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(USA English) 
 
 
Now 
 
Rain beat against my shoulders as I careened down the 
alleyway, half-stumbling, half-running over the litter 
and refuse that lined the walls. My quarry was twenty 
feet ahead of me, crashing through piled wooden 
pallets and discarded cardboard boxes. A quick glance 
over his shoulder showed that I was gaining on him, and 
he fixed me with a one-eyed glare before turning back 
around. 
 
The man ahead of me was big – really big. Seven feet 
tall if he was an inch, probably somewhere in the 
neighborhood of five hundred pounds. I could see the 
back of his bald scalp as he ran, slick with rain and 
sweat. His boots splashed heavily over the concrete, 
and I could hear his huffing breath as he ran. 
 
There was a singing in my ears, something ancient and 
primal that reveled in the hunt, in the pursuit of prey 
and the joy of the chase. Something I had inherited 
from Mother, no doubt. I gritted my teeth and picked 
up speed, legs pounding rhythmically. 
 
The alleyway ended abruptly in a red brick wall. Not 
watching where he was going, my quarry careened into 
it, shoulder first. He left a man-sized dent in the wall, 
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the brick collapsing inward like so much tissue paper. 
He stumbled away, unfazed. As he ran, the voluminous 
trench coat he wore fell open, revealing what he had 
stolen. 
 
The hammer. 
 
 
Then 
 
The wind whipped past my helmet as I cruised down the 
highway, a lonely stretch of road somewhere on the 
Maryland side of the D.C. border. Overhead there was a 
low rumble of thunder, as the moody grey sky 
threatened to unleash the rain it had been collecting for 
the last week. 
 
I sat astride my motorbike, a rusting old Harley that 
groaned with feeble protest anytime I turned over the 
engine. The vehicle was older than I was and stayed 
together mostly through liberal application of both tape 
and prayers, but I loved her. 
 
The wind gusted hard, pushing me to the left. I swore 
and swerved to avoid a deep puddle. 
 
From somewhere inside the bike came a dull clunk 
sound, like a metal block being dropped onto cement. 
The engine suddenly went still beneath me, and the 
Harley slowed abruptly. 
 
“Shit,” I said. “Shit, shit, shit.” 
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I wiggled the handles – steering still worked, at least. I 
caught sight of a parking lot, ahead on the right, and 
managed to slowly coast my way to it. 
 
My bike gave out just as I reached the parking lot. I 
swung my leg over the side, put down the kickstand and 
dismounted. I looked over to the building to see just 
whose lot I had pulled into, and if they had a place to 
wait while I called for a tow to the nearest mechanic. 
 
The building was a long, low cement affair, with one 
side taken up entirely by a half dozen garage doors. The 
wall nearest me had only one man-sized glass door set 
in it. The rest of the wall was taken up by an enormous 
mural of the Starship Enterprise, in which a barely 
recognizable Mr. Spock featured prominently. The sign 
above, in the same font as the Star Trek title cards, read 
VULCAN MOTORS. 
 
“Huh,” I said aloud. “Lucky me.” 
 
But I didn’t feel it. I knew enough about the Fates to 
know that luck, if such a thing existed, was very rarely in 
my favor. 
 
 
Now 
 
We had reached an intersection. 
 
My quarry burst from the maze of close-set alleyways 
out onto a main street. Fresh air hit my face as I 
pursued him, followed immediately by the unpleasant 
blast of exhaust fumes from passing cars. It was early in 
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the evening, just late enough to be dark, and the street 
was still choked with late rush hour traffic. 
 
The sidewalk we emerged onto was a sea of umbrellas, 
crowded with pedestrians despite the rain. My quarry 
barreled through them, tossing aside businesspeople 
and government officials alike like a sentient bowling 
ball through unfortunate human pins. I followed in his 
wake, pushing and shoving my way past bystanders, 
and outright leaping over those who had been knocked 
to the sidewalk. 
 
He reached the intersection ahead of me, right as the 
little orange hand on the crosswalk sign stopped 
blinking. The light turned green, and the stopped cars 
began to move. 
 
He didn’t hesitate for a moment, just put his head down 
and kept running. 
 
Car horns blared at him as he ran across the 
intersection. One swerved to avoid hitting him, sending 
up a spray of rainwater as it plowed into a car in the 
next lane. The cacophony of screeching tires, glass 
shattering and metal crumpling like paper roared across 
the street, followed by the stench of burning rubber. 
 
I gnashed my teeth in frustration and stood at the edge 
of the crosswalk, not daring to end up like one of those 
cars. 
 
He had almost made it across when the car hit him. 
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It slammed into him, a big Ford pickup, the kind with 
extra wheels to either side. It had to have been doing at 
least thirty. 
 
The fender collided with his sizable midsection, and 
crumpled like someone had driven a fist into the 
radiator. I could actually see the shock of impact 
rippling along the truck’s aluminum frame, warping and 
distorting the metal. All four rear tires were lifted off 
the ground. 
 
Judging by my quarry’s reaction, you’d think he’d been 
slapped by an anemic child. He turned, looked briefly 
annoyed, slammed a fist on what remained of the 
truck’s hood in the universal ‘I’m walking here!’ gesture 
everyone recognizes from that one movie. His fist 
smashed what remained of the car’s engine into little 
pieces. 
 
 
Then 
 
“Hello?” I called, poking my head through the glass door 
into a small, shabby waiting area. “Anybody home?” 
 
Two minutes passed. I was just about to leave when a 
very large somebody entered from the garage side of 
the waiting room. He was a big guy, the kind made of 
equal parts fat and muscle. I’m a tall woman, but even 
leaning over he could look me easily in the eye. 
 
The reverse was not true. Mirrored aviators hid his 
eyes, but I could read uneasiness in the way he held his 
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shoulders. He was bald and clean-shaven. His name tag 
read Perry. 
 
“What d’ya want?” he asked. He had a slight accent, 
something Appalachian. 
 
I gave my most disarming smile. His brusqueness had 
surprised me, but damned if I’d let him see it. “I’m here 
about a repair.” 
 
Perry chewed his lip for a second, then shook his head. 
“This about the chariot?” 
 
Chariot? 
 
I opened my mouth to reply, but, before I could, he had 
already cut me off. 
 
“We’re working as fast as we can. Tell Helios it’ll be 
ready by week’s end, like we promised. There’s just 
been a…s nag.” 
 
My mouth closed, then opened again. “Helios?” 
 
Perry snorted. “Y’know, God of the Sun. It’s that big 
bright thing, rides across the sky every day?” He tilted 
his head, glancing up at the overcast sky outside. “Or 
most every day.” 
 
“Helios didn’t send me,” I said, the bottom dropping out 
of my stomach. Oh shit. 
 
“Sure he didn’t.” Perry snorted again. “I can smell the 
divinity on you, demigod.” 
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He lowered his sunglasses. 
 
Behind them, perfectly in the center of his face, right 
above his nose, sat a single round eye. 
 
 
Now 
 
He had crossed the street, was already sprinting away. 
In a few moments, he would be lost in the crowd, and 
then I would have to start this whole cat and mouse 
game over again. I wasn’t eager to do that, especially 
since this mouse weighed four times as much as the cat 
and considered a direct impact with a truck a minor 
annoyance. 
 
I glanced to either side. Despite the two cars wrecked in 
the middle of the road, traffic still roared from either 
direction. The light was still green, and I had no idea 
how long I’d have to wait before it changed again. 
 
Too long. By the time I crossed, he’d be gone. 
 
People had stopped on the sidewalk to gape at the 
wreck. Some already had their phones out, recording 
the crash for posterity, holding their free hands above 
their devices to shield them from the rain. 
 
None of them were paying any attention to me. 
 
Across the street, my quarry was getting away. 
 
Shit, I thought. I knew what I had to do. 
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I stepped to the very edge of the curb, took a deep 
breath, and leaped. 
 
 
Then 
 
“You’ve got this all wrong,” I said as the cyclops 
advanced on me. A wrench was clenched in one slab-
like hand, and I doubted he meant to do anything 
friendly with it. 
 
“Hef don’t appreciate being pushed,” Perry growled. 
“He told Helios, it’ll be ready–” 
 
“By week’s end, like you promised,” I finished. “I heard 
that part. Listen, uh, Perry. I’m not here for Helios.” 
 
He stopped and glared at me skeptically. “Really?” 
 
“Swear to Zeus Horkios,” I said, holding up one hand. 
 
That was enough to stop him. The olden types – full 
gods, and the monsters that’ve been around nearly as 
long – they take oaths seriously. Especially ones sworn 
by Grandfather’s name. 
 
“But you are a demigod,” he said, uncertainty in his 
voice. 
 
“Yeah.” I nodded. “Yeah, I am.” 
 
“Whose?” 
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A touchy question. For a second, a confused rush of 
feelings welled up in my chest – grief, longing, 
confusion. Anger, most of all. I swallowed and quieted 
my heart. 
 
“My mother was – is, I guess – the Huntress.” I paused, 
then added, “But I haven’t seen her in a long time.” 
 
Perry nodded, apparently satisfied. “And you… didn’t 
come on behalf of Helios?” 
 
“Never met the guy,” I confirmed. I jerked a thumb over 
my shoulder, towards the parking lot. “My bike broke 
down. Managed to cruise here looking to get it fixed.” 
 
He peered with his single eye out at my bike, sitting in 
the parking lot as the first few raindrops began to fall. 
Then he looked back at me. 
 
“Huntress’daughter, huh?” he asked, scratching the 
back of his head. “I think we can work something out…” 
 
 
Now 
 
Kids jump all the time. They jump up and down when 
they’re excited, and when they’re frustrated. They jump 
off playgrounds and out of trees with total disregard for 
the possibility of injury. It’s universal: kids love to jump. 
 
Adults, not so much. I’m not sure why that is. Probably 
something to do with dignity, or that we all get bad 
knees by the time we’re thirty. 
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But kids know something adults don’t: jumping is fun. 
The simple act of pushing yourself off the earth evokes 
feelings of freedom and joyful detachment from the 
world, even if only for a moment before gravity 
reasserts its dominance. When you’re a kid, you don’t 
care about what might happen to your knees, or if you 
look silly. You just want to see how high you can go. 
 
As it happens, I can jump pretty high. 
 
 
Then 
 
“Boss?” Perry called, leading me back into the garage 
interior. 
 
It was deeper than it looked from the outside. There 
was no air circulation, save for what got in through the 
open bay doors. The air was heavy with the heady 
fumes of exhaust, motor oil and engine grease. Every 
breath left me with a faintly metallic aftertaste. The 
noise was cacophonic: ringing and clanging, screeching 
and sawing and whirring. 
 
It felt like I was descending into a cave. 
 
Another mechanic was bent over a car, welding torch in 
hand. As we passed, he cut power to the torch, lifted 
the welding mask. A single eye surveyed me. Another 
cyclops. 
 
“Boss?” Perry called again. He rounded a corner and 
then stopped short. 
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I nearly walked into him, but he barely seemed to 
notice. 
 
“That’s him,” Perry said, pointing one thick finger. His 
deep drawl had suddenly dropped to a near-whisper. 
“Wait ’til he’s done, ya hear? He’s in the middle of some 
detail work. Requires precision.” 
 
But I hardly noticed the man, at first. I was too busy 
admiring the car. 
 
 
Now 
 
I leaped almost straight into the air, a take-off any 
Olympic gymnast would have acknowledged as 
passable. My feet rose six feet into the air, then seven. 
Then eight. 
 
My jump carried me forward, across the busy street and 
well clear of the stream of traffic roaring past below. A 
few pedestrians looked up to gape, but I doubt any of 
them caught more than a glimpse; I was already above 
the level of the streetlights. 
 
