. This may be just what he needs. But disarm only! We still need the God of Rock on Oldies 

Night.” 

Hermes: “As you wish, doctor. I’ll see to it now.” 

[Sounds of Hermes departing] 

Me: “Elvis is here? Wasn’t he a Gospel singer before his big rock-n-roll break? Shouldn’t he be in…” 

Dr. Panacea: “Heaven? Yes. And he was there for a while. But the angels kept throwing their panties to 

him, which wasn’t … seemly. So, a transfer was arranged, and he has been quite happy with us, since we 

have many females here inclined to transfer their devotion to him. Mind you, the muse of music, 

Euterpe, gets angry when Elvis doesn’t pay her enough attention. But then we bring in Katy Perry and 

distract Euterpe by convincing her to try to teach that woman to sing. It works well enough. 
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“Really, the only ones upset with Elvis’s arrival were Apollo and Hermes, who were both jealous of his 

talent and appeal to the ladies. The latter waned when we put Elvis on a diet of doughnuts and fried 

chicken, and he gained ninety pounds. I also talked Elvis into teaching his rivals the guitar, and they’re 

becoming pretty good together. They never will beat The Who, though—Apollo can’t manage Pete’s 

circular up-strum. 

“Well, perhaps that’s enough for now. I’ll put the patient—er, resident—files at your disposal, and you 

can go through them at your convenience. I suggest we adjourn to the dining room, where you can meet 

the staff and we can have lunch. Is there anything more you need to know at this point?” 

Me: “Just a couple of minor points. My employment letter mentioned accommodations on the grounds, 

and I am still checked in at the hotel. Can we sort that out?” 

Dr. Panacea: “Why yes, certainly! I should have mentioned it. My staff has arranged for your check-out 

and settled your bill. And yes, our medical staff is resident here at the institute, and we have a newly-

refurbished suite ready for you. We’ll take you there directly after the tour.” 

Me: “Wonderful. And before lunch, might I use a restroom? The morning coffee has caught up with me.” 

Dr. Panacea: “There’s a restroom right through there.” 

Me: “Ahh, thank you. I’ll just leave my things here then, shall I?” 

Dr. Panacea: “Absolutely. They’ll be completely safe.” 

Me: “Terrific. I’ll just be a moment…” 

[Sounds of someone exiting. After a moment, a knock and sounds of someone entering] 

Hermes: “Dr. Panacea … Oh, you’re alone. Where is…” 

Dr. Panacea: “Dr. Freud? In the restroom.” 

Hermes: “What do you think of him?” 

Dr. Panacea: “Well, he’s certainly high-functioning, and his intellect is intact. Completely crackers, of 

course. Totally self-deluded and immersed in this Sigmund Freud identity to the point of having lost his 

original persona. But he’s no worse than any of our other mental patients here, and he will be much 

more manageable than the worst of our nutcases. Speaking of which … where DID Elvis get the 

automatic?” 

Hermes: “Oh, about that … I made that up. He was only armed with a bottle of hair tonic. But I thought it 

might help you out with the new … um … doctor.”  

Dr Panacea: “It certainly did. Thank you. You did a splendid job today. When I read his file, it struck me 

that we might treat him as head of staff as part of his treatment regimen. And having seen him in action, 

I think it will work out well. It was great fun playing with his head just now.” 

Hermes: “Where will we put him?” 

Dr. Panacea: “I haven’t decided. Maybe in with Memo—god knows, Echo could use a break. But I think 

putting him in with Jocasta might be best to start. Freud will have fun trying to sort her out.” 
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Hermes: “Well, you’re the shrink, Doc. Can I go put my clothes on now?” 

[End of transcript.] 

 

 

 

For more on the characters in this story, see: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Greek_mythological_figures 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Germanic_deities 

 

Author’s Note: I have tried to avoid mention of currently-worshipped deities. If any of these are still 

relevant to your religious life, please forgive my sacrilegious parody. If any readers are highly offended 

though, please write and send me your valid postal address. I’ll personally apologize and send you a free 

gift: Medusa’s head in an unmarked box.  
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WANTED:  Chief Director for Reaper Central.  Must have experience in transfiguration, death-dealing 

and reaping, metamorphosis, strong management skills, analytical powers, and able to make 

instantaneous decisions.  Gods, goddesses, and demi-gods possibly best fit, however, if you feel you 

possess the right skills, we will consider your application. 

 

*** 

Alister grumbled.  He sorted through the many applications that had magically appeared on his desk this 

morning along with a copy the Supernatural Chronicle announcing Death’s retirement and the search for 

his replacement.   Every god and his semi-equivalent had applied. 

Where was Death?   

No one told him anything anymore.  He was ONLY the administrative assistant at the offices of 

Mortality, Chaos & Conflict, specifically, Reaper Central.         

It was his job to keep everything running smoothly but when communications broke down it could be an 

impossible task with War realm-trotting all over the place, while the other two indulged their little 

hobbies on every little whim.    

Azrael kept them all in line.  Death doesn’t retire, yet the Paranormal Chronicle says that is exactly what 

he was doing without a single word to his FA.     

What a mess!  

The waiting room was filling up with powerful egos that felt scheduling an interview was beneath them.    

The roaring and bickering had already started.  Soon the power posturing would dent the walls of the 

waiting area and create an equal consequence reaction in other realms.   

Alister drew an angel rune in the air summoning an oval mirror-like portal.  The portal center was a 

reflective silver liquid mass.  

“Show me Beatrix Wilkes editor and chief of the Supernatural Chronicle.  You may announce me.” 

An owlish looking goblin face appeared with tiny glasses perched on her nose.  “What may I do for you, 

Alister?” 

“Explain this.” He held up the latest copy of the Supernatural Chronicle employment section. 
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“The advertisement is verbatim exactly as Azrael requested.” 

“You spoke to him?” 

“In person.  I watched him fill out the form complete with a little paw print under his signature.” 

Paw print?  Odd.  Alister mentally shrugged.  “Did he say where he was going when he left your office?” 

“No.  He filled out the form.  Handed me the appropriate payment and…poof.” 

“Poof?” Theatric gestures were not normally Azrael’s style, but neither was retiring.   

Alister almost chuckled at the sour expression on the editor’s face. 

“Yes.  Vanished.  Disappeared.  Evaporated.  Poof.” 

“I appreciate your help, Ms. Wilkes.  Good day.”  The small portal disappeared.   

 

 

*** 

 

Alister adopted the ritual of making coffee each morning even though he had never drunk any while he 

was living.  It grounded him and reminded him he was human even if he was now immortal.   

He had lived during the 5th century during the Anglo-Saxons invasion of Britain.  The small village he had 

lived in was a farming community.  They had believed in the old legends and superstitions of Breton 

which for them held true.  He was of Celtic descent, a leader among his people.   

When he died, he briefly became the Ankou of his people, a personification of death, until the next 

person died in the village according to their beliefs.  It was his execution of this position that had earned 

him a place among Death’s entourage.   

As part of Death’s staff, he had evolved in his interactions with all cultures, realms, and advancing 

technologies that expanded his education and awareness.   

 Learning to fit into the modern world when it was necessary had been one of the most fulfilling parts.  

The freedom to educated himself in whatever he chose was liberating.  He found he preferred the 

modern speech of earth to the older discourse.   

He absently added real creamer to his cup of coffee.  The rich aroma soothing to his senses.  The act of 

stirring somehow added a sense of normalcy in all this fracas.  In his day diluted wine was the drink of 

choice and necessity.   

He took a deep breath and rotated his shoulders.    

Right now, wine was tempting.   

 



 
94 

Why would Azrael even consider retiring?   He had existed since the beginning of creations before there 

was an earth.  It made no sense.   

 

 

*** 

 

Alister went through his normal routine out of habit.  Once that was out of the way he started sorting 

through the applications that filtered in blanketing his desk overflowing into an extra layer covering the 

carpeted floor.   

Anubis, Hades, Isis, Osiris, Odin, Yan Luo, Xoloti, Tia, Hecate, Pana, Shi Tong, Enma, Morgana, Pluto, Ran, 

Yama, Lusion, Chernobog, Thanatos, Zeus, Ra…  Merlin?    

He paused.   

Silence.  

He had been so focused on the applications that he had tuned out the background noise emanating 

from the lobby.   What happened to the bickering and posturing?   

The waiting room was normally busy.  Hover chairs would appear as needed grouping in spirals.   

Reapers Central (Mortality) was Death’s domain.   Chaos was Pestilence’s and Famine’s domain.  

Pestilence also aided War in Conflict.  Alister was their office manager and FA (first assistant) to all of 

them.  

A little alarmed at the silence, he hurried to the lobby.  The entire waiting room was asleep.   

A grinning Sandman stood by the lounge door admiring his handiwork until Morpheus shoved past him.   

“Good work Sandman.”  Morpheus seated himself in the first hover chair situated in front of Reaper 

Central shoving its sleeping occupant to the floor.  “I am here for my interview.” 

Alister enunciated each word not that he expected the dream deity to take the hint and go.  “Interviews 

have not been scheduled.” 

Sandman casually bumped Alister out of the way.  “I don’t think so, Nightmare.   Your dream state 

playground exists because of me.  Get your voyeuristic ass out of my chair. “ 

Morpheus popped up standing nose to nose with Sandman.  The shadows in the room elongated.  

Alister shivered and yawned. 

“Gentlemen.  Enough!  Settle this or leave before I lose your applications.”    

He knew the threat was weak and ineffective, but it was all he could think to say, so instead of watching 

and waiting for their reaction he lifted a sleeping Anubis off the floor where he had landed and carefully 

sat him in the third chair making sure he stayed here.  
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Sandman scrambled to shove Morpheus away from the first seat but having the advantage he was 

already back in the chair.  Both nocturnal beings eyed Alister to gauge his reaction.  The bluff had 

worked.   That little bit of unexpected power padded his confidence.     

  When Alister did not comment the pressure in the room popped as the displacement of air shifted.   

 The low moans of the waking filled the room.  Alister returned to his office head high, shoulders back.   

 

*** 

Applications continued to filter through his inbox portal in an hourglass flow, at this rate, he could not 

keep up.       

A little paper mountain had formed level with his desk.   Azrael’s absence meant no reassignments to aid 

with getting everything sorted and filed.  He stared at the offending applications for two seconds and 

then threw the ones he held into the air watching them rain down around him.   

Alister was a stickler for following procedure so it surprised him how easy it was to take matter into his 

own hands.  Shoving away from his desk he entered Azrael’s office.  It was large, elegant, a bit 

minimalist for Alister’s taste… but rich in color.   

 “The Book” as they all referred to it sat on top of a beautiful earth 18th century Captain Davenport 

Secretary that stood on intricate carved pillars.  The top looked like a school desktop while the bottom 

supported a pedestal desk turned sideways.  The side housed four nice size drawers.   

It was not “The Book” that Alister was after, but the scheduling ledger kept under the desktop and the 

pen commissioned by Azrael from the Greek messenger god Hermes for the purpose of assignment 

dispatch. 

Azrael was the sole curator of reaper assignments as they were based on things only, he knew, but he 

wasn’t here, was he?   The situation was dire.   He stared at the pen for several minutes before he finally 

picked it up.   

Carefully Alister penned directions for new assignments for help to four reapers in the Faery realm 

where the mortality rate was almost non-existent, and boredom attributed to high requests for 

reassignment, more so, than any other.   Pleased with his choice he added two more for good measure, 

and signed it, Azrael, Archangel of Death.  

It was not like he had left a message, instructions, or even warned him or hinted about retirement or his 

absence from the office.  No, he had left Alister to deal with the fallout from the advertisement in the 

Chronicle.   Something needed doing, so he did it.  

When the recruits arrived, he worked with them for the first quantum hour but as things started to fall 

into some order, he left them to it.    

 

*** 
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He activated Azrael’s database portal and began to read.  They had sorted the applications into types 

based on Pantheon, cultural associations, power levels, and realms.   They broke it down even further 

sorting types such as underworld, seas, heavens, and elements.  They noted gifts and accomplishments 

and sorted experience by categories; death festivities and observances, death rituals, death deities, 

death dealers, spiritual guidance, and transformative acts.   

Alister had been reading and taking notes for about an hour when Azrael’s office door flew open as a 

large lion padded into the room.  Startled he froze.  It was enough time for the lion to stand straight as 

his upper half morph into a man with brown skin.  He wore an ostrich headdress and carried a straight 

staff forked at the end and topped with an Egyptian Was a stylized animal head.    

“You are the Vizier?    Is this my domain?”   

“This is Azrael’s domain.”  He stood up, being a tall man, he was eye to eye with the lion-man.  “You 

are?” 

“I am Shu.  Divinely suited to this position.  I am both light and dark observer of the judgment of souls in 

the halls of Ma’at.” 

He used Azrael’s portal base to shuffle through the applications the other reapers had sorted and 

entered so far.  He found no Egyptian god of light and air.  He knew Shu was one of the Ennead of 

Heliopolis and experience with the dead.  However, keeping order was imperative, and a chain of 

command had to be evident to keep peace among this lot.   

“I don’t find an application for you.” 

“I do not need an application.” 

Alister moved around the desk lifting his chin so he appeared to look down his nose.  “An application is 

required.”  

Dealing with arrogant gods was not part of his job description but he was smart enough to know if he 

riled the minor deity the balance of power was not equal.  Better smart than sorry.    

“Follow me.”    

Alister explained Shu’s need to his assistants.  Shoved papyrus and quill into the god's hand since that 

was what he would be most comfortable with and left the room.    

He gave a long sigh allowing his shoulders to droup when no Shu or other immortal followed him back 

into the office.     

 

*** 

Absorbed in his work he was not aware of the passage of time until the sound of thunder and lightning 

sounded from the waiting area.  The offices walls rattled.  A jagged crack appeared in the ceiling.    
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Arriving in the foyer he gaped at the mayhem taking place as watched Thor and Ares throw lightning 

bolts at the wall where they had placed a dart board.   Thank goodness for small mercies.  The gods 

must have warded and reinforced the building for it to hold up under such an assault.   

 They had six kegs of ale lined up behind them.  When one of them lost he would fill his helmet and chug 

it down.  Followed by boisterous laughter and Atta boys.   There had been nine kegs but three were 

empty and overturned.  The one wall was scorched black.   

Odin, Merlin, Zeus, and Nubis sat around a table playing spades and debating the part humanity would 

play in the coming Apocalypse, which they were certain would happen at least if any of them had a say 

in it, except Merlin who completely argued against it. 

Sandman and Morpheus had arranged a game of circle the chair, a human child’s game, with the other 

immortals that had arrived.   Sandman played the role of conductor yelling GO, and when one entity was 

left standing, he would put them to sleep and remove another chair.   

Morpheus was also exempt from the game and instead enjoyed playing in the sleeping losers dreams.  

Alister rather liked that game.  Less pandemonium.  

The real problem was Thor and Ares.   

“Gentlemen.  You must stop.  You are destroying the offices.” 

Thor chugged his ale, burped and raised one brow.  “We’re bored.  I do not sit and wait.” 

Ares agreed chugging his own ale and slapping Thor on the back a little too hard.  The god of Thunder 

punched him and laughed. Ares laugh with him and punched him back.   

“Wait. Stop.”  They both looked at him.  “Give me one minute.  I’ll be back.”  The two gods had resumed 

their game of lightning darts when he returned.   They were so caught up in their fun they didn’t notice 

when one chunk of the wall collapsed, and a piece hit Thor on the head.  Alister put two fingers in his 

mouth and blew.  The shrill whistle got their attention.   

Alister sat a Hasbro electronic game of Battleship on a small table and arranged two chairs.  Thor and 

Ares crowded around him.  He explained the game and demonstrated it.   He also brought two handheld 

Game Boys in case their attention wondered from Battleship.   

After settling Thor and Ares he arranged for refreshments for all the entities that were still awake.   That 

would occupy them he hoped for a while.  He returned to Azrael’s office.   

He sat staring at the pile of applications.  Exactly how did you replace Death?  There was no one like 

Azrael.  This was the purpose of his creation.  If Death retired Alister feared the Apocalypse would come 

to fruition.   

Guilt turned his thoughts toward the reapers he had reassigned without permission.  What was he 

supposed to do when Death was not around for consultation?  There was no precedence for this.  Azrael 

had just created impending anarchy and left him with the mess.   

He needed to find Azrael.  
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*** 

Earth.   

Alister sighed.  The recruits could handle the office.  He gave them his quantum phone number if they 

needed him.  

The immortals, demi-gods, gods and goddesses were getting restless.   The little order he had created 

would not last long. 

The Earth realm was the realm that War often frequented when he skipped the mandated meetings in 

the offices of Mortality, Chaos, and Conflict.  Maybe Death had taken a page from his brothers’ book.   