The rain felt like the finest, faintest mist on my skin. The 
wind streaked tears and raindrops back from my eyes, 
and I realized I was grinning fiercely. It had been a long 
while since I had drawn on this Gift, and my body sang 
with the sheer thrill of motion. 
 
I was just starting to enjoy myself when I hit the wall. 
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Then 
 
She was cherry-red, save for some yellow and orange 
flame detailing around her rear. She was an older 
model, the type of car with that strange blend of 
smooth curves and hard lines that seems particular to 
vehicles of the late ’70s. Her tires were black as pitch 
and looked like they’d never felt the touch of asphalt 
before. Even on cinder blocks, she radiated power and 
cool. 
 
Despite her apparent age, she looked well-maintained, 
like the owner took her out of the garage only once a 
week to polish her. Even in the harsh fluorescent 
overheads of the auto shop, she shone. 
 
I’m not the kind of person who’s much into cars. I’ve got 
a used van that I take with me on stakeouts, and for 
getting around I’ve got my bike. But I recognize beauty 
when I see it, and this car was somebody’s pride and 
joy. 
 
The somebody in question was underneath the car, 
lying back on one of those little skateboard things 
mechanics use to get at the underside of the vehicle. All 
I could see of him was a pair of worn old metal-toed 
boots. A series of concussive noises emanated from 
beneath the car, like somebody repeatedly slamming an 
aluminum trash can against the side of a dumpster. 
These were echoed by a string of profanities as colorful 
as they were unprintable. 
 
“Uh… boss?” Perry asked. 
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“Whaddaya want?” came a gruff voice from beneath 
the vintage car. His accent was a contrast to Perry’s 
Southern twang; New York, maybe. 
 
Perry glanced down at me, then crouched beside the 
car. “Lady here to see ya, boss.” 
 
“Lady?” the voice snapped. “I’m heah trying to fix up 
this stupid piece ’a junk befoah Friday, and you’re 
bothering me about a lady?” 
 
“She’s a demigod,” Perry said, having to shout over the 
racket of the garage. “Huntress’s kid. I think she might 
help us find the hammer.” 
 
That caught his attention. 
 
He shot out from under the car and stood, wiping his 
hands on a rag as he did so. He wore the same drab 
coveralls as Perry, and the same hunched posture. He 
wasn’t as tall as the cyclops – now that he was standing, 
he was a head shorter than I was. But his shoulders 
were broad and thick with muscle, even under the 
coveralls. 
 
“Hephaestus,” he said, sticking out one grease-covered 
hand. “God of the Forge. Call me Hef.” 
 
 
Now 
 
I’m not a pilot. Not an aerospace engineer, either. In 
school, I had only middling grades in physics. Hopefully 
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some of that that excuses how poorly I misjudged my 
trajectory. 
 
I leaped over the street, hurtling effortlessly over the 
rushing cars below, giddy with the momentary 
sensation of flight. I reached the apex of my jump, fully 
thirty feet above traffic. 
 
Wait a minute. I was already well over halfway across 
the intersection, and only just now beginning to fall. I 
had meant to leap over the cars and onto the other side 
of the sidewalk, but… 
 
Oh no. 
 
The building on the other side of the street was two-
storied, an old brick Georgian with a flat, gravel-strewn 
roof. Maybe, if I was lucky, I could time my landing so 
that I rolled onto the roof instead of splattering against 
the wall of the building. Maybe. 
 
I tried not to panic, instinctively windmilling my arms 
and legs in a frantic attempt to gain any kind of traction. 
But there was nothing onto which to grab. 
 
The Georgian filled my vision. Wind rushed past my face 
as it drew closer, rising to meet me like a boxer’s 
uppercut. 
 
 
Then 
 
I shook. His palms were rough with calluses and his grip 
was firm. 
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“Althea Stagg. Private investigator.” 
 
“Ah.” He nodded, wiping his brow on his sleeve. “You’re 
Arty’s kid.” 
 
That took me a moment. I had never, ever heard 
anyone call my mother ‘Arty’ before. And he had 
pronounced it ‘Ahty’. I revised my guess to something 
New English. 
 
“Uh, yeah.” 
 
He nodded again. His broad face was weathered and 
tan, and a heavy black beard disguising what looked like 
a pronounced jawline. His hair was curly and a little 
long, pulled back into a small ponytail. He leaned 
against the cherry-red car. 
 
“You like her?” he asked, abruptly. 
 
“What?” 
 
“The car,” he said, pronouncing it ‘kah’. 
 
“Oh. Uh, yeah.” I did, actually. “Yeah. She’s beautiful.” 
 
“One of my best.” He patted the hood affectionately. 
“Pontiac Firebird; 1977 Trans Am Special Edition. They 
made less than two hundred of ’em. Sun God wanted a 
new chariot, so I fixed it up special for him.” 
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“She’s lovely,” I said, not sure what else I could offer. 
“My motorcycle broke down. Perry said you could fix 
it.” 
 
“Me? Fix a motorbike?” Hef grinned widely. His teeth 
were crooked. “Can a duck swim?” 
 
“That’s a ‘yes’, then?” 
 
“Oh, sure,” he said. “’Cept… I need somethin’ else, first. 
As payment.” 
 
Here it comes. 
 
I really, really didn’t want to do favors for any of the 
Twelve Gods of Olympus. Such things had a way of 
ending poorly for the mortals they shanghaied. 
 
“So,” Hef continued. “Private eye, huh? And with who 
your mom is... you must be good at finding things, 
right?” 
 
“That’s what it says on my card,” I said, reluctantly. I 
glanced at the Pontiac. “So, you need me to find a 
missing part? Is that it?” 
 
“Nah.” He shook his head. “It’s one of my tools that’s 
gone missing.” 
 
“And that is?” 
 
He turned away, limping as he crossed to the other side 
of the car to lean over a battered worktable. All variety 
of tools were scattered across it, from socket wrenches 
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to circular saws and welding torches, and other things I 
didn’t have names for. But one thing was conspicuously 
absent. 
 
“My hammer,” Hephaestus said. “It’s been stolen.” 
 
 
Now 
 
I didn’t completely miss the roof. 
 
I slammed gut-first into the side of the Georgian 
building. My feet hit its brick wall, but found no 
purchase. I reached out and managed to grab onto the 
edge of the rain-slick roof, my fingers digging in with 
every bit of desperate strength I could muster. 
 
For a minute, I hung there, winded and dazed. Then I 
pulled myself up, slowly, onto the side of the roof. 
 
I lay there, gasping and panting as I tried to catch my 
breath. Then I sat up and made my way over to the 
edge of the roof. 
 
Scanning the crowds below revealed no sign of my 
quarry. In the time it had taken me to recover, he had 
found a place to hide. 
 
For some investigators, that might have been the end of 
the trail. But not for me. He had a bigger lead now, but 
that wasn’t an insurmountable problem. 
 
I pulled something from my coat pocket: a pair of iron 
tongs, ancient and crudely made. 
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Then 
 
“It was Brontes,” Hef said. “I know it.” 
 
We sat in his office, a cramped glass box serviced by a 
single metal fan. An array of security monitors were 
mounted behind Hef’s chair, and auto schematics were 
strewn across his desk. 
 
“You have proof?” I asked. 
 
In response, Hef pointed a remote at the small bank of 
television screens behind him. One of them caught my 
eye. Even in grainy black and white, the Firebird stood 
out like it was on a showroom floor. 
 
I watched as a hulking cyclops wearing a mechanic’s 
jumpsuit came into frame. He stood over the worktable, 
glancing around so furtively it was almost comical. He 
tucked one of the tools into his pocket and hurried out 
of the camera’s sightlines. 
 
“And you’re sure that’s Brontes?” I asked. “He, uh…" 
How to phrase this delicately? “He looks a lot like your 
other assistants.” 
 
Hef snorted. “Trust me. When you work for someone as 
long as they have for me, you learn how to tell them 
apart.” 
 
“And how long is that, exactly?” 
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“Hmm.” Hef tapped his forehead. “What year is it?” 
 
I told him. 
 
“Right.” He nodded. “Then I’d say Brontes and his 
brothers have been working for me for about… oh, 
thirty-five hundred years, give or take.” 
 
“Point taken. Why’d he want to steal it?” 
 
“Same reason any employee steals from the 
workplace,” Hef said, leaning back in his desk. “Get back 
at the boss.” 
 
“You two had bad blood?” 
 
“Kinda,” he admitted. “Look, everyone’s coworkers get 
on each other’s nerves, right? Well, try working with 
someone for the better part of three thousand years 
and see if they don’t wear on ya.” 
 
“Point taken.” 
 
He folded his arms. “Brontes wanted to strike out on his 
own. Start his own shop.” 
 
“And you disapproved?” 
 
“Nah.” He shook his head. “I told him to go, if that’s 
what he wanted. Can’t say I’m not sympathetic. Three 
millennia is a long time to spend as an apprentice, even 
to a god.” 
 
“So, why’d he steal the hammer?” 
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Hef’s eyes flickered to the office windows. Beyond, I 
could see Perry and the other cyclops, bent over a car. 
 
“They’re brothers,” he said. “Perry and Brontes. And 
Steropes.” 
 
“I notice that Steropes and, um… Perry are still with 
you.” 
 
“Perry’s short for Pyracmon.” Hef nodded. “And yeah. 
Brontes, he wanted to take his brothers with him. But 
they wouldn’t go. So he took the hammer instead.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
He scratched his beard. “See, here’s the thing. Cyclops 
make great assistants. They’re strong. Tough. Handy at 
building and fixing things.” 
 
“But?” 
 
“But they aren’t creative. I’m not saying they’re stupid, 
just that they lack the spark. Ya know?” 
 
I didn’t, not really, but I nodded anyway. 
 
“So, you think he took the hammer because he wanted 
some sort of advantage in starting his own shop?” 
 
“Best reason I can figure.” He shrugged. “The hammer’s 
special. It’s one of my symbols, you know.” 
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I nodded. The gods each had their symbols – Zeus’s 
eagle, Athena’s olive branch, Hermes’s sandals. Each 
was invested with a fraction of the god’s power, and the 
more that god used it, the more strongly imbued with 
their divinity those symbols became. 
 
“Hef,” I said, then shook my head. That sounded wrong. 
“Hephaestus. Is this… the only hammer you have?” 
 
“Yeah.” He slumped into his chair. “Same one I’ve been 
using since the Bronze Age.” 
 
That explained it, then. This was more than a hammer – 
it was a physical manifestation of the God of the Forge’s 
divinity. Which meant… 
 
“Holy Grandpa,” I cursed. “Brontes could use it to 
become a god.” 
 
 
Now 
 
I concentrated on the tongs, focusing on them to the 
exclusion of all else. The noise of the city and the storm, 
the glaring streetlights, the smells of rain and exhaust: 
all faded away, until the metal tongs were all I could 
see. 
 
Each demigod inherits Gifts from our divine parent. Like 
being able to jump over a busy street, for instance. 
Most of us put our talents to work in an appropriate 
career. Venus’s son was a catalogue model, and I knew 
Dionysus had fathered at least three of the current Top 
40 pop stars. 
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Me, I found things. Objects, animals, people. I could tell 
exactly which tree a missing cat had gotten stuck in, 
what dumpster a wedding band slipped had off a finger 
and fell into, what friend’s house a runaway teenager 
was crashing in. To find whatever was missing, I needed 
to have something strongly associated with it. 
 
I needed the missing cat’s collar, or the wedding band’s 
mate, or the teenager’s phone. 
 
For Hephaestus’s hammer, I had a pair of tongs the god 
had used for nearly as long. Hef had given them to me 
before turning me loose into the city to search for his 
missing tool and the renegade cyclops. 
 
I felt a tug, subtle, but irresistible, pulling me north. 
 
There. 
 
I smiled to myself, and looked for a way off the roof. 
 

 
Now 
 
“I mean, it ain’t that simple,” Hef said, hobbling across 
the auto shop floor, me trailing behind him. He walked 
with a pronounced limp, and I suspected there was a 
knee brace under that jumpsuit. 
 
“It’d take him years of work before he had enough 
devotees to become even a minor Power,” he 
continued. “You know the type. ‘God of Socket 
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Wrenches’ or something just as limitingly specific. But 
it’d be a start.” 
 
“And you don’t want anyone usurping your title,” I 
observed. 
 
He snorted again. “If he can, good for him.” 
 
We rounded one of the garage’s support pillars. 
 
“You know why I don’t talk much to the rest of the 
Twelve?” 
 
“Because they’re a bunch of assholes?” I said before I 
could stop myself. 
 
“Yeah,” Hef said, a grin splitting his thick beard. 
“Because they’re a buncha assholes. Specifically of the 
political type. Me, I got no interest in playing games, 
trying to get more mortals on your side than everyone 
else. I just do the same good work I’ve been doing since 
Mycenae. Nose to grindstone.” 
 
“But the hammer’s still important to you.” 
 
“Of course it is!” he snapped. “It’s mine. And nobody 
steals from a god and gets off scot-free. Just isn’t done.” 
 
I shivered. I knew what had happened to Sisyphus, 
Tantalus and Arachne. Crossing a god was never wise. I 
didn’t envy Brontes whatever fate Hephaestus had in 
mind for him. 
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“Besides,” Hef continued, “I need the hammer back. 
Can’t complete the bird without it.” 
 
We were standing in front of the Pontiac again, sleek 
and cherry-red beneath the shop’s lights. 
 
“Chariot of the Sun,” he murmured reverently. “You 
wonder why it’s been overcast all week?” 
 
I hadn’t. “You mean…?” 
 
“Yeah.” He nodded. “No chariot, no sun. If I don’t fix her 
and get her back to Helios, it’s gonna be a long, long 
night.” 
 
Now 
 
My gift led me through the maze of busy streets to an 
industrial quarter and from there into a warehouse. I 
could feel the tongs drawing me after the hammer, a 
subtle pressure against the back of my skull. 
 
It was well after working hours and the place was 
guarded by a twelve-foot chain-link fence. Even if I 
hadn’t had my Gift, I would have been in no doubt that 
this was the place to which Brontes had fled; the fence 
had a very large hole torn in it. 
 
I ducked in through the cyclops-shaped hole and made 
my way over to the warehouse itself. It was a big 
cement rectangle, the kind used as a shipping and 
receiving center for large retail chains. I did some 
snooping about until I found one of the side doors, its 
handle torn off. 
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I took a deep breath and stepped inside. 
 
The interior of the warehouse held a dozen long rows of 
heavy metal shipping containers, stacked on top of one 
another up to the ceiling. Most were still sealed tight, 
but a few were open. The hammer was in one of them; I 
could feel its presence. 
 
I stalked down the rows of shipping containers, stepping 
as softly as I could, trying hard not to even breathe. If 
the hammer was here somewhere, Brontes was too, 
and I doubted he would let his prize out of his sight. 
 
One long row of containers, then another. The hammer 
was somewhere in the middle of the warehouse, calling 
out to me. 
 
There. I rounded a corner, could feel it pulling me so 
urgently that it was almost a physical ache. 
 
The nearest shipping container’s doors lay open, 
revealing total darkness within. It looked for all the 
world like the mouth of a cave. 
 
I wished I had brought a weapon with me. As a rule, I 
didn’t carry while I was on a job – my role was to find, 
observe and retrieve, never to escalate. 
 
Besides, I had just watched Brontes total a truck that 
had hit him. If we came to blows, I didn’t like my 
chances. 
 
I stepped into the cave. 
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It was totally dark inside. After more than a few steps, I 
couldn’t even see my own hand in front of me. I kept 
one hand on the wall of the container and stepped 
carefully forward, expecting to feel the cyclops’ massive 
hands on my throat at any moment. 
 
It was hot, stiflingly so, and it stank. The air was thick 
with the musty smell of textiles stored away for so long 
they had started to rot. I wondered for a moment what 
the container held. 
 
Then I found it. 
 
My foot hit it first, something hard and unyielding. I 
yelped in pained surprise, cursing at the sudden pain in 
my toe. I bent, feeling blindly to see what I had collided 
with, and felt my hands close around a solid wooden 
handle. 
 
It was the hammer. 
 
I knew it as soon as I touched it. A jolt of something like 
electricity leaped up my arm, and the tugging sensation 
that had led me to the hammer dissipated into a feeling 
of pure satisfaction. 
 
I turned around, grinning in the dark, and saw the 
shadow. 
 
Brontes stood at the entrance to the shipping container, 
his hulking form a black silhouette against the 
warehouse lights. I froze, wondering if he could see me 
with his single eye. 
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We stood there for a minute, neither of us moving. 
Then the cyclops let out a satisfied grunt and slammed 
the door. 
 
Total darkness enveloped me. 
 
I cursed and stumble-ran to the end of the container, 
hammering madly on the door. It was the kind that 
locked from the outside, and was shut fast. 
 
“Hey!” I shouted. “Hey! Let me out!” 
 
In response, there was only a low, rumbling chuckle, 
ugly and mean. 
 
I threw myself against the door and bounced off, 
rewarded with only a bruised shoulder for my trouble. 
 
I cursed, furious. 
 
My anger was mostly at myself. This had been an 
obvious trap, and I had stumbled right into it. I thought I 
understood Brontes’s plan: lead me to the hammer, 
then lock me inside the shipping container until thirst 
and hunger did me in. A being who had been alive to 
see the rise and fall of Alexander would think nothing of 
waiting a few weeks for me to expire. 
 
I took another deep breath, forced myself to view the 
situation calmly. 
 
Fact the first: I was trapped in a shipping container, with 
no obvious way out. 
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Fact the second: even if I did find a way out, there was a 
large and angry cyclops waiting just outside for me. 
 
Time to take inventory. I had on my person the 
following: a cell phone, wallet, keys, an ancient pair of 
tongs and a god’s hammer. 
 
I checked the phone. No service. 
 
Hmm. 
 
I looked down at the ancient tool in my hand. I was 
surprised that I could see it, even in the complete 
darkness of the shipping container. It glowed with a 
faint orange light, like a fireplace. 
 
Something clicked in my head. An old memory, rising to 
the surface. 
 
When I was twelve years old, my dad had decided to 
tear down the old toolshed behind our house. The 
wood was rotten, and he meant to build a new one. He 
never did; he died too soon after. But I remembered 
him handing me a claw hammer, and together we tore 
that shed to the ground. 
 
I looked back down at the hammer, and remembered it 
was a tool of creation and destruction alike. 
 
When all you have is a hammer… 
 

*** 
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The door of the shipping container rocketed outwards, 
as though it had been fired from a cannon. I caught one 
glimpse of Brontes’s face, his single eye wide with 
shock, right before the heavy metal door struck him and 
sent him flying fifteen feet across the warehouse. 
 
I looked down at the hammer in my hand. It was 
smoking faintly, and red around the edges. 
 
“Cool.” I grinned. 
 
The screeching sound of metal met my ears. I looked up 
to see Brontes standing shakily, tossing the container 
door aside like it was made of cardboard. He fixed me 
with a baleful eye and growled. 
 
Uh-oh. 
 
I ran. 
 
Down the rows of shipping containers, the sound of the 
cyclops pursuing close behind me. I burst out of the 
warehouse door in a dead sprint. Brontes followed two 
seconds later, tearing it off the hinges. 
 
I jumped the twelve-foot chain-link fence, using my Gift 
once again. Then I jumped again, not out, like I had over 
the busy street, but up, to the roof of the next 
warehouse building. 
 
I had timed this jump better than the earlier one, and 
landed neatly on top of the sloping aluminum roof. I 
looked down to see Brontes scowling up at me, his 
mouth hanging open in surprise. 
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I turned away and ran, leaping from building to building 
until I had put a comfortable distance between him and 
me. 
 
Now, I thought, I need to see a god about a hammer. 
 

*** 
 
“You happy?” I asked. 
 
“Happy?” Hef shook his head. “Nah. One of my 
employees stole one of my tools. I’m not happy.” 
 
We stood in the garage, next to the cherry-red Firebird. 
 
He looked down admiringly at the hammer in his hand. 
“But I’m glad you got it back for me. You did good work, 
Stagg.” 
 
“That’s what you hired me for.” I shrugged. “You gonna 
be able to fix up the Pontiac now?” 
 
“Easy,” he replied. “Be ready for Helios by week’s end, 
like promised. Check the weather channel. Gonna be 
sunshine like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
I smiled. “Be nice to have a break in the clouds. Now, 
there’s still the matter of payment...” 
 
Hef snorted. “Fixed up the bike while you were out. 
Come see.” 
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He led me through the garage to one of the other bays. 
I stopped, staring. 
 
“Hold on,” I said. “That’s my bike.” 
 
It was, but not as I had last seen her. The rust and tape 
were gone, replaced by smooth chrome and fresh 
leather. She looked like she had just come off the 
assembly line. 
 
“Sure is.” Hephaestus grinned. “I adjusted some things, 
fixed some others. Even added a few features.” 
 
I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Like what?” 
 
His grin widened. “Take her for a spin and see for 
yourself.” 
 
I straddled the bike, feeling the comfortable weight of 
her beneath me. The hair on my arms stood up, like the 
whole bike was charged with static electricity. 
 
Hef stuck out his hand. “Pleasure doin’ business with 
you, Stagg.” 
 
I shook, smiled at him. “Call me Allie. It’s not often I 
meet one of the family I actually like.” 
 
He laughed. “Likewise. See you around, Allie.” 
 
I keyed up the engine, felt her roar to life beneath me, 
smooth and powerful. I revved it once, twice. Hef 
stepped away and motioned at the open garage door. 
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I roared out of there, wind whistling past my ears, the 
engine purring like a kitten beneath me. The wind 
whipped my hair from my face as I pulled onto the main 
road, picking up speed. 
 
It felt like flying. 
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Game night at Ye Olde Godz Retirement Home was 
already in progress when Sarah arrived for her shift. The 
nurse on duty glared at her, muttering something about 
'get a watch' and sniffed at Sarah's explanation for 
being late. Apparently just because the director wanted 
to have a word before her shift was no excuse for 
tardiness. 
 
Sarah studied the tableau in the common room. 
Trickster gods of different pantheons were at the poker 
table. Last week, the game had been fairly amenable in 
that there were only two fist fights, one resulting in a 
broken nose. Later in the week, though, someone had 
placed a viper in Coyote’s room. She suspected Loki, 
since Coyote was last week’s big winner and Loki hated 
to lose. Right now, it was too early to tell who was 
winning. She shrugged, knowing she would check on 
them later. Meanwhile, they could handle themselves. 
 
An old woman sat in a rocker knitting – or crocheting, 
Sarah could never tell the difference – in the corner. A 
sudden burst of laughter turned her attention to a 
group seated at a table by the window. The thunder 
gods were playing Risk. She shuddered. That couldn’t 
end well. She considered keeping a closer eye on them 
until she saw the table in the middle of the room. 
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Athena and Isis were playing Scrabble. 
 
That was a sight more chilling than watching Dionysius 
and Osiris get drunk by the refreshments. She didn’t 
even bother to wonder where they got the alcohol. All 
in all, the night was starting out peaceful. The residents 
were behaving themselves, which was all she could ask. 
Guess I’d better get busy, she thought. These records 
aren’t going to update themselves. 
 
She logged on to the computer at the nurse’s station 
and pulled up the Viking database. The director had told 
her they would be losing almost a whole pantheon of 
residents within the next few years. Worship of the 
Norse gods had increased to the point that they were 
no longer eligible for assisted living. Most pantheons, 
even the most obscure, had enough worshippers to 
keep them anchored to the world, but the Vikings were 
coming back strong and hard. Sarah prided herself in 
her attention to detail, so was irritated that she hadn’t 
noticed the changes as they had happened in front of 
her face. 
 