He pulled out his ethereal phone and scanned his notes and contacts.  Death spent more time on Earth 

than any other plane despite his legions of reapers because of the higher mortality rate.  Plus, it was his 

special project-- Fourth Seal of the Apocalypse and all. 

Hmmm, what was the name of that place?  You’d think it’d be unforgettable since War threw Death an 

un-birthday bash there after reading Lewis Carrol’s “Through the Looking Glass”, and then watching that 

Disney movie with the Un-birthday song. 

He found it.  The Prancing Road Hog.  A totally ridiculous name for a biker’s club. 

“What you are doing?”  

Alister yipped, glaring at Coyote the Native American trickster god who stood before him grinning, an 

odd looking human with his handle bar mustache and yellow eyes.    

“You idiot.  You almost gave me a heart attack.” 

“It wouldn’t hurt you.” Coyote thrust an application into Alister’s hands.  “You’re already dead.”  

“What is this?” Alister tried to shove it back at Coyote but the trickster popped out and in just out of 

arms reach.  

“My application.  You are the office manager.  Everything goes through you first as FA.” 

Alister could feel the furrows between his brows deepening.  Exasperated, he scanned it with his 

ethereal phone and watched it fade.   

“I got it.  Now leave.”   

The trickster god bestowed him with a snarky satisfied look accompanied with a quirky smile as he 

disappeared.  Alister had an uneasy feeling but did not have time to ponder it. 

 

*** 

Alister held the door as two ambulance attendants wheeled a man out of the Prancing Road Hog and 

watched as they loaded him into the vehicle before he let the door shut.    
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He spotted Death right off.  A trollish looking human with a mop of red hair poured Azrael a drink.  He 

wore woven pants, a green tunic sporting a black leather bikers cap like an overgrown hobbit.  Two thick 

small gold hooped earrings adorned tiny ears on a large squarish head. 

He was leaning on the bar with his elbows in deep conversation with the ultimate grim reaper.   Next to 

Death sat a ghoulish horse-face of a man with a musky wet smell that pervaded the room and an 

ethereal fog swirling around his feet.   

Fortunately, the humans were too self-absorbed to perceive the ethereal plane very clearly although 

several of them sniffed and rubbed their eyes.  

“What is Death if he doesn’t reap? Just another supernatural freak?” Charon grinned an act that only 

made him look more ghoulish.   

Azrael scowled.  

 “What is life without death?” The bartender pushed a bowl of peanuts toward them.  The southern 

drawl with shades of creole had a soothing effect on the ears.   

“What?” Azrael stared at the bartender as he had grown two horns.  

“You’re an existential question sitting in my bar; besides Death visiting and not reaping is an oxymoron 

wouldn’t you say? 

“You know who I am?” 

“Sixth sense, second sight.  Runs in the family.  I knew what you were the moment you walked into my 

bar.”  He squinted at Charon, “Not so sure what he is though.” 

“Charon.  Reaper.  Boat handler on the River Styx. Another death dealer.” 

“Elliot.  Biker, philosopher, entrepreneur, and Lord of the Ring enthusiast, sometimes psychic and 

empath.  Odd things happen in this bar, but this is the first time Death personally came for a visit.”   

 “Oh, he’s not visiting, he’s playing hooky.”  Charon popped another peanut in his mouth. 

Elliot cocked his head, “So how’s that work?  Death playing hooky?   No one dies?” 

Death didn’t answer.  Instead, he turned to Alister who had been standing behind him a whole half a 

second, but before either could speak the storm hit.   

 

*** 

The Prancing Road Hog literally shifted a bit then settled.  Thunder cracked, and all the lights went out.  

The pressure in the room was palpable.  It almost breathed.   

The tornado overhead roared like a monster denied its prey never touching the ground.  Poles and large 

debris flew down the street at eye level to those standing.   

The air pressure pressed against everything shattering the windows in every building on the street.  It 

was over in seconds.    
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That’s what happen when you put too many deities with competing egos in one room left to their own 

devices.  Cataclysmic weather events in every realm.  Hopefully this was the consequence of the earlier 

shenanigans and not something new.  It could have been so much worse.  

 Rubbing his temples Alister took a seat at the bar.  The humans cut and bruised scrambled around 

accessing each other and the damage done to the buildings.    

The three immortals remained seated at the bar.  Elliot joined the humans helping with minor first aid 

while he took in the damage to his front door following the others outside to assess damage there. 

“You can’t retire.” Alister was the first to speak.   

Death’s expression never changed.   “Why do you think I am retiring?  I just took a little break.  My 

brothers do it all the time.” 

“So, you’re not retiring?  Why did you put an advertisement in the Paranormal Chronicle?” 

“I didn’t.”  Azrael’s expression darkened.   The scowl did not lessen the flash of irritation, or was it anger, 

that lit his silver-blue eyes.     

“Then we have problems.  The waiting room of Mortality, Chaos & Conflict is filling up with posturing 

gods, demi-gods and immortals who have applied to take over your position.  They all want to interview 

first.  And if you did not place the ad then who did, because the editor said he looked just like you.” 

“Probably the same shapeshifter who accused me of taking myself too seriously and dared me to play 

hooky in the guise of an old friend.”   

“Since when do you care what other beings think, old friend or not?   Why would you play hooky and not 

say a word to me, your first assistant?” 

Death chuckled.  It was a sound not often heard except those rare moments when he made time to 

socialize with his brothers, and even then, it was rare.  The yoke of death sat heavy on Azrael’s 

shoulders.   He seldom relaxed enough to just enjoy a moment. 

   “If you are playing hooky you don’t tell someone before you do it unless they are doing it with you 

Alister.  Someone had to run the office.  I have every confidence in your ability to do so and adapt.” 

“So, what now?”    

The humans were filtering back into the bar.  Many carrying tools ready to start putting the community 

back together.  Elliot returned too.  

“Well, my roof will need repair along with the front door but overall I faired a lot better than other 

businesses.  “You boys want another drink?” 

Death shook his head.  “No.  Its time I got back to business.”  

 

*** 
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The Offices of Mortality, Chaos & Conflict were quiet.  Alister felt a little discomfort in his stomach at the 

silence as they entered.   

It took a moment for him to process what he was seeing.  All the chairs were lined up in rows.  Every 

entity was awake sitting with head bowed staring at their hands.   It was like looking at a human TV 

commercial.  Each held a small electronic game the humans called a Game Boy.   Thor and Ares were still 

battling away with Battleship.  It has been nice epiphany to occupy two beings who loved a good fight. 

He let out a breath he had not realized he had been holding as he tried to wrestle down the grin that 

wanted to sprout on his face.  

Death didn’t say a word, he just kept walking.   Alister followed.  

 

*** 

The office was not empty when they entered.  Mauve, the Winter Queen of Faery sat in Azrael’s chair.  

Alister felt a chill go down his spine an almost foreboding.   

The Queen stood when they entered her expression cold and steely.  “Why do you allow my faery to 

suffer such agony?  She should long have passed to the other side, yet she still lingers.” 

Death was so still you could not even tell if he breathed.  “What is your injury Winter Queen? Have my 

reapers failed you in some way?” 

“They have failed us epically.  One of my snowflake faeries was mortally injured in both the physical and 

ethereal realms. She should have faded or transformed, yet she does not.  What she suffers is 

monstrous and should be impossible, yet she still here.” 

“Alister bring me the schedule.” 

Alister retrieved the journal.  “I have a confession.” 

Death took the book.  “If it does not pertain to the immediate crisis it can wait.” 

“I’m afraid it does Azrael.” 

Death waited.  

“I reassigned five of your reapers.”  When he received no response Alister rushed his words.  “I could 

not find you.   Marek, Nikos, and Limos were also missing.  Posturing gods and goddess were taking over 

the offices, my desk was buried in an overflowing mountain of applications from the advertisement.  I 

needed help.” 

“Stop!”  Death opened the scheduler.  He held his hand out and waited for Alister to place his Hermes 

pen in it.  He turned to the Queen.   

“Queen Mauve, I profoundly apologize.  The situation has been righted.  Is there something I can do to 

ease your sorrow?” 

Alister doubted the queen felt any such sorrow, but it was obvious she did care for her subjects.   
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The queen had remained silent throughout the whole exchange.  The room had taken a distinct chill 

since she arrived.  Frost glossed the carpet.  A phenomenon that should have been almost impossible in 

Purgatory.   

It was a place between heaven and hell, created for earthbound beings, a sanctuary of sorts for second 

chances and for those who still had some light inside them.  It was a place to relive the guilt of life in 

search of solace and redemption or wait for those souls reluctant to move on.    

It was also where the Horsemen had chosen to set up offices.    

“I demand that fool’s indenture service to me.  It is owed for this outrageous misuse and abuse of trust.” 

Alister bowed his head in shame and horror.  Servitude to the Winter Queen would be a nightmare for 

those not in her favor.  She was legendary for her cruelty and coldness against those she felt wronged 

her.  

What could he say?  Maybe he deserved it.  He had not intended to prolong the little faery’s agony, but 

because of his actions, she had suffered in ways most could not imagine.   

Shame, guilt, sorrow he was not sure which he felt the most, but they choked him.  He could not even 

plea for forgiveness or mercy.  He was not sure he wanted to.   

“I have need of my FA, so I request mercy on his behalf, Your Majesty.” 

Alister started to interrupt, but Azrael waved him silent.  He had already committed one grave 

infraction.  His soul ached with unworthiness, but he did as order and remained silent.     

“The Land of Faery demands restitution for this injury against one of its citizens.  It is the law of our 

realm.”   

“Then perhaps I can offer an alternative.” 

“I’m listening.”  The queen had a rather sly look on her face.   

“I grant you, Queen Mauve, one boon.  One boon only.  It can be used at any time without question in 

the matters I have jurisdiction over governing the realm of Faery.  In exchange, Alister is given full 

pardon and grace. Do you agree?” 

The queen took her time answering. She stared at Alister with a knowing gleam in her eye.  Alister 

wondered what that was about.  It was almost as if she expected the offer.   

“I agree.”  She nodded toward them and disappeared.  

 

*** 

Alister turned to Death as the queen departed.  “Forgive me Azrael.” 

“It is done.  Let us move on.  Where is this advertisement for my retirement?” 

Alister handed him the Paranormal Chronicle. 
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Death chuckled.  “The paw print was a nice touch.”   He lay the paper down.  “Coyote.  Get your mangy 

hide in here.  I know you are close by watching this all play out.” 

Coyote appeared.  “Did you call for me?” 

“You’re good, because I ignored little clues.”  Death sat forward, his movements deliberate as he 

focused the full weight of his gaze on Coyote.   “I believed you.”  He let the pause hang in the air.   “It is 

your nature to shapeshift.  I am not surprised you looked identical to the Archangel Michael.  But to 

capture his speech patterns, the power of his movements, mannerisms that only those who know him 

well are privy to…  You had me questioning my own understanding of my purpose.”  He let the words 

settle before he spoke once more.  The pressure in the room was tangible as if the air itself had weight.   

“I should have realized when you made that dare.” 

“You should have.”  Coyote stopped speaking when Azrael’s eyes narrowed at the poke.  

“Tread with caution trickster.   My patience with you is wearing thin.”  

“How did you know it was me and not some other shapeshifter?” 

“We have spent time together in Shamanic realms.  We share certain understandings.  There are very 

few that would have known enough to fool me.” 

“The advice I gave you was sound.  I only played to doubts you already held.”  Coyote fondled his 

mustache.  “I expected resistance or for you to just ignore it.  Your response to the dare was arbitrary.” 

“And the advertisement?” 

“The real strategy.”  He aimed a thumb toward the lobby grinning.  “And that is the reward of a well-

planned prank.” 

“Why?  What’s in it for you?  Why risk my ire for such foolishness?” 

“A debt owed.  One that you don’t refuse.” 

“Who?” 

Coyote shook his head.  “You should watch your back Horseman.   As fond as I am of manipulation, I 

don’t like being its patsy.  Fair warning, chaos walks among you, and it is not you or your brothers.”  

Coyote nodded at Death, ignoring Alister and disappeared.  

Azrael took a seat at his desk.  “You should do something about that lobby.” 

Alister did not argue.  The favor he granted the queen for his reprieve was something he would never be 

able to repay.   Alister pulled the office door shut behind him.  Time to get to work.   

War, Pestilence, and Famine entered Azrael’s office without knocking.  They were dressed in camping 

gear, carrying a canoe.  “What did we miss?” 
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When I left active nursing duties behind, I entered administration, driven to improve the life of the 

elderly I’d previously cared for. I was prepared to fight windmills. I wasn’t prepared for the indifference I 

met. Time flowed past me and my zest lost fervor the longer I stayed. My life dulled until I’d become the 

kind of man I’d hated so hotly back in my youth: a harbinger of doom. 

This dull, cold winter morning was no different in the endless routine of dull days, even though the 

mansion I studied was much grander and better kept than the average nursing home I’d been forced to 

close down. A bronze plate with cursive writing and a single icicle at the bottom left corner was the only 

indication that I’d come to the right place. “The Peaceful Isles” definitely wasn’t like any of the other 

nursing homes my company ran. I caught myself staring. The curtained windows in the yellow stone 

facade seemed to stare right back at me. Was that defiance? 

A high garden wall stretched to the left and right of the building, a very unusual sight in a district so high 

in demand. The slanted roof was covered with green tiles instead of the usual red ones. That must have 

been expensive. No wonder my boss, the chairman of the foundation financing the home, had set his 

eyes upon the property. A site in this part of town with a mansion—there was no other word to describe 

the house—and a garden—at least I was assuming that there was a garden behind the wall—guaranteed 

wealth … if it were free to sell. 

With a sigh I climbed the steps to the front door, a massive affair of twin, dark oak wings. Before I could 

raise my hand to knock, the side on my left swung open and revealed a dainty lady. Her brown curls fell 

over slim shoulders down to her shapely waist, emphasizing the Greek goddess look her tunic dress 

implied. Was she working in this attire? 

“Welcome to the Peaceful Isles.” Her warm alto sent a pleasurable shiver down my spine, and the scent 

of sweetened vanilla pulled me forward. What a woman! And her smile was breathtaking. “I am 

Cassandra. Brother Calculus is awaiting you. Please follow me.” 

I couldn’t believe it. “My office alerted you to my coming?” Time to believe in miracles. 

“Naturally not.” She winked at me. “But we’ve got our ways.” 

I forgot my boss and tried to calm my speeding heartbeat. How could this happen? To me! I wasn’t a 

teen any more, damn. 

Still, my gaze clung to Cassandra’s well-rounded backside as she sashayed away. I followed her as if she 

were a magnet and I a piece of iron. To my defense, no woman had smiled and winked at me like that in 

an eternity. Most never even noticed me. 
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She took me to a generous office with real leather chairs, I could tell from the smell. The walls were 

lined with shelves bending under the weight of thousands of books, and my fingers itched to open just a 

few of them. The massive desk didn’t even register on my brain until a deep voice said, “Thank you 

Cassandra. I can manage now.” 

I jerked my gaze to the seat behind the desk as if someone had slapped me. A child was sitting in it. No, 

that couldn’t be right. I shook my head and blinked, but the boy-child remained. He couldn’t be more 

than two years old, but his voice was as deep and loud like that of a basso opera singer. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, doing my best to ignore the strange sight. “I’m here to see Mister Calculus.” 

“It’s Brother Calculus, and that’s me.” The boy held out his hand and I stepped involuntarily closer to 

shake it. The air around him shimmered strangely, but surely that was only the sunlight streaming 

through the ceiling-high windows. My gaze was drawn by the meticulously kept garden outside, and 

suddenly I understood my boss. 

In my mind I saw his bulky frame dwarf his office chair as he’d instructed me. “Find something, anything 

to shut down the facility. I want the house cleared before the year is out. There’s a hefty bonus waiting 

for you when the sale of the property goes through as planned.” 

With only three months left, it would be a nightmare for the home’s personnel and inhabitants. Back 

when I could still feel, I had always dreaded delivering news like this, but now I was hardened. Still, the 

bonuses felt like blood-money. I needed a break. 

Something like a vice squeezed my hand and I looked down. My fingers were wrapped in a strong, hairy 

hand. As my gaze traveled up to a bearded face, I tried to come to terms with the fact that the toddler 

was now a 6'4'' man with wide shoulders and a firm grip. My surprise must have shown on my face. 

“Is something amiss?” Brother Calculus basso boomed through the office. 

“Ahem, no. I just thought I’d seen…” My voice drifted off. I must be more worn down that I’d realized. 

“Seen what?” 

The man’s voice coaxed words out of me I wouldn’t have said any other place, any other time. “A child 

looking like Cupid.” 