Like Thor. It wasn’t that long ago he could barely cover 
the liver spots on his scalp with whispies. Now he 
sported a full head of hair. Granted, it was grey, but 
there were blond roots. Odin used to have leathery, 
wrinkled skin – especially on his face. Now she kept 
thinking of his healthy glow and rosy cheeks, though 
that didn’t sound very manly. It’s nice. I hate seeing the 
gods so old and decrepit. 
 
“Cheater!” 
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“Liar!” 
 
“That is not a word. That isn’t even a valid letter!” 
 
“Oh yes, it is!” 
 
Sarah hurried over to the Scrabble table. She quelled 
the urge to look at the clock to see how long it had 
taken for the arguing to start tonight. 
 
“Ladies, ladies, what’s wrong?” 
 
“What’s it to you, featherhead?” 
 
When Sarah had been assigned to the home for fallen 
gods, she had expected some ill tempers, but she was 
shocked at the insults that spewed from Athena’s 
mouth. She wondered what the goddess had been like 
in her prime. Had she called her worshipers the same 
degrading names that she called her caretakers? Or was 
this a bitter old woman thing? 
 
Isis didn’t say anything, but her expression was as 
derisive as Athena’s words. Sarah grimaced. It was hard 
to look at the goddesses, both still holding an echo of 
their former glory. In their day, the black hair and black 
eyes of Isis counterbalanced the golden hair and grey 
eyes of Athena. Now, they were both stooped, 
withered, white-haired old crones. 
 
Not that she would ever say that to them. 
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Athena’s eyes were still bright and intelligent as they 
studied her. 
 
“Well?” she said. “Cat got your tongue? I don’t see 
Bastet around yet. Drop a feather or two; that should 
bring her running.” She guffawed at her own joke. 
 
Sarah held her breath, taking in Isis’s stern glare. Athena 
had better watch herself – disrespecting a friend’s 
fellow deity was every bit as bad as dissing a sibling or 
family member. They could do it amongst themselves, 
but let an outsider do it and the fur, sometimes literally, 
would fly. 
 
Sarah sighed. “I’m here to keep the peace, as you well 
know. I don’t want a repeat of last week since I only just 
found the final game piece yesterday. Under the 
couch.” 
 
Athena smirked. “If you’d let me have my way, it would 
have been easier. You would only need to dig it out of 
horn-head’s a–” 
 
“That’s enough!” Sarah viewed the board. 
 
By unspoken consent, games were played using the 
language in which they were first invented – unless the 
parties involved agreed on a different one. But these 
two didn’t follow the rules, so it was no surprise when 
Sarah saw tiles crisscrossing with words such as adore, 
tribute and escape, only to have one tile on the board in 
the form of a badly drawn bird. She sighed. 
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“Just because you’re trying to play on the ‘O’ in ‘soul’ 
doesn’t mean you can use a hieroglyph instead.” She 
looked closer. “Besides, I’m not sure you’re using the 
right one.” 
 
The Egyptian goddess drew herself up to her full height 
– as much as the osteoporosis allowed. “Do you dare 
doubt the word of the most powerful goddess of 
Egypt?” 
 
Athena snorted. “Powerful? Hah! You can barely stand, 
snake-sister.” The bout of coughing that ensued took 
most of the panache out of the insult. 
 
Isis sniffed. “I’d ask if you were hawking up a hairball, 
but I don’t recall any cats in your family tree. Owls, 
however…” 
 
“I said that’s enough.” Sarah's voice rang with the tone 
of a hundred bells as her aspect manifested. 
 
The shadow of fiery wings surrounded her as she 
crossed her arms and glared until Isis meekly sat down. 
Athena gulped down a glass of water to abate her 
coughing, and sat quietly, hands folded on the table. 
Sarah didn’t for one minute think they were afraid of 
her, but as one of the Seraphim she was younger than 
they were, and her aspect could be a shock when first 
displayed. 
 
“I don’t care if you were using the glyph for soul, great 
or mother. If you want to play in a different language, 
that’s fine. Decide on one and use it. No changing 
midstream.” She saw a flicker and looked up, catching 
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the eye of the old woman knitting, who winked at her. 
She grinned back. 
 
Edna Higgenbotham was a fixture around here, and 
often sat by the far window. Some of the caretakers 
even whispered that she was the first admitted to Olde 
Godz. The mystery of Edna was something she planned 
to look into one day, yet never seemed to get around 
to. Pushing her curiosity aside, she focused on her 
patients. A glance at Athena’s tiles showed Greek 
characters, which morphed into the Hasbro-produced 
game pieces as she watched. 
 
“That’s better,” she said. “Are you two going to behave 
now?” 
 
She took their bitter mumblings as a yes and returned 
to the nurse’s station. Edna was there, knitting on her 
rocking chair. Sarah didn’t recall seeing her move from 
the other end of the room, but she never did. Every 
night, Edna would keep her company during her shift. 
 
“Hey,” Sarah said. She started working on updating the 
Norse database again. “What are you working on 
today?” 
 
“Oh, same old, same old,” Edna answered. “Another 
section for my afghan.” 
 
“At the rate you’re going, your afghan is going to cover 
the world.” 
 
“That’s the plan.” 
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“What?” Sarah stopped typing and glanced at her 
companion. 
 
Needles clacked as pale yellow yarn was transformed 
into a bubble pattern. 
 
“Nothing, dear,” Edna answered. 
 
“Oh.” Every day, it was a different design, so Sarah 
figured Edna was making some giant sampler afghan. 
Maybe more. “So, have you heard about the Vikings?” 
 
“Yes. Isn’t it thrilling? I never dreamed that something 
like this could happen.” 
 
Sarah nodded. “It is thrilling, but also scary. If the old 
religions are coming back, does that mean that angels, 
such as myself, will end up as residents here instead of 
caretakers? Will other pantheons care for us?” 
 
Edna stopped her knitting and patted Sarah on the arm. 
“You have nothing to worry about for a good long time. 
Christianity is going strong, and is still relatively young, 
which is why you are the caretakers of those older than 
you. The very fact that they need caretakers proves that 
someone still believes in them; otherwise, they would 
be gone completely. It’s the level of belief that keeps 
them alive.” 
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
“Look at your favorite two goddesses. Old and decrepit, 
right? Yet, in Greece, there are still people who worship 
the old gods, though they are ridiculed by the more 
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‘modern’ thinkers. And there are several tribes in West 
Africa who worship the Egyptian pantheon. Plus, Isis is 
considered the Mother Goddess by many Wiccans and 
neo-pagans. Frankly, I’m surprised that she’s still here.” 
 
Sarah chewed on her bottom lip, then nodded. “So, 
gods worshipped with any regularity don’t need to be 
admitted, do they? Which explains why Aphrodite is still 
at large – humans will always worship beauty over 
wisdom.” 
 
“Maybe. But maybe that will change. As for your two 
friends, don’t be misled by their ancient aspects. All 
goddesses have three forms: the Maiden, the Mother 
and the Crone. Most goddesses don’t switch between 
them, but it takes much less energy to keep up the 
aspect of the Crone than it does the Maiden. Athena 
and Isis can become the Maiden any time they want. 
They just choose not to.” 
 
“Oh. I don’t know whether to be relieved by that 
knowledge, or terrified by it.” 
 
Edna laughed. “Terrified. When in doubt, fear is your 
friend.” 
 
That was disturbing. 
 
Prompted by the conversation, Sarah excused herself 
and took a turn around the room. She listened to the 
chatter to determine if there would be any more 
trouble tonight. There was an undercurrent of unrest 
that was focused on the Vikings. That made a certain 
amount of sense. Jealousy would run rampant against 
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those who were about to be released back into the real 
world. For now, though, the unrest was simmering at a 
low level. The upcoming years would probably get 
worse. When Sarah returned to her computer, she 
made note of this. 
 
“I wish I could think of something to do for them,” she 
admitted to Edna, slumping in her chair, “but what? 
Maybe I should get them all tablets. It seems to work 
for the humans.” 
 
Edna chuckled. “Gods are hard to please in their prime. 
When they become useless or redundant, it gets 
worse.” 
 
Sarah cocked her head and contemplated her friend. 
“Edna, which pantheon are you from?” 
 
For the first time in centuries – actually, in ever – Sarah 
watched Edna drop a stitch. She covered well, almost 
well enough to make Sarah think she had imagined it. 
 
“Why, don’t you already know, dear?” Edna asked as 
her needles clicked together. 
 
“I don’t…” Sarah began, then stopped. Something felt 
off. A disturbance in the air. “Something bad’s about to 
happen,” she said. 
 
“Oh, I don’t think–” 
 
“That’s it, vulture-head! You won’t play by the rules, 
then there are no rules!” 
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Athena stood, knocking her chair to the floor. Magic 
swirled around her and Sarah stared open-mouthed as 
the withered old crone transformed into the grey-eyed 
blonde warrior-woman who originally had sprung from 
Zeus’s head. 
 
“God give me strength,” Sarah mumbled. 
 
Edna patted her on the arm. “You’ve got this, dear.” 
 
Isis slammed her hands on the table, then slowly stood, 
pushing away her chair neatly. As with Athena, the 
years dropped from her as she turned into the black-
haired dark-eyed beauty who ruled Egypt. They faced 
off, Athena with her sword, Isis with her cobra-headed 
staff. 
 
Athena struck first, slashing at Isis, who easily blocked 
the thrust. The fight went on for several minutes, one 
attacking, the other blocking, but the goddesses were 
well matched in both fighting proficiency and stamina. 
Sarah was amazed that Isis could fight so well since she 
was considered a benevolent deity, known more for 
fertility and nurture than destruction. 
 
“Nothing is as fierce as a cornered mother.” 
 
Sarah took a moment to glance at a furiously knitting 
Edna. “That doesn’t mean they have to destroy the 
whole building,” she said, barely registering the 
difference in Edna’s knit pattern. Instead, her attention 
was caught as Isis created a whirlwind of Scrabble tiles. 
“Though, maybe destroying the game will be enough,” 
she mused. 
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Athena ducked random squares until she called forth 
her shield. The ‘ping-ping-ping’ was enough to give 
Sarah flashbacks of last week’s game night where the 
same thing had happened, albeit on a much smaller 
scale. That night, the shield had been the game board, 
and Isis had merely thrown the pieces at Athena. Well, 
hurled. The goddess had an arm on her. 
 
“This must be what you meant when you said they 
could call on their aspects at any time.” 
 
“Mmmhmm,” Edna mumbled as she knitted so quickly 
the sound of her needles was one long click. 
 
Sarah shrugged. It was her responsibility to watch the 
residents. She scrutinized the room, noting that 
everything was halted while Athena and Isis fought – in 
no small part due to various game pieces and playing 
cards becoming caught in the Scrabble vortex. All was 
not at a standstill, however. Coyote was taking book on 
the fight’s outcome. Opportunist. 
 
It surprised her that none of the gods were taking 
advantage of this distraction to fight amongst 
themselves, until she noticed that most of them were 
hiding under tables and behind furniture. If she wasn’t 
so furious, she would have laughed at the sight of Zeus 
cowering behind the recliner. 
 
Isis manifested her wings and used them as a shield, 
necessary since the whirlwind was now as intense as a 
category 5 cyclone. If this went on much longer there 
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wouldn’t be anything left of Olde Godz but a pile of 
toothpicks in Atlantis. 
 
“I believe it’s time to end this,” Sarah muttered as she 
manifested all six of her fiery wings. With flaming sword 
in hand, she strode over to Athena and Isis, now locked 
in a wrestling hold, and cleaved their table in two. The 
sound of the sword hitting the floor was as thunder and 
the goddesses froze, surprise evident on their faces. 
 