“Oh! That’s interesting.” His eyebrows rose, and a smile appeared that reminded me of sunbeams 

breaking through a cloud cover. It made my duty even harder. I sighed. 

“I’ve come for an inspection. The company has been alerted to irregularities.” A fist seemed to squeeze 

my stomach. The ulcer again for sure. 

“But naturally.” Brother Calculus pointed to the door. “Cassandra already told me why you’re here. Shall 

we proceed to the kitchen? I’m sure you’ve been told to examine everything thoroughly.” 

I frowned, following him out of the office. How could Cassandra have told him my intent when no one 

from my office had contacted her? We turned a corner and stopped to call a lift. That was much more 

modern than I’d expected from the exterior. While we waited, I looked out of the window again. The 

garden called to me. It looked like a place I could enjoy. 
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Hey, was that Cassandra? She hurried over the lawn to a Greek-style pavilion where she knelt and raised 

her hands to the sky, her long, brown curls falling over her shoulders like a waterfall. Brother Calculus 

obviously noticed my line of view. 

“Beautiful woman, isn’t she? And so gifted.” He smiled. “Did you know she’s no longer bound to Apollo? 

His religion died many centuries back. I don’t understand why she insists on praying, but old habits often 

die hard.” 

My mind whirled. Apollo? The Greek god? Did that mean she was Cassandra of Troy? Impossible. I must 

have misheard. Before I could open my mouth to question Brother Calculus, the lift pinged and its doors 

opened with a whoosh. An ice breeze pushed me aside and a hot wind brushed over my head, leaving a 

scent of burnt hair behind. 

“North! South!” Brother Calculus voice boomed through the corridor. “If I ever see you treating a guest 

like that again, you can find yourself new quarters.” 

“Sorry!” The sound of twin voices came from around the corner. They sounded much too young to be 

living in a home for the elderly. 

“You’re having teens stay?” My eyebrows rose as I stepped into the lift. 

“Not at all. North and South are some of the oldest inhabitants we’ve got.” Brother Calculus tapped the 

button for the basement. “They’re just very young at heart and their voices reflect that.” 

That explained one thing but not why I hadn’t seen them. Before I could continue my line of questioning 

though, the lift came to a stop and Brother Calculus led me through a wide, well lit corridor. The air 

smelled incredibly tasty. The scent of fried potatoes, meat, and gravy mixed with the scent of freshly 

baked bread and cake, hot coffee and various herbs and teas. Saliva pooled in my mouth. There was no 

doubt we were nearing the kitchen. I concentrated on the task ahead. No way would I allow myself to be 

distracted by food. 

We stepped through a wide door with round windows set into the leaves, and a lank elderly man with 

white hair under an even whiter cook’s hat hurried toward us, arms outstretched. 

“No one’s allowed in here.” His brows were drawn together, and he glared at my companion. “And I 

don’t care if it’s an inspection. No one enters my kitchen unbidden, and you know that, brother.” 

“Isn’t it wonderful to have siblings?” Calculus grinned at me, then turned to his brother with a stern 

expression. “He’s more than an inspector, Cupido. He might be your next biggest fan.” 

“Really?” Cupido’s face relaxed; he grabbed my hand and pumped it. “In that case, welcome, my friend. 

Welcome.” 

I had so many questions, but the brothers didn’t give me a chance to ask even one. Cupido dragged me 

toward the rows of metal cabinets, ovens, and other cooking devices, while Brother Calculus waved and 

said, “I’ll leave you to Cupido. He’s the true heart of the kitchen and best suited to explain everything. I’ll 

have someone pick you up when he’s done.” With those words he turned and left. 

My shoulders slumped a little, but I pulled myself together. After all I was here to do my job, not to 

unravel the cryptic remarks of the brothers. Moments later, I was surrounded by tiny dishes with 
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morsels of food to try. My stomach grumbled, and the scents were so delicious, I longed to grab a bite. 

Still, I put on my white gloves first and ran them over counters and shelves. To my surprise they 

remained white. I even stood on a chair and ran my hands over the tops of the shelves. Nothing. Not 

even a speck of dust. 

How did Cupido do that? Every kitchen I’d examined so far, even the most meticulously cleaned one, 

had left at least a little residue on my gloves. I walked into the freezer and repeated the process, again 

without soiling my gloves. This was the cleanest kitchen I’d ever been in, no doubt about it. Nodding to 

Cupido, I sat and tried the food he’d presented. 

Bliss! Flavors filled my mouth that made me moan with pleasure. 

Cupido’s worried frown yielded to a delighted smile. “I’m so glad you like my food.” 

“And the kitchen is spectacular too,” I said. “How do you do that on the small budget?” I knew my 

company paid the least possible fee for food, and I’d had to try the resulting meals during my 

inspections. None had ever come close to this. 

“Oh, we grow some of the vegetables and the herbs. The rest is simply a matter of love.” His grin 

flickered and for a split second I stared at a winged, fat toddler who was smiling with delight. 

I shook my head and the lanky man was back. I was really getting old, it seemed. Or was this burnout? 

Many of my colleagues had had to stop working because they’d been unable to go on. Was it my time 

now? 

With a sigh, I pushed the thoughts of my tiny flat and the lonely life I lead aside, closed my eyes and 

savored every bite of food, memorizing textures and tastes as best I could. In the endless years to come, 

memories of this feast would carry me on until I finally could leave my job with a decent pension. 

“Here you are!” I recognized the warm alto immediately and stood before I’d opened my eyes. 

“Mrs. Cassandra.” I bowed. 

She laughed. “What a pleasant way to be greeted. Brother Calculus asked me to show you at least part 

of the grounds.” 

“Yes, well, I don’t really…” I stopped myself. True, I didn’t have to inspect the garden, and if Cupido’s 

kitchen was any indication, I might as well forego the inspection of the rooms, but who was I to turn 

down Cassandra’s company? I bowed again. “I’d be delighted.” 

She took me to an upper level first and showed me rooms for entertainment and relaxation. There was 

even a fitness room where two muscular men of indeterminable age sweated away. The older guy, one-

eyed and bearded, threw me a look that made my blood run cold, and the bigger one shook a fist at me 

that was the size of a woman’s handbag. 

“Don’t pay them any heed.” Cassandra touched my arm lightly and fire ran through my body, waking 

hopes and dreams I’d long buried. “Wotan and Thor are still relatively new to our home and haven’t 

adapted to the no-interference-rule we have. Calculus has an eye on them.” 
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Wotan? Thor? Was everyone in this facility deluded? Glancing at Cassandra’s profile, I noticed the 

sorrow in her features. Oh, how I longed to rid her bronzed face of it. I’d even face a house of lunatics 

believing themselves gods for that. 

A bosom heavy lady whose bust was pushed up so hard, it threatened to burst through the top of her 

tunic-like dress pushed an old, frail looking woman in a wheelchair past me. Cassandra bowed to the old 

woman, who smiled at her like a child on Christmas morning. 

“Akoobala darun. Jebadunga peretat.” The toothless mouth split the wrinkled face in two as if cut. 

Surprisingly, the words made a strange kind of sense to me. They sounded like “What a useful specimen. 

You should ask him to share your bed.” Cassandra blushed, but the old woman only nodded at me and 

indicated to her caretaker that she wanted to move on. 

“She’s the first person here that looks like she belongs.” The statement escaped my lips before I could 

bite it back. 

Cassandra laughed which sounded like windchimes. “Chanwuä and Ištar,” she pointed to the bosom 

heavy lady pushing the wheelchair, “are possibly the oldest inhabitants. They’re lovely once you get to 

know them better.” 

“You’re sounding like a marketeer.” 

“Maybe I am.” Her laugh enchanted me and drew me along the corridor after her. Why was flirting with 

Cassandra so easy? Was I losing my mind? Or my heart? 

An incredibly good-looking young warden stepped from the room Cassandra was heading toward. 

Auburn curls framed a face that looked as if it had been chiseled from marble. His eagle nose seemed 

dainty because his muscled chest, which was naked, was well pronounced and his shoulders very wide. 

An artist would probably have called his body perfectly proportioned. Since I wasn’t artistically talented, 

all I noticed was that he was far better looking than I was. My heart dropped. 

“Ah, Cassandra!” His smile was dazzling, and he smelled like a spring meadow after the rain. “I haven’t 

heard you laugh since I-don’t-know-when.” 

“Your fault.” She bowed politely and pointed to the door. “Would you be so kind?” 

My eyes widened. Had she really snubbed the young man? 