“What?” Athena asked. 
 
“Is there a problem?” Isis asked at the same time. 
 
“You will stop this child’s play right now.” Sarah’s voice 
rang with the sound of a thousand tolling bells. 
 
Athena frowned. “She’s no fun,” she told Isis. 
 
“No kidding. Can’t a couple of old ladies have a slight 
disagreement once in a while?” 
 
Sarah pointed at the room. Tables and chairs were 
strewn everywhere, many destined for the scrap pile. 
Pieces from games and puzzles both in use and not 
littered the floor; several of the sturdier ones were 
embedded in the walls. By some miracle, no windows or 
light fixtures were broken, but that would change if the 
Monopoly money that covered the light bulbs on the 
floor lamps caught on fire. 
 
At some point, Bastet and her retinue of fifty-odd cats 
had arrived, and were all hiding under couches, tables 
and curtains that were no longer hanging. Bast herself 
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was in cat form and came slinking around from behind a 
couch. As if to make her night rife with clichés, at least 
three cats were cowering on ceiling fan blades. At the 
Risk table, Zeus and Thor were picking game markers 
out of their hair. 
 
“Oh.” Isis looked at Athena and giggled. 
 
Athena looked at Isis and snorted. The two broke into 
gales of laughter while Sarah stared. Every time it 
seemed as if they would stop, one of them would notice 
the angel manifesting her full heavenly glory and break 
into laughter again until suddenly they stopped and 
became deferential. 
 
Sarah frowned. First they laugh at her, then they 
practically bow to her. “What?” 
 
Isis’s eyes flicked to something beside her. Sarah 
turned, but no one was there except for Edna. “What’s 
going on?” 
 
By now, Athena and Isis were back to their Crone 
aspect. “Don’t you know who that is?” Athena asked. 
 
“Yeah. It’s Edna Higgenbotham, another resident…” She 
trailed off. 
 
Ye Olde Godz Retirement Home was an assisted living 
center for fallen gods. Therefore, Edna had to be a 
goddess. 
 
There was no pantheon with an ‘Edna Higgenbotham’, 
so she was using an alias. 
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Edna had dropped a stitch when Sarah asked her which 
pantheon she was from. After the stitch dropped, chaos 
reigned. 
 
“Who are you?” she asked. 
 
“Why would you think I am anyone other than myself?” 
 
“You… are you a Fate? Clotho of the Moirai? Nona of 
the Parcae? Uror of the Norns?” 
 
“What makes you think I am a spinner, dear?” 
 
“Your knitting?” 
 
“I see.” Edna smiled, but didn’t say anything more. 
 
Sarah looked helplessly at Athena and Isis. 
 
Athena sighed. “Think about it, child. At first Chaos 
came to be, but next came Gaia.” 
 
“Oooh,” Sarah said, drawing out the word. “Many 
apologies, Lady. I didn’t know.” She inclined her head 
respectfully and, when she looked again, Gaia was 
wearing the Mother aspect, glowing, and looking 
decidedly uncomfortable. 
 
“And you weren’t supposed to,” she said, frowning at 
Isis and Athena, who both fidgeted awkwardly. “No 
harm done. I’m good at being invisible.” 
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Sarah wasn’t sure what that meant. She also didn’t 
know what to do. How did one entertain a deity like 
Gaia? She was one of the first and deserved respect. 
And now the retirement home was in a shambles. 
 
“Forgive the mess. I will get it cleaned up right away.” 
 
“Those who destroyed it should be the ones to clean it 
up,” she answered, scowling at Athena and Isis. 
 
“While they’re doing that, why don’t you go to the 
kitchen and get some of those little sandwiches I like. 
Watching those two fight has made me work up an 
appetite.” 
 
“Really? You like those?” She knew that Edna loved the 
little cucumber and cream cheese sandwiches, but it 
seemed odd to know that Gaia liked them. She headed 
to the kitchen, mulling over how hard it was to 
reconcile little-old-lady Edna with Gaia the mother of 
all. 
 
Fifteen minutes later, Sarah wheeled a utility cart piled 
high with finger sandwiches, cakes and a fresh bowl of 
punch. Game night was turning out to be extra lively 
and the residents had already decimated the 
refreshments table once. 
 
Anything to keep the peace, she thought. 
 
As she unloaded the cart, she surveyed the room. It 
looked like Loki was winning so far on tonight’s poker 
game. The Risk game was fast becoming a draw, and 
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the sun gods playing Monopoly had hotels upon hotels 
on every square. 
 
Bastet was lounging on one of the couches chatting 
with Hestia. Bast, of course, had at least fifty cats 
surrounding her. How the woman could feed and care 
for that number of felines, yet leave her room smelling 
sweet and fresh, was nothing short of amazing. As Sarah 
watched, an orange tabby patted Hestia’s knee. She 
smiled indulgently as he jumped onto her lap and made 
himself at home. Hestia contentedly petted the cat 
while continuing her discussion. Sarah smiled, thinking 
maybe she could borrow a kitten or two. Bast caught 
her eye and nodded. 
 
Now for the difficult ones. She squared her shoulders 
and checked the progress at the Scrabble table. Athena 
spelled out a word and Isis wrote down the score. She 
took a deep breath. Maybe tonight would go off with no 
incident. 
 
Loading a couple of paper plates with sandwiches, she 
went to her seat at the nurse’s station. Edna was calmly 
knitting something in blue. “Here, fresh from the 
kitchen,” Sarah said, handing her a plate. “What kind of 
stitch is that? It’s pretty.” 
 
“It’s called a cherry tree stitch,” Edna responded as she 
took a dainty bite of sandwich. 
 
In companionable silence, Sarah worked on the Nordic 
pantheon database while Edna knitted. An argument 
from the center of the common room disturbed the 
peace. 
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“What kind of word is that? You made it up!” 
 
“Did not. Check your Scrabble dictionary!” 
 
Sarah sighed. 
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The clock moved from 7:59 to 8:00 as she frantically 
logged on in the break room, lunch bag and backpack 
purse hanging limply from her arm. She wasn’t 
technically late. 
 
Just really close. 
 
She breathed a sigh of relief, pulling up her bag as she 
turned. 
 
The frowning face of the whip-thin office manager was 
mere inches from her own, frown lines looking like they 
were carved with a chisel. “Ms. Katopodis. You are 
late.” 
 
The intern, who, only the week before, had endured six 
days of ‘training’ winced.  
 
“I was caught in the traffic around the building, Ms. 
Donovan.” 
 
She had, in fact, pulled into the parking lot nearly 
twenty-five minutes before her shift began, only to be 
stymied by the guard. 
 
The woman’s pale eyes narrowed, showing a map of 
fine lines around her features that spoke more to 
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discontent and bitterness than age. “This will not 
happen again. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
The intern nodded quickly. “Of course not, ma’am. I’ll 
be more careful from now on.” 
 
The office harpy dug talon-like fingers into the girl’s arm 
and pulled her to her office. Everything gleamed in 
pristine order. She pulled out a file that looked like it 
had been through a war zone. Something was 
splattered on the side that looked vaguely like old 
blood, and even the papers in it showed signs of 
yellowing with age. 
 
“Go down to subbasement D and find the list of files in 
this folder.” 
 
The girl studied the list for a long moment. “Yes, ma’am. 
Where do you want me to bring them when I’m done?” 
 
An expression flitted across the office manager’s face 
too quickly for a mortal eye to catch. 
 
Ms. Donovan’s face softened slightly, if a bit insincerely. 
“Just bring them back to me, dear.” 
 
The intern didn’t wait; she simply hitched the small 
backpack purse on one shoulder, picked up the folder, 
and wove her way down two different elevators and 
three stairwells. 
 
The building was a labyrinthine dinosaur that rose up in 
the middle of nowhere, far away from the center of 
business. The company’s strict non-fraternization 
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policies and physical distance from restaurants kept 
even long-term employees at their desks during lunch 
hours (and often long after they should have technically 
been at home). No one made eye contact in the halls. 
The break rooms were usually deserted, except when 
an employee flitted in to grab another huge cup of 
coffee or warm up a lunch to eat at their desk. 
 
Each employee was given a small tracker about the size 
of a flip phone and told to use them to get around the 
impenetrable maze of cubicles and offices that popped 
up like frosted glass mushrooms. 
 
Subbasement D was the lowest level of the behemoth. 
The lights flickered eerily as the girl walked toward the 
filing rooms; left, right, right, left. She’d always had a 
good head for directions, and she didn’t fancy getting 
lost, so she tried to rely on her mind more than the GPS. 
 
She worked for an hour, trying to make head or tails of 
the mess in the filing cabinets. There was no order as 
far as she could tell, but she wanted to make certain she 
was correct before heading back to Ms. Donovan and 
admitting defeat. 
 
The position was probably her only chance, and she 
didn’t dare lose it. 
 
She opened one last cabinet. 
 
There were words, written in something dark and 
brown, with what looked like a finger. 
 
Go back. Hurry. 
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She shoved the file back into the drawer and shut it 
with a clang. 
 
She picked up her GPS. 
 
Access denied. 
 
She re-typed her password. 
 
Access denied. 
 
She fished her phone from her backpack purse. 
 
No service. 
 
She took a deep breath. It was fine. It wouldn’t be that 
hard to get back to the stairwell. She just had to reverse 
the way she’d come. 
 
Right. Left. Left. Right. 
 
There was nothing there. Just a blank wall. 
 
She frowned and went back to the file room. Left. Right. 
Right. Left. 
 
The linoleum was different. The doors were in different 
places. 
 
She tried the GPS again. 
 



 57 

That was when she heard it. Something hard hitting the 
linoleum. A shoe?  It didn’t sound like a shoe.  It was 
harder.  It almost reminded her of her childhood.   
 
She turned, fingers clutching her backpack. 
 
“Don’t be afraid.” The voice was soft, and male. 
 
She tried to smile while she looked for an exit strategy, 
just in case.  She wasn’t stupid enough to simply trust 
voices in dark corridors without a back-up plan. “Hello? 
I can’t see you. I’m a bit turned around and my GPS isn’t 
working.” 
 
He snorted; the sound was so very plebian, it was 
comforting. “That’s their standard procedure when they 
send someone down here. They deny your access.” 
 
“So, it’s a test? Or just hazing? That’s awful! Someone 
could get hurt.” 
 
“They aren’t bothered by a few people getting hurt, 
particularly when it isn’t any of them.” 
 
“I’m beginning to see that.” She held out a delicate-
looking hand. “I’m Ariadne.” 
 
The voice in the shadows didn’t move forward. “You’re 
kidding.” 
 
She held out the hand for a split second longer than she 
should have, then dropped it, and reconsidered the exit 
strategy. “Do you know the way out?” 
 



 58 

“That’s an interesting question.” 
 
“It seems very straightforward.” 
 
“Nothing is straightforward in this place.” He paused for 
a long moment. “Don’t scream, okay?” He walked into 
the light. His shoulders were impossibly broad, and a 
soft dusting of hair turned into silky fur as it ran up his 
head. His face was oddly bovine, but had the awkward 
charm of a half-grown calf, and two stubbly little horns 
peeked out from a head of curly black hair. 
 
She didn’t scream. She didn’t faint. But she stood as still 
as she could, and her face, already pale, became far 
whiter than the dingy walls around her. 
 
“Asterion?” 
 
“Actually, my name is Steve. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
Her voice was soft, her eyes wide. “That’s good to 
know.” 
 
“Would you like to sit down? You look a little shaky. The 
last guy fainted.” 
 
She swallowed hard. “It might be a good idea.” Her 
voice was breathy. “What happened?” 
 