“Naturally, my dear.” He didn’t seem to mind, since he stepped aside and held the door open for us. 

When I passed him still numb from surprise, he winked at me. “You really should consider whatever 

offer Calculus makes. It’d be lovely to hear her laugh more often again.” 

My mouth opened but for the first time since I’d left nursing, not a single word came to mind, so I closed 

it again. 

“Apollo is an idiot. He didn’t even have the guts to save me, back when…” Cassandra interrupted herself 

before continuing. “Way back when we were young.” She changed the subject, sweeping her arm in a 

gesture indicating the room we’d entered. “This would be one of our readily furnished rooms, although 

most patrons prefer to bring their own stuff.” 
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I didn’t really want to inspect the room. My heart urged me to make Cassandra laugh again, but I did my 

duty. Like in the kitchen I found nothing; not the smallest cobweb and not even a spec of dust. I truly 

envied them their cleaning personnel. 

When I was done, she pushed me to the door. “Let’s have a look at the garden.” 

“Just a peek, I don’t have much time.” Her hand burned through the fabric of my off-the-shelf suit. My 

heartbeat increased, and I had to force myself not to pant like a steam engine. I already hated myself for 

bringing her pain.  

Closing a home was never pleasant but at least the inhabitants weren’t left standing in the rain. It was 

always the personnel that paid the price. What would she do when this job ended? I didn’t dare ask. 

But neither could I enjoy her company the way I had before. In silence we walked downstairs again, 

through a big saloon with a parquet floor, and a set of French windows. A few steps lead from the patio 

down to a hedge framed lawn. Golden statues were spaced evenly beside gaps in the hedges that led 

deeper into the garden. Many people of differing ages were walking, talking, playing or sleeping all over 

the meadow, and still I couldn’t hear anything but the singing of the birds and the chirping of crickets. 

Wait a moment. “Birds and crickets in winter?” I was definitely losing my mind. 

“That’s one of Xochipilli’s specialties.” Her smile was back, increasing my pain. Maybe I could use some 

of my connections to help her find a new job, once my duty was done. Whom was I kidding… no one I’d 

ever worked with would take someone I recommended. They hated me too much for that. 

Obviously, Cassandra had noticed my change of mood because she took me back to Brother Calculus’ 

room without further flirting. It rained in my heart as I watched her leave, but Brother Calculus didn’t 

leave me time to mourn. 

“Is everything to your liking?” He pointed to a group of leather seats in one corner of his office that I 

hadn’t noticed before. Numb on the outside but filled with unwanted emotions, I sat. 

His smile vanished. “I know you’re not satisfied. You won’t be even if we’d pick the moon from the sky 

for you. So, let’s hear your reasoning for closing down our home.” 

I nodded. Staring at my hands I told him what I’d found long before I’d come. “There’s no official record 

that the house was ever built, no parcel of land associated with this house or the garden. It shouldn't 

even be here, yet it is.” 

“And that’s just the way it should be.” His hand felt like a lead weight on my shoulder, but its warmth 

encouraged me to look up. “We do not normally draw the eyes of officials. It must have been divine 

intervention that brought you here.” 

“Not really,” I said. “My boss ordered me to close down the home so he can sell the property.” 

“I’d like to see him try.” Brother Calculus laughed, a warm, welcoming sound that made me remember 

childhood romps through the forest with my best friend, my dog Tobi, until Brother Calculus spoke 

again. “My question wasn’t directed at the inspector. It was directed at you, personally. Did you like 

what you saw?” 
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“Aside from the lunatics I encountered, this seems to be the perfect retirement home. It must cost a 

fortune to live here.” I didn’t notice how wistful my voice sounded before I’d finished speaking. Then I 

blushed. 

“For the likes of you and me, living is completely free.” Brother Calculus pointed to the ceiling. “If you 

want, you can move right into the furnished room Cassandra showed you.” 

“But…” I wanted to say ‘my boss’, but the words got stuck in my throat. What kind of life did I have? No 

friends, no love life, not even a dog. And here? Cassandra seemed to have liked me. Maybe we could 

become friends. Maybe she’d tell me about the sorrow I saw on her face. Given time, we could even 

become more than friends. My heart beat faster, but then reality caught up with me. “My boss will 

simply send another inspector.” 

“Your boss won’t even remember this place.” Brother Calculus stood straight, all the two and a half feet 

of him, and shook my hand. His disguise fluttered around him like an ill-fitting cape, and we were 

suddenly standing in the garden. 

A dog faded into view beside me. Not just any dog: Tobi. I squealed with delight like a small child. 

Cassandra put her slender fingers onto the crook of my arm and smiled up at me. “I’m glad you decided 

to stay.” 

“Let me shake his hand,” a balding, rotund man with a white dress shouted, waddling toward me. 

“Not without your gloves, dear.” The woman at his side looked Egyptian. Her head was that of a cat, and 

it was slightly unnerving to see her lips move like a humans’ lips. “Remember what happened the last 

time, Midas.” 

The booming laughter of Thor drowned out her argument. “What a useful addition to our little 

pantheon here,” he said. “I’m sure your services will come in handy someday. Welcome to the Elysian 

Isles, Harbinger of Doom.” 

I only smiled, with Tobi nuzzling my knee and my hand firmly pressed on top of Cassandra’s. 
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A shadow loomed outside my door. 

As shadows are wont to do. The hallway outside my office is lit by a single bare bulb that shines directly 

onto the glass pane of my door. Anyone standing in front of my office is immediately rendered a stark 

silhouette, menacingly looming outside my door. 

It’s one of the reasons I rent the place cheap. 

Three brisk taps on the door. I opened it, a faint prickling on the back of my neck. 

He was average height, thinnish, with curly black hair. He wore a slim grey suit with a skinny tie and a 

Rolex on his wrist. In one hand he held a sleek next-model iPhone, his fingers racing over the 

touchscreen. A Bluetooth headset was affixed to one ear. His face was tan, with a pronounced nose and 

wrinkles at the corners of his shrewd dark eyes. He might have been Italian. 

As soon as the door opened he looked up, but even with his gaze diverted he continued to type rapidly 

on his phone. Hard to do on a touchscreen. 

“Miss…Stagg?” he asked politely. 

“That’s what the sign says.” 

“May I come in?” 

I regarded him warily. 

“You have a case?”  

“I believe I do.” 

I nodded. “Step inside.” 

 

He took a quick look around, absorbing the surroundings that constituted my office: the shabby second-

hand desk, the piles of papers and paperbacks scattered on every flat surface, microwave perched 
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precariously atop a minifridge shoved into one corner. His gaze rested, bemused, on the taxidermied 

deer head above my desk.  

“Not what you were expecting?” I asked. 

Nothing about the room gave any indication of tidiness, let alone professionalism. That’s fine by me. I’m 

not listed in the white pages, and the people who come to me for help are sent here by word of mouth. 

If the word of their associates isn’t enough to recommend me, nothing is. 

“Not exactly,” he said, a slight smile on his face. He glanced down at his phone, frowned. The phone spat 

back the sound of his rapid-fire typing and the bloop of a text being sent. 

“Sorry about that,” he said, glancing back up at the deer head. “I appreciate the joke, by the way. Stag. 

Very clever.” 

“It’s not a joke.” I sat behind my desk, indicated he should do the same in the chair opposite. He took a 

seat, eyes darting between me and the phone screen. 

“Sorry,” he said again. “It’s rude, I know. Problem with being a professional in-between is that 

someone’s always jockeying for your attention.” 

“I’m sure,” I said, trying to conceal my growing impatience. I already knew what he was, and had a 

pretty good guess as to who. People (if they can be called people) like him work on their own time, and 

expect the rest of the world to fall in line accordingly. 

Old habits die hard, I suppose. 

“You haven’t told me your name,” I ventured. 

“Ah.” He set the phone down on my desk, steepling his fingers. “Again, my apologies. You can call me 

Mr. Mercury.” 

“A Queen fan, I see.” 

A smile cracked his tan face, wide and genuine. His teeth were perfectly white. “Who isn’t?” 

I leaned back in my chair. “What can I do for you today, Mr. Mercury?” 

“I need you to find someone.” 

“That’s usually the case.”  

It says so, right there on my office door:  

 

Althea Stagg 

Investigator 

Missing Persons Found, Misplaced Items Retrieved, Mysteries Uncovered 
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“And who exactly is it that’s gone missing, Mr. Mercury?” 

He glanced back at the office door, which was shut tightly. No shadow had loomed in it since his own. 