“The short version?” He led her into a nearby office. 
“The last Minotaur died, and my father picked me to 
carry the curse. I just woke up down here on my 
twentieth birthday with a new haircut and horns 
sprouting from my head.” 
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She felt her mouth curl into a mirthless smile. “Not your 
father’s favorite kid?” 
 
“Not even if you count all the step-kids, including the 
party-girl screw-up, and she’s been to jail twice.” 
 
She looked down, saddened despite his flippant tone. 
“I’m sorry.” 
 
“Don’t worry about it. I’m just sorry they sent someone 
nice like you down here.” 
 
She dusted off a small chair and sat down. “What do 
you mean?” 
 
“Do you know the myth of the Minotaur?” 
 
Her lips quirked in an ironic smile. “I’m familiar with it, 
yes.” 
 
“Well, they didn’t get it exactly right. But the important 
bit, as far as my father’s concerned, is that as long as 
there is a minotaur in a ‘kingdom’ and as long as 
fourteen ‘untried youths’ are sacrificed every seven 
years, well… the curse guarantees prosperity.” 
 
She was quiet a long moment, and her eyes seemed to 
be looking at something far away. “Seems like kind of a 
steep price.” 
 
“That’s why they use interns.” 
 
“So, are you planning to eat me?” 
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He held up two very human-looking hands. “No! Like I 
said, they got some things wrong… either that or this 
set-up is different. I didn’t even touch the last guy. He 
just ran until he passed out, and after a few days 
without water he went to sleep and didn’t get up again. 
They eventually came in and picked up his body. There 
is no food or water down here. Whatever I am doesn’t 
seem to need it, and I don’t even have to shower.” He 
slid his hand across the table, showed her the dirt on his 
fingers, and within seconds it simply disappeared.  “It’s 
handy, but it won’t save you. We should see if we can 
find the entrance; both of us could get out of here.” 
 
She looked at him critically, trying to decide if he was 
telling the truth.  “It’s going to be hard for you to get a 
job with a cow’s head.” 
 
He grinned.  “I’ll apply at Disneyworld. For now, the 
important part is that you didn’t wear yourself out 
running.” 
 
She nodded thoughtfully. “I also know how to get back 
to where I started. The problem is that it’s not there 
anymore.” 
 
He shrugged. “The walls move. I’m pretty good at 
finding my way, though. Since you didn’t wander all 
over the entire labyrinth, we might be able to find the 
exit. If you are rested, we should go now. It’s only going 
to get worse for you as time goes on.” 
 
She picked up her bag. “What do you really plan to do 
when you get out of here?” 
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He looked back as they walked down the halls with the 
flickering lights. “Really? I don’t have any idea. I know 
my father did something to me. I was called to his 
office, which was weird. He normally didn’t want any of 
us anywhere near it. He offered me a whiskey, which 
wasn’t weird. He was the kind of father who gave you 
one on your twelfth birthday to see if you’d sputter. In 
any case, he must have drugged it, because I remember 
taking a few sips, and sliding out of the chair.” The 
young bull’s voice was rough. “I remember him laughing 
and telling someone that I’d never had a head for 
alcohol.” 
 
Ariadne put a warm hand on his arm. “It’s all right. It’s 
not your fault.” 
 
“He was holding something.” 
 
Her breath caught. “A staff?” 
 
His head cocked to the side. “How did you know that?” 
 
She looked down. “I’m… not exactly who Kronos 
Corporation thinks I am. I lied on my resume. I actually 
have several degrees in ancient art and archeology.” 
She shrugged. “With a name like mine, it was kind of 
inevitable that I’d choose to study it. I had a source that 
informed me that your father was in possession of the 
staff of Hathor.” 
 
“I’ve never heard of it. And I was an archeology major 
before all this happened.” 
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“It’s not a well-known artifact. I’d say that it’s a good 
bet that whatever happened to you, and this giant 
maze, are both linked to the staff.” 
 
He gave her a smile that was charming, even on a 
bovine face. “I’d argue that there is no such thing as 
magic, but it’s a bit hard when I think my father is 
sacrificing interns and I have a bull’s head.” 
 
She gave him a cocky grin as they moved through the 
halls. “You didn’t even leave me room to use a pun 
about you being bull-headed.” 
 
Though his facial expression didn’t change, his eyes 
smiled. “I haven’t been a bull long, but I’m trying to 
avoid leaving myself open to the obvious ones.” 
 
They stopped in front of a familiar-looking stairwell. The 
door was locked, of course. 
 
“Any reason why you haven’t tried to get out of here 
before now?” 
 
“They shoved the last guy in right after my father did 
this to me. I hadn’t figured out the way my new brain 
and body worked. I can smell a lot better than I see. Let 
me try to break down the door…” 
 
She wrapped a small, warm hand around his bicep. 
“Don’t bother. I think I can take care of this.” 
 
She pulled out her billfold and produced a small lock-
pick set and fell to her knees. 
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“Prepared to take back archeological treasures in any 
way necessary?” 
 
The lock clicked. “Well, it never hurts to be well 
equipped. Do you think they have cameras down here?” 
 
“No. I don’t think my father is sloppy enough to have 
evidence of the last place people were before they 
disappeared.” 
 
“It was just one man.” 
 
“I don’t think so.” 
 
She looked up at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
“I mean I’ve been thinking about this for months while I 
sat in those damned flickering lights. I remember my 
grandfather talking about dealing with disappearances 
as well. How long has that staff been missing?” 
 
“It was stolen from the temple of Hathor sometime 
during the reign of Ptolemy I.” 
 
“Any idea where it has been all this time?” 
 
She was very still. “I’d guess in private collections.” 
 
“I wonder how many of them realized that if you had 
just the right set of circumstances–” 
 
She cut him off. “Let’s just get up to your father’s office 
and get the stupid staff.” 
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“And what? Hire a witch? Or just put me out to 
pasture?” 
 
“We’ll come up with something. At the very least, I 
won’t leave you in a dark basement and shove people in 
to die around you.” 
 
He shrugged. “I must admit, that’s a step up.” His voice 
was very quiet when he admitted, “I think my father’s 
family has been doing this for centuries, ever since the 
original King Minos. I think Minos must have figured out 
some way to take an ancient ceremony, like the one 
sacrificing Apis in Egypt, and reworked it. I think the last 
Minotaur was one of my uncles or great-uncles.” 
 
“Don’t get me wrong, but that’s a whole ’nother level of 
screwed up.” 
 
“You aren’t kidding. Anyway, I think, from what I 
remember of the ritual and what I remember of the old 
myths, the one cursed into the bull form should be a 
yearly sacrifice. The reborn god. It tied back into the 
whole Osiris/Hades mythology. By doubling the sacrifice 
every year, I think Minos hit on a way to double the 
power, and some way to channel part of that power 
back to himself.” 
 
“Blood makes the crops grow.” 
 
“You are taking this all very well.” 
 
She shrugged. “I have an aunt who is half-fairy.” 
 
He chortled. “Really?” 
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She grinned up at him. “No. But I have seen some things 
that modern science can’t explain.” 
 
He didn’t press.  “The executive gym is in the basement. 
If they haven’t changed the code, we might be able to 
slip in and raid the lockers.” 
 
The smell of chlorine filled the air in the room, along 
with the slightly moldy smell that always seemed to 
accompany a pool that was so far underground. It only 
took the young bull a few minutes to find a hoodie that 
would fit. “Mr. Campbell is three hundred pounds and 
never changes his pass code. He’s my father’s second in 
command, so I don’t feel a bit bad about taking his 
clothing.” 
 
She grinned. “It probably looks better on you.” 
 
He grinned, and it was eerie on his bovine face. “Better 
than that! He left his badge in here.” He snapped the 
small plastic rectangle against the locker. 
 
She snagged two bottles of water from the executive 
lounge and drank one in a single motion. “Perfect. Let’s 
take the elevator.” 
 
They had to change elevators twice, but their luck held. 
 
The office was opulent, if a bit too modern and cold for 
her personal tastes. Steve led her to one of the hidden 
compartments behind the desks. She could tell that 
they were concealed all over the room. The 
craftsmanship was excellent. She wondered briefly if 
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the craftsman had survived the making of it. Madmen 
often employed genius inventors, but the inventors 
didn’t often live to reap the benefits, at least in her 
experience. 
 
She picked up the staff and heard the clocking of a gun 
behind her. 
 
“Impressive. Perhaps I picked the wrong son to sacrifice 
to the labyrinth. None of my uncles ever managed to 
escape.” 
 
Steve stiffened, and she put a hand on his arm. 
 
“I imagine that if they don’t get out in the first few 
years, they go mad.” 
 
The man in front of her was average height, with a 
genuine, handsome face and a slight smile. He looked 
completely normal. 
 
Funny how often the real monsters did. 
 
She held up the staff and he held out his hand. “I’ll have 
to have a word with Mrs. Donovan about sending the 
intelligent interns down as well. We agreed that it 
would be best to send the slower ones.” 
 
“I’m afraid she didn’t like me much.” 
 
“One shouldn’t let one’s personal feelings interfere with 
business.” 
 
Steve snorted. “You’d know all about that.” 
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“Give me the staff, girl, and I will let you go.” 
 
She jerked her head at the young man beside her.  
“What about him?” 
 
“What about him? He can’t go anywhere looking like 
that. I’m afraid the effects are not reversible.” 
 
She narrowed her eyes at him. “That’s a lie.” 
 
He smirked, his face suddenly showing just a hint of the 
person within him. “You are certain of that?” 
 
“Oh yes. I happen to be very well acquainted with this 
staff.” With that, she waved it once. 
 
Steve collapsed as the Minotaur was leeched out of his 
body, leaving a scrawny-looking boy with a pleasant 
face on the ground. 
 
The dark energy pulsed between them, and the older 
man’s eyes widened. “No. I will give you anything…” 
 
The dark power hit him, and he screamed as his flesh 
tore and changed. She didn’t wait. She pulled a small 
bronze dagger from her backpack and shoved it into his 
eye, reached forward, and, with the ease of many years, 
sliced his throat. 
 
She whispered in his ear, “It was always supposed to be 
the king who was sacrificed. Minos just found a way 
around it.” The bull-headed man slumped as the blood 
flowed and disappeared. 
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Steve was waking up and she took his head in both 
hands. “You’ve been kidnapped for the last year. Your 
father didn’t tell the police, and tried to handle it 
himself, but he tried to double-cross the kidnappers and 
he died.” 
 
The young man nodded dazedly as he stared at his 
father’s body. 
 
“Don’t worry about the forensic evidence.” 
 
She had ways to take care of it.  
 
She kissed the boy on the cheek, and faded into mist. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
The air shimmered as a very disgruntled Ariadne tossed 
the golden staff at her friend as she reclined on a couch. 
 
“You knew.” 
 
“Of course I knew.” 
 
“You might have warned me.” 
 
Hathor wiggled her cow ears at her best friend, Ariadne, 
former daughter of Minos, retired goddess of wine and 
mazes. “If you’d been keeping up with your areas of 
influence, you would have known! Honestly. That 
monstrosity was a travesty. Someone needed to end it. 
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And they were using the energy from my son to power 
the spell.” 
 
“For how long?” 
 
“Some idiot rediscovered the staff during the French 
Revolution and took it out of the protective wrappings.” 
 
“Why didn’t you go after it yourself?” 
 
She took a sip of the gin and tonic in her hand.  “Darling, 
I’m a cow goddess. Mazes aren’t my thing.” 
 
Ariadne rolled her eyes and filled her own goblet with a 
wave of her hand. She pulled up an image of the young 
mortal in the wine. 
 
“You know, I think I just might begin spending more 
time in the mortal world. This semi-retirement is 
beginning to bore me.” 
 
Hathor smirked as she studied the boy in her friend’s 
wine glass. “Well, if you are certain.” 
 
Ariadne wasn’t fooled, but she just drank the wine with 
a tiny smiled.  Steve was holding a blanket around 
himself as he spoke to an earnest-faced policeman.  She 
wove a spell to befuddle the man as she looked at the 
boy’s expression.   
 
Yes, it was time to spend time among the mortals again.   
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As dawn approached, Arora went to ground. She closed 
her eyes, shut down her heart and lungs, and entered 
the sleep of her people. Before the sun was out of sight, 
something jarred her from her slumber. Something 
cheery. Her inky eyes snapped open. A non-threatening 
vibration seeped through the dirt, slithering closer. 
Soothing. Reassuring. The smell of sunshine and fresh 
dew. She lay as if dead in the warm embrace of the 
earth, waiting, listening, smelling for any evil taint, but 
all she could detect was life. She quested further from 
her place of rest, sure that something foul was masking 
its presence, to trick her. 
 
“House?” 
 
“Arora, there is a goddess at the entrance of our cave.” 
 
“Send her away at once. I am sick of the gods. The last 
time I assisted Trinity, I nearly perished.” 
The house shook in revulsion. “It’s not the three-headed 
dragon goddess of Netherworld. It’s Fern.” 
Arora swallowed bile. “The previous time the goddess 
of life was here, it took us days to remove the mouldy 
blue-green moss, various types of bamboo: black, 
Chinese and goodness knows what other kinds grew 
everywhere. I’m not even going to tell you how the 
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weird mushrooms on the walls and every surface her 
slimy-self came into contact with freaked me out. Tell 
Fern I’m looking at my deltiology collection, and can’t 
be disturbed. Or better yet, inform her I am writing my 
memoir.” 
 
“I remember her visit,” the house replied, and the walls 
trembled violently. “With each step she takes, plants 
and flowers grow. Reds, blues, greens, blacks, you name 
it. I have allergies, and the goddess of life knows that.” 
 
“Get rid of her,” the vampire ordered. 
 
“Shall I turn into something Fern doesn’t like?” 
 
“What, a tomb, like you did before?” she asked with a 
smile. 
 
House laughed, and the cave walls threatened to 
collapse. “What about a graveyard scattered with the 
rotting bones of the dead?” 
 
“No good will come of that, House.” Arora shot to the 
surface of her underground bedchamber and, with a 
thought, was washed and dressed. “But she had better 
not bring the smell of sunshine in here; it lingers for 
days after a visit from her. What does she want? And 
before you reply, please stop your continuous 
shuddering before you collapse on top of me!” 
 
The house sighed. “I always quake. But as you wish, 
Arora; I will hide my feelings–” 
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“To Netherworld with your mockery, House! You shiver 
and shudder no matter your mood. We can’t have the 
building inspectors here again to investigate seismic 
waves.” 
 
“Fine, I’ll stop, my love. Fern refuses to tell me the 
reason for her visit.” 
 
This time, Arora shuddered. “I hope she didn’t bring 
Reusbaid along? I detest her spoilt offspring.” 
 
“The brat-god of death is not here, Arora. Fern came 
alone.” 
 
The vampire smiled. “Let’s not keep the goddess 
waiting.” 
 
In stormed Fern, the gentle goddess of life. When House 
vibrated, Arora didn’t reprimand him; she wanted to be 
sick too. The walls, roof and floor of her cave suddenly 
resembled a tropical forest. 
 
“Arora. How dare you keep me waiting?” 
 
Fern was never grumpy or rude, and the vampire 
noticed wrinkles around the goddess’ eyes. “Hello, Fern. 
To what do I owe the pleasure of your company this fine 
morning?” 
 
The goddess of life walked closer before speaking. “I’m 
tired.” 
 
House, Arora’s guardian and immortal husband, 
stepped out of the walls. He stood at least eight feet tall 
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and seemed to have a hunched back. From under a 
dark, hooded cloak, all that could be seen was the 
cerulean of a long goatee that hung to his belt, and eyes 
that burned like the flames of Netherworld: blue and as 
cold as hoarfrost. He moved with preternatural speed 
and returned with a chair for Fern. 
 
“Thank you, Healar.” Fern sat down, and the once-
wooden armchair became a living tree stump, covered 
in ivy and red trumpet vine. “I see your bride still calls 
you House, even though you no longer have to guard 
her.” 
 
House ignored the comment and bowed low to the 
ground. “Goddess, allow me to restore your health.” 
 
Fern leant back. “I don’t want to be healed. I want to 
get old and die.” 
In an instant, House had her in his large hands. He 
shook off his cloak and massive wings spread wide. 
Then he enfolded the goddess of life with them, and 
moments later his feathers began to glow. They stood 
that way for a few moments, and, when House stepped 
away, Fern’s youth and vitality were restored. 
 
“You idiot!” she fumed, and thorns appeared all over 
her green flesh. “I am too old to rule. The time has 
come for me to step down.” 
 
House gasped. He had healed Fern, but, before their 
eyes, the goddess lost her green colouring and became 
the colour of fall leaves. The cave started to tremble 
and pieces of stone fell from the rock ceiling. 
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“Shhhh, let me think,” Arora said and paced. 
 
Arora, there is something very wrong with Fern. Have 
you ever seen her like this? She is like a grumpy old 
man? 
 
No, and it concerns me too, she replied telepathically. 
Arora moved to her favourite wingback chair, sat down 
and crossed her shapely legs. “Shall I call for tea?” 
 
Fern shook her head. “I can’t drink tea; it would be like 
sipping the boiled life essence of my creation.” 
 
“Then why are you here?” Arora asked. 
 
“I want to retire, and you are going to help me do it.” 
The stump she was sitting on started shedding its 
leaves. “I’m many thousands of years old, Arora, and I 
must step down and give another the chance to rule in 
my stead.” 
 
Arora laughed. “That’s not possible, and you know it, 
Fern. You are the life-giver.” 
 
Fern was aging at a rapid pace. Her autumn colours 
were being replaced with dried bark. “The other gods all 
have their own duty. They can’t take my place. That is 
why I’m here…” 
 
“Oh no! I will not give House to you.” Arora’s black eyes 
turned red, an indication that the vampire was furious. 
“Only a year ago you touched Yvonne. She was my spirit 
companion for eons. Then you touched her, and your 
heart-blood brought her back to life. I saw the tiny 
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flakes of Yvonne’s flesh attach, and grow around her 
spirit and newly formed bones. She did not want to live! 
Being immortal is not easy. You live, and your loved 
ones grow old and die.” 
 
“Shut up!” the goddess shouted. “The prophecy had 
been fulfilled, and we the gods welcomed the forgotten 
heir. Yvonne is the successor of the vampire throne.” 
 
“But your horrible son promised me that House and I 
can be together.” 
 
Fern stood, and the vacated seat started to live again. “I 
didn’t come for House.” 
 
“If you think I will replace you as the goddess of life, you 
have another think coming, Fern. I am not subject to 
your ruling. You seem to forget that I am a vampire: the 
living dead. I feed on your precious human creations.” 
 
“You will obey me!” Fern bellowed, then lost her anger. 
“Arora? Whatever am I doing in your cave? What have 
you done with my little Reusbaid? I’m sure he needs to 
suckle or have his diaper changed.” 
 
“Alzheimer’s?” House asked. 
 
Arora nodded and drummed her fingers on the armrest. 
“I will speak to the gods.” 
Fern fell to the ground. House lifted her easily and 
carried her to the settee. She looked frail. Her once-
green hands had age spots, and her skin sagged like 
warm bread dough. 
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*** 
 
Pantheon was a kingdom unseen to the living, made 
especially for the gods on Thanos. 
 
That was where Arora and House were heading. To 
reach the home the gods, they had to pass through the 
tunnels of the Cursed Mountain. Just as the vampire 
and her guardian, all who sought an audience had to 
approach the temple on foot. It was a perilous trip to 
make, but it was to ensure that only true followers 
would make the journey to the entrance of the gods. 
 
The lovers raced on; if the goddess of life expired, 
everything on Thanos would die soon after. Once out of 
the Cursed Mountains, they hastened to the ferry boat, 
to be transported across the Turquoise River.  
 
Arora paid the two golden pennies, and the ferryman 
hauled them through the brook of souls. The last leg of 
the trip meant hours of walking through the Badlands, a 
grim snowland with glacial temperatures. 
A snow-kissed cedar bough slapped House’s forehead 
as he vaulted over a large fallen tree. 
 
“They should remove this blasted thing. I could have 
lost an eye,” Arora fumed after a branch got snagged in 
her raven hair. 
 
They caught the distant click of toenails on the ice 
behind them, and increased their pace, sucking chilled 
air into exhausted lungs. 
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“Arora, we don’t have time to speak to the silver 
wolves! Fern is dying.” 
 
Arora raced on, but the sound of nails on the ice 
seemed louder. “Fly!” Arora called over her shoulder. 
 
“You forget that to fly into Pantheon is a sin punishable 
by the worst imaginable death.” 
 
She spun around. “Stop!” Arora commanded. “I’m not 
game!” 
 
A massive silver beast launched himself at the vampire, 
teeth displayed. Half a second later, his weight carried 
them both to the ground. His brothers, sixteen of them, 
circled the two visitors to the realm of the gods. 
Growling, nipping, kicking up snow as they encouraged 
their pack leader to finish the kill. 
 
“I don’t want to kill you, Alpha,” Arora said, her fangs 
lengthening. “But I will if you don’t call your brothers to 
heel.” 
 
Seventeen wolves snarled at them. 
 
Alpha climbed off the vampire. “Why are you here, 
Arora?” 
 
“I seek an audience with Reusbaid.” 
 
“The last time you were here, you threatened to 
slaughter the brat-god; I won’t let you pass.” 
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Arora shot to the sky, spun to get the snow off her 
clothing and floated back to earth. “Tell your brothers 
to back away, or I will kill you all.” 
Alpha’s ears and tail relaxed, and the other silver wolves 
lay down. “Do you still wish to harm god of death?” 
 
“Yes, but I have not come to kill him today. Is he here, 
or is he suckling from goats, pigs and serpents in the 
world of men?” 
 
“He is in Pantheon. But is not seeing anybody. You must 
return to the mortal world.” 
 
House stepped forward. “Then we must see Futura.” 
 
Alpha lifted his head and howled; his brothers picked of 
the lonesome song, and soon the surrounding forests 
were teeming with silver wolves. “House, that flaming 
goddess of the future is drifting on the fiery lake to 
divine the future happenings on Thanos. Besides, she is 
in a grim mood. Go away.” 
 
“It’s Fern.” Arora stopped Alpha in his tracks. “She lies 
in my home… dying.” 
 
“The goddess of life will not perish,” Alpha replied in a 
deep voice. “She is immortal. Lest she…” He looked at a 
female wolf and nodded. They seemed to be 
communicating on a private wavelength. 
 
“Unless what?” 
 
“Vampire, what did the goddess say to you?” 
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“Her will to carry on is dwindling while I waste time 
explaining, wolf. Get out of my way or die where you 
stand.” 
 
The wolves howled. It was a loud, prolonged, mournful 
cry, then Alpha said, “You must make haste. In these 
lands, the silver wolves are faster than you are. Get on; 
we will take you to the Shrine of the Oracle that marks 
the entrance to the gods’ domain.” 
 
The silver wolves darted across the snow-covered earth, 
and, over a small rise, a grand temple could be seen in 
the distance. Eleven slender, right-angled towers 
pierced the sky of the home of the gods. It was 
connected by towering, thick walls made of white 
marble. The entrance was a massive gate with large 
golden doors and a great peep-hole. 
 
House and Arora slid off the wolves’ broad backs. “This 
is where I must leave you; humans are entering the 
domain of the gods, and we must test their mettle. May 
the fiery goddess of the future grant you audience.” 
 