He reached forward, unlocked his phone. I watched as he set it to airplane mode, then flipped it over to 

rest face down on my desk. He took at his Bluetooth headpiece as well, then leaned forward. For the 

first time since he had appeared in my doorway, I had his full attention. 

“It’s my sister.” 

I felt as though someone had pulled the floor out from under me. My fingers tightened about the arm of 

my office chair. 

“In that case I’m afraid I can’t help you.” 

His thick brows lifted in surprise. “Why not?” 

“Self-interest,” I said. “I try not to get involved in affairs of the Twelve.” 

Mercury snorted softly. “That’s not what I’ve heard. Vulcan spent months singing your praises after you 

retrieved his hammer last spring.” 

“That was…different.” I crossed my arms. “Finding a god’s hammer? Easy job. No enemies made.” 

“Except Brontes,” Mercury said, a slight smile playing at his lips. 

“I’m less afraid of one disgruntled cyclops than I am of the Twelve.” I stood, opening the door and 

gesturing for him to leave. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you, Mr. Mercury.” 

He remained seated, hands folded. “It says right there on your door: Missing Persons Found.” 

“Persons,” I said. “Not gods.” 

“What’s the difference?” 

In response, I picked up one of the paperbacks from my desk and tossed it at his head. He caught it 

deftly, read the title, and laughed. Mythology by Edith Hamilton. 

“A Comprehensive List of Mortals Who Ran Afoul of the Twelve, and the Horrific Fates They Were 

Punished With,” I said, supplying my own subtitle. “If one of your sisters is missing, it’s because she 

doesn’t want to be found. Now get out.” 

“Hm.” He stood, leaning on the back of the chair. “Don’t shoot the messenger god, Stagg. I’m just a go-

between. Your client is someone else.” 

“Who?” I asked. I was nearly certain I already knew, but I wanted to cling stubbornly to my own 

defiance, resisting to the last the inexorable pull of the old meddler to involve me in his schemes. 

“Your grandfather.” Mercury said, taking a step towards me. A nimbus of golden light had begun to 

surround him, shining at the edges of his suit like a corona of pure sunlight. “My father.” 

Mercury’s eyes turned the same gold as the halo surrounding him. The light grew, illuminating the 

whole of the small office, and I had to turn my eyes away. His tenor voice reverberating with unearthly 

clarity and the sound of trumpets. “Jove, King of Olympus, Father of Gods, Ruler of the Dodekathon, 
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Zeus Horkios, Keeper of Oaths. He commands you find his missing daughter, Pallas Athena, and report 

her whereabouts. Do this, and the favor and glory of the Lightning-Bringer will shine upon you. Defy him 

and suffer the wrath of the gods.” 

The light faded, and I could look at him once more. 

“Sorry,” he said, picking up his phone from the desk and replacing his earpiece. “I hate having to use the 

Voice of the Herald, but you insisted on playing hardball.” 

“I hate being dragged into the family politics,” I said, but there was no heat left in my voice. I knew when 

I was beaten. 

“I can’t blame you,” Mercury nodded. “That’s the thing about family, though. You can’t quite ever shake 

them, even if you want to.” 

“So,” I said, resigned. “Athena’s missing?” 

“That’s right.” Mercury leaned against the desk. “Ordinarily she’s one of the more active in mortal 

affairs. Especially in this town.” 

My office sits less than a mile from the National Mall. If I look out my window, I can see the Washington 

Monument.  

“But now she’s vanished, and the world’s falling out of balance without her.” 

Mercury turned on the small TV that sits in one corner of my office. It came on to CNN, a pair of talking 

heads debating the refugee crisis in the Middle East. Mercury flipped the channel. A news anchor 

delivering the death toll of the latest school shooting in a monotone voice, numb to the repetition of 

senseless tragedy. He flipped the channel again, just in time to see footage of an airstrike erase an 

Afghan village from the map. 

Again and again, every channel a different crisis, each station a new tragedy. 

“Enough,” I said, turning away. 

Mercury hit the power button, and the screen fizzled to a grey blur. 

“Athena’s the Goddess of Wisdom,” he said quietly. “I travel a lot, Miss Stagg. Part of the job. I’ve been 

to some of those places on those channels. Others that are even worse off, but never make the news. 

And if there’s one thing the world needs, it’s wisdom.” 

I nodded, numb. 

“You’ll take the job?” he asked. His dark eyes were full of concern. 

I nodded again. 

“Good,” he said, buttoned his suit. “Thank you.” 

He walked past me, out the door. In the hall he paused. 

“Athena’s not on Olympus. Last place she was seen in the mortal world was here, in the District. Do you 

need anything to find her?” 
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“One of her sacred symbols. Something that’s tied to her.” 

He nodded and typed something on his phone. “It’s done. Good hunting, Althea.” 

He was five steps down the hall before he turned, almost as an afterthought. 

“It’s not just the big man, by the way.” 

“No?” 

“No. Your mother also wants to know where her sister is.” 

With that he left, striding with surprising speed down the hall, the sound of his phone keyboard trailing 

in his wake. 

 

*** 

 

My name is Althea Stagg. Friends call me Allie. Like it says on my door, I’m an investigator. A private eye, 

like in every noir film you’ve ever seen, only without the alcoholism, smoking habit, or misogyny. 

I’m also a demigod. 

My dad was a mortal. My mom was –is- one of the Twelve Gods of Olympus. I’ll leave you to guess 

which one. I learned about my heritage in my late teens, but I’ve tried my best to stay out of the family’s 

squabbles in the intervening decade. This time, though, I didn’t have a choice. I had to find Athena, 

unless I wanted Grandpa Zeus to visit his divine wrath upon me. 

I shivered. I’d met the King of Olympus only once before, and that single encounter was more than 

enough to impress the depth of his power upon me. I knew better than to try the old man’s patience. 

 

*** 

 

I was out the door when I heard a sudden screeching. I looked up to see a dark shape hurtling towards 

me from out of the sky. 

It was early evening, just as most people were getting off work, and the streets were busy. Several 

pedestrians glanced up at the sound and, shocked at what they saw, threw themselves out of the way, 

diving to the pavement. 

I stood perfectly still and held out my hands, cupping them together as if in supplication. An enormous 

bird swooped down and dropped something into my waiting hands, gave another triumphant screech, 

and flew off. Passersby watched openmouthed as the bald eagle flapped its way past an American flag 

waving in the breeze, then flew out of sight. A family of tourists even put their hands over their hearts. 
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“Show-off,” I muttered. Grandpa loves being the center of attention. Before anyone thought to turn 

their attention to me, I set off down the street, glancing down at what the eagle had given me. 

I nearly dropped it in surprise. It was a snake; its scaly body cool to the touch. It was small but 

surprisingly heavy. It twined itself about my hand to look up at me with one black eye, its tongue flitting 

from its mouth. 

“Alright,” I said. “Symbol of Athena, check. You couldn’t have been an olive branch?” 

The snake stuck its tongue out at me. 

  

I’ve met a few others like me in my time –cousins, I suppose, although with a family this extended and 

divisive I wouldn’t say we were close. Each of us inherited a gift from our divine parent. I once tangled 

with a daughter of Ares whose strength made The Rock look like an anemic child. Another time I helped 

one of my cousins with an exorcism. The kid could see dead people. No points for guessing who his dad 

was. 

My gift is subtler, but no less powerful. 

I find things. 

Anything and anyone, with a single exception. It’s why I’m so good at my job. Lost dog? I can find which 

neighbor’s yard she wandered into. Missing husband? I know exactly which hotel he and his mistress 

checked into, down to the room number.  

 

As I walked I focused on the snake, glancing up every so often to make sure I didn’t wander into traffic. 

My gift works on a principle of sympathetic energies. To find what I’m looking for, I need to have 

something that’s associated with the missing thing or person. If I’m looking for your lost dog, I need his 

collar or favorite toy. The unfaithful husband’s watch or a pair of his shoes are enough to track him 

down. 

I happen to have one of Jimmy Hoffa’s ties in my possession. Don’t ask how, or why. You couldn’t afford 

my rates. 

Once I have the object, it’s like there’s a magnetic pull in my head directing me towards whoever or 

whatever I’m looking for. It manifests as a faint tug, guiding my steps if I let it. 

The connection I had formed to the snake was leading me due south, through the maze of busy streets 

and the hectic rush of end-of day traffic. I emerged from the urban sprawl onto a sudden open green 

space. 

It was the Mall, of course. The high spire of the Washington Monument stood distantly to my left. 

Directly ahead, across the open fields and clustered trees, lay the stillness of the Reflecting Pool. 

The gentle tug in my head pointed me west. I walked past the Vietnam Memorial and the statue of the 

Three Servicemen, overcome by the solemnity of their presence.  
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I emerged from the pathways and looked up to where my gift was leading me. The Lincoln Memorial 

stood proud as it surveyed the Mall. I looked down at the snake curled about my hand, and it hissed an 

affirmative. 

 

She was inside the Memorial, of course. For once the place stood empty, although outside tourists 

gathered on the steps. One of the minor benefits to divinity, I suppose, was the ability to subtly 

influence crowds. 

She stood before the great statue of Lincoln, gazing up at him with hands clasped behind her back. I 

hung back, standing in the shadow of the pillars. Disturbing a god was never wise. 

“He’s impressive, isn’t he?" she said without turning around. Her voice was clear and surprisingly low, a 

husky alto. 

“He is,” I agreed, taking her acknowledgment as tacit permission to approach. I walked up until we stood 

side by side, both gazing up at the sixteenth president. 

“Even here they have their gods,” Athena said reflectively. I glanced at her. 

“Was he…family?” 

She stood in profile to me, but I could see one corner of her mouth lift in a slight smile. “Lincoln? No. 

Purely mortal parentage. One can see why they’ve enshrined him so, though. He ruled wisely and well, 

however briefly.” 

“You admire him?” 

“Of course.” She turned to face me. “The brevity of mortal lives does nothing to diminish the virtue with 

which they live, if they have the character to do so.” 

She was tall, nearly as tall as me. Her honey-colored hair was tucked in a neat bun behind her head, and 

she wore a pair of glasses that accentuated her sharp features. The eyes behind them were green and 

sharp. She was dressed like a modern businesswoman: black pencil skirt and matching suitcoat, sensible 

heels, white dress shirt and hose. She wore no jewelry that I could see. 

“Lady Athena,” I said, bowing my head. “I’m-” 

“I know who you are,” she said, that faint smile still playing on her lips. “My niece. Althea, isn’t it?” 

“Yes.” I paused, held out my hand.  

Athena looked down at it and her smile widened. She took my hand, her grip firm. The snake slithered 

from my wrist and onto hers, its tongue flicking out approvingly.  

“You know why I’ve come?” I asked. 

“I do,” she nodded. “Zeus sent you to find me.” 

“By proxy,” I said, “but yes.” 

“Ah.” Her green eyes studied my own. “You haven’t met Hermes before, have you?” 
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I shook my head. 

“What did you think of him?” 

“He seemed…pleasant enough. Distracted.” 

Athena laughed. “He is at that. The age of information has made his job easier and harder at once, I 

believe.” 

“He was…concerned. About your absence.” 

“He would be,” Athena nodded. “Among the Twelve, he is one of the closest to mortals. It comes with 

the nature of his purview. He walks among them more than the rest of us do, and so he sees their 

struggles and their suffering firsthand. Their plights move him in a way that the rest of us have grown 

jaded to.” 

“Is that why you’ve…left?” I asked, careful to keep my phrasing neutral. Athena was less fickle than 

some of her brethren, but it was never wise to suggest a god had abandoned their duties. 

“Because the other Olympians are jaded to humanity’s struggles?” she asked. Her green eyes flashed. 

“Or because I am?” 

“That’s not…” I backpedaled. “I didn’t…” 

She shook her head. “Peace, Althea. I know your meaning. No, I am not inured to the sufferings of 

mankind. But yes, I have left my place on Olympus. For a time.” 

“Now?” I glanced out at the Reflecting Pool, where Lincoln’s monument cast its long shadow. Beyond 

that shadow I could see the bright orange of the setting sun mirrored in the pool’s surface. “It’s getting 

dark out.” 

“It is,” the goddess agreed. She placed one hand on the pillar beside me, looking out at the pool. “A poet 

last century wrote about falcons and falconers and things falling apart. I imagine the present must feel 

that way, from the mortal point of view.” 

“It’s hard not to think we’re in a time of chaos,” I agreed. “Crisis after crisis after crisis. Your wisdom is 

needed.” 

She fixed me with an enigmatic smile. “I quite agree.” 

“Then you’ll come back?” 

“No.” She held out her hand. “Walk with me.” 

 

We strolled across the Mall, in the swiftly fading evening. By the time we reached our destination it was 

fully night, the world illuminated by streetlights. 

She stood by my side as we gazed up at the great dome of the Capitol. 

“They still build their great places in the old style,” she said. “It’s familiar, after millennia of change.” 
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I said nothing. The goddess of wisdom was in a contemplative mood, and it seemed wisest to let her 

speak without interruption. 

“This country is an inheritor,” she said after a moment. “A great democracy, modeled on Athens as she 

was of old.” 

“Your city.” 

“It was and is,” she nodded. “The birthplace of democracy. The greatest triumph of wisdom in all the 

long years of the earth: the right of man to rule himself. This nation is mine, as Athens was mine, 

because it belongs to its people.” 

“So why are you withdrawing yourself?” I asked, unable to help myself. I was genuinely curious now. 

“Because I must,” Athena said. “Wisdom is not a constant thing, Althea. It waxes and wanes like the tide. 

Corruption overcomes good sense and decency, and it is in those times that virtue and principle are put 

to the test. Democracy must determine her own course, without a divine hand guiding her steps.” 

“But why now?” I demanded. “The people are divided. Our leadership is corrupt. We need your wisdom 

now more than ever.” 

“Which is why I must withdraw myself,” Athena repeated, her words clipped. “I have done so before 

now. With Cleon in Athens. Rome and the Caesars. The revolutions of France. Even in this country, I 

have stepped away in times of chaos, to see if the people have learned well the lessons of democracy. 

Sometimes they have faltered and failed. But when they do not, they emerge the stronger for it, and the 

wiser.”  

Suddenly I understood. “That’s why you were at Lincoln’s memorial. The Civil War. You left us then, 

too.” 

“It was a crucible,” she nodded. “Whether the ideals of the country’s founding would triumph and root 

out the cancer that plagued its stated creed, or if they would fall to men’s greed and cruelty. Principle 

won, then.” 

 “And this…is another crucible?” 

“It is.” She looked back to the dome of the Capitol. “As you said, wisdom now is needed. Your leadership 

is corrupted by greed, the populace divided by fear and dissent. In a land of strength and prosperity 

wealth and power are held by the few, and the many suffer for it. Change is coming, but it rests with the 

people to determine if it be for good or ill. 

“So I will step away, to see if this democracy can weather the storm it finds itself in. To see if the people 

have learned well the lessons of justice and equality, and can use them to right the course of this ship 

before it wrecks itself upon the reefs.”  

“And if we fail?” I asked. 

“Then chaos and tragedy will reign for a time –perhaps a long time- until something emerges from the 

wreck, to take up the mantle of justice and wisdom.” She looked at me. “Remember, Althea. I have seen 

the rise and fall of Athens, Persia, Rome and Byzantium. Every empire that has been; I have seen the sun 
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set on them all. But virtue? Everywhere, people can be found willing to work to better their lot and that 

of others. If the democracy of America falls it will be a tragedy, but others will pick up its torch.” 

“And if we succeed?” 

“Then this Republic will emerge tempered. Stronger. With wisdom of her own, hard-won through 

adversity.” She gave me a sad look. “Every parent must step away from their child, so that child may 

take its steps unaided. Else they shall never grow into themselves.” 

“I…see,” I said. I looked back up at the dome of the Capitol. “Will…do you think it will be enough?” 

“Who can say?” Athena shrugged. “That is for you to decide, not me. You and the other mortals.” 

She reached out a hand a stroked my cheek. “But I have faith in you.” 

I nodded. I understood why she was leaving now, but my promise to Mercury remained. “What do you 

want me to say to the others?” 

“You need say nothing,” the goddess said. “I will tell Hermes where I am going, and why. He may 

understand, even if the others do not. They are too…removed.” 

“Where will you go?” I asked before I could stop myself. She smiled slightly. 

“Someplace warm, I think. I will be keeping an eye on you when I do, Althea Stagg. You have impressed 

me.” 

I flushed. She smiled and bowed her head. 

“Farewell, daughter of Artemis,” she said, turning to go. 

“Farewell, Athena Pallas,” I answered. “And godspeed.” 

Her smile lingered in my vision for a moment, and then she was gone. 