As one, the silver wolves turned and raced back across 
the frozen tundra. 
The spy-door opened and one large serpent eye peered 
out. “Who do you sssseek?” the voice asked from 
behind the door. 
 
“Hello, Oracle. We must speak with Futura,” House said. 
The snake thrust her large forked tongue through the 
gap and sniffed the air. “My Lord, you have not been 
home in sssix hundred yearsss. Welcome back, Healar, 
god of health and healing.” 
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“I am not returning home, Oracle, my friend. I have 
come to see my sister.” 
 
“Futura sleepsss in the river of fire.” 
 
“Then we must meet all the gods, for we have dire 
news,” Arora told Oracle. 
 
“Ssssstay on the path. The creaturesss in the 
woodlandssss have grown in power now that the brat-
god no longer slaysss them.” 
 
The door swung open, and House thanked the Oracle. 
 
“You are welcome, Healar,” she hissed, and the serpent 
slithered back into her home in the marble walls. 
 
“Are you sorry you don’t live here anymore, House?” 
 
“My home is with you, my love.” 
 
She looked into his cerulean eyes, and her fangs grew. 
“I love you too.” 
 
“Let’s go, my immortal bride; Fern needs our 
intervention.” 
 
The forest behind the gates was no longer lit up with 
luminescent creatures; the garden of the gods lay in 
darkness. 
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Arora used her superior vision to observe fell creatures 
in the forest. She shuddered. “It’s far worse than Oracle 
led us to believe. We must get off the footpath.” 
 
They sprinted down the curving trail and, before long, 
came to the portico where the gods convened. Up the 
stairs the two hurried and sat down on the steps of the 
Great Hall of Heroes to await the assembly. 
The collective voice of the gods could not only be heard, 
but also felt. “Ah, the prodigal son returns?” 
 
“I have come with Arora; we seek an audience with all 
the gods.” 
 
“Trinity and Fern are not here,” a sweet voice replied. 
 
“Greetings, Eneas, goddess of the stars. Summon the 
three-headed dragon goddess of Netherworld. Fern is in 
my home and incapable of attending this gathering.” 
 
“Vampire, now your place! You are addressing the 
gods.” 
 
Arora wanted to slap the brat-god. “Just do it. Your 
mother is dying.” 
 
High above the Celestial Woods, her black wings 
created a howling hurricane, and the forest and 
archway became as dark as night: leaves and branches 
whipped violently in the raging wind caused by those 
mighty black wings. Trees creaked, screaming as their 
limbs strained against the onslaught. Many once 
beautiful trees lay on their sides with their root-balls in 
the open air. 
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The giant dragon landed with a thud. “Arora! Why can’t 
I enter your home to retrieve my great-grandmother?” 
 
“Fern is safe there, beastie.” 
 
“She had better be,” the goddess replied and shifted 
into her human guise. 
 
They heard a gong, and the elder gods arrived. From the 
centre of the lake in the middle of the Great Hall of 
Heroes, something started making its slow way toward 
Arora. The lake of flames rippled, but only for a moment 
and went flat and still again. The gathered immortals 
saw the form of a human above the water. But the form 
was not solid: it was made of dark, hot smoke, with 
flames and molten lava in its midst. Then the shape was 
gone again, to be replaced with smoke and fire twisting 
and twirling. 
 
“What do you want, brother?” 
 
“Futura, is that any way to treat your own kin?” 
Reusbaid reprimanded, then stuck his thumb in his 
mouth and started sucking. 
 
“You’ve spent many days in the lake; what did you 
see?” Gebium, god of destruction boomed. 
Futura’s rage was visible in the swirling smoke and lava. 
“The goddess of life is old, venerated Gebium. If she 
does not rest, she will indeed perish.” 
 
“I will not die, child. All I want to do is retire.” 
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The gods gasped. 
 
“Mother!” the brat-god wailed and held out his hands 
to be lifted. 
 
She cuddled her baby in her arms and loosened her 
cloak so that he could suckle. 
 
“Fern, you should have come to me,” Novel, goddess of 
wisdom said and shook her head. “Going to the vampire 
for help was not prudent.” 
 
The smoke around Futura cleared. She was dressed in a 
glittering multi-coloured suit of mail made from dragon 
scales. “I need new armour, but your hide of vellum will 
do nicely. Now shut up or I will flay you.” 
 
“I only want the elder gods here. Titia, goddess of the 
sky, Arus, god of the sea and Trinity, the goddess of 
Netherworld, please be seated. The rest of you, go back 
to drinking elixir and enjoying your lives. But you stay.” 
Fern pointed at House, Arora, Futura and Reusbaid. 
“You are needed.” 
Charter, the goddess of law, bowed. “Yes, Mother.” 
 
“As you wish, Grandmother,” Verbatim, goddess of 
messages, replied and handed her notepad to Fern. 
“Gran, please write everything down, in case you forget 
again.” 
 
Fern smiled, and the goddess whose veins ran with ink 
departed. 
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“I refuse! I want to know what is going on,” Undone, the 
god of time declared. 
 
“Get out!” the god of death cried out. “Can’t you see 
that I need to be taken care of?” 
 
“Thank goodness we can’t see it, you spoilt brat, but we 
can smell it!” Loon, the god of the insane, whispered 
and burst out giggling as he scurried out. 
 
The other gods stood and left. They did, after all, have 
things to do and places to be and had no desire to 
witness a baby being changed. 
 
When all the minor gods had departed, Fern detached 
the brat-god from her breast and changed his diaper. 
The smell that wafted on the breeze made Arora’s eyes 
burn and water. 
 
“I’m sorry I tricked you, Arora,” Fern said and put the 
god of death on the marble floor. He crept around 
popping everything into his mouth. “Don’t eat that, 
dear; you will choke.” 
 
“What do you mean?” the vampire asked and lifted her 
feet. Reusbaid wanted to chew on her boot’s laces. “Are 
you not ill?” 
 
“He is teething,” Fern said and gave the babe his 
pacifier. “I am sick,” the goddess of life exclaimed with a 
smile. “Sick until death of living forever. “Now you will 
take my place.” 
 
“But I can’t. What about House?” 
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“Yes, you can and you will. My grandson can come and 
live with you in the realm of the gods. He is a god, after 
all, and this is his home.” 
 
Arus, the god of the sea, stood up and took his mother’s 
hand. “Mother, surely you can continue for a few more 
thousand years?” 
 
“No, my son, I cannot. You must have noticed how 
many times I err? I forget things. I am too old to care for 
my creation.” 
 
“Mother, don’t weep,” Titia said and handed Fern a 
hanky. “Your tears bring forth further deities. Frankly, I 
can’t take it anymore. Stop your silliness. You can’t 
retire. This foul vampire–” 
 
“Speak to my immortal bride with respect due to her. 
Arora has done the bidding of the gods more times than 
I like to count!” 
 
Arora placed her hand on House’s arm. “Titia, for your 
information I have no intention of becoming a god. If 
your mother wants to step down and find a 
replacement, she can bloody well find somebody else. I 
am leaving.” 
 
“Wait,” Fern begged. “Please do this, Arora; you are the 
only one worthy of the honour.” 
 
“You have no honour. Lying to me to get me to do your 
will is weak and pathetic. To Netherworld with the lot of 
you,” Arora whispered, turned and left. 
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Nobody tried to stop her. 
 
When she reached the gate, Oracle lay in the opening. 
“You would have made a find goddessss of life, Arora 
Valura. But it is not your dessstiny. Your future liessss 
far from here. On a planet called Myrr-Mor. Go there 
and ssseek the vampire king–” 
 
Arora shook her head. “The vampire king is dead.” 
 
“Marciusss too left Thanosss and travelled with a few of 
your kind to Earth. Many yearsss later, he grew tired of 
being immortal, much like Fern, and handed hisss 
throne to Viktor,” the snake informed her.  
\ 
Take Healer with you when you leave. There you will 
find true happinesss.” 
 
“What will become of Thanos?” she asked. “When Fern 
retires, there will be no life, no births. Everything will 
perish.” 
 
“The fate of thisss world isss no longer your concern, 
vampire. Leave Thanosss before the brat-god cuts your 
life cord.” 
 
House joined Arora at the gate, and together they left 
the realm of the gods. 
 
“What happened after I left?” she asked as they raced 
back to her cave. 
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“Fern has stepped down. She now resembles an old oak 
tree and no longer a living green being. Perhaps she is 
too old to rule as a god.” He remained silent for a 
moment. “Futura told us that she would stand in for 
Fern until a replacement is found. Let’s go, my love, 
Myrr-Mor awaits…” 
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On March 10, Tennessee finally realized it was spring 
and the temperature rose 20 degrees. Everywhere in 
town smelled damp, like fresh sod, green and 
expectant. Mia was walking the wet concrete in the 
mall near her university, idly wasting time before going 
to her ancient religions class, when she saw the sign in a 
storefront window. 
 
“Cleocatra’s Palace opening soon. Now hiring cat 
servants. Apply within.” As if on cue, what appeared to 
be a crumpled-up black blanket in an enclosure in the 
window opened her eyes and meowed, pawing at the 
glass. 
 
Mia grinned at the sight. She could really use a job now 
that spring break was coming up. Her classes this 
semester were pretty easy anyway. She walked closer 
to peek into the window, shading her eyes from the 
bright sun. From outside looking in, she could see the 
store was festooned in the style of Ancient Egypt, with 
hieroglyphics all over the walls and cat furniture in the 
shape of the pyramids and the sphinx. There were cats 
inside napping on every available surface. 
 
Cold air whooshed into her face as she opened the door 
and stepped into a small front room. Though she could 
see the cats in the next room through the window, her 
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eyes were drawn immediately to the woman at the 
counter. There was nothing bold about her. She was, in 
fact, shorter than Mia, and rather plump, dressed in 
jeans and a T-shirt, with simple gold earrings as her only 
adornment. But her face was smooth and round and the 
color of a latte. Her eyes and carefully arched eyebrows 
were jet-black, like the long hair she had tied back away 
from her face. Her presence commanded attention, 
though Mia could not have told you why. 
 
“Good afternoon,” the woman said with a light accent. 
“May I help you?” 
 
“Yes, please,” Mia said boldly, trying to practice the 
confident approach she had learned in her career skills 
class the previous fall and feeling entirely like a fraud. “I 
saw your sign and wanted to apply for a position.” 
 
“Oh wonderful!” The woman grabbed a paper 
application from a stack next to her laptop, talking 
eagerly. “I’m Nenet Elmasry, the owner. Have you been 
to a cat café before?” 
 
“I’m Mia James; I’m a student at U of M across the 
street,” Mia said, taking the application and dropping 
her backpack from her right shoulder so she could 
rummage for a pen. “No, not yet. I think you’re the first 
cat café to open in town.” 
 
“We just may be!” Nenet agreed. “We’re new in town 
and I wanted to jump in on the trend and help out 
homeless kitties here.” 
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“Oh? What brought you to Memphis?” Mia asked 
curiously. 
 
Nenet grimaced at this. “We needed to get away from 
my dad, honestly,” she said. “He was being really 
overbearing about my position in the family business 
and I just wanted to go and live my own life for a while. 
We didn’t even tell him where we moved.” 
 
She quickly changed the subject. “Do you want to finish 
your application in the café itself? We have a lot of 
tables in there, and it’ll give you a taste of the 
atmosphere!” Nenet placed her hand on the café 
doorknob. 
 
“Sure!” Mia followed, precariously holding her pen, 
application and backpack in her arms. 
 
As Nenet entered, the cats stirred from their naps to 
greet her, just slowly enough to pretend disinterest. 
They all slunk gracefully toward her, rubbing up on her 
ankles. Further inside, numerous tiny cats who hadn’t 
yet learned the need to appear aloof jumped up to the 
windowsill in an enclosure labeled ‘Kitty-Korner’, 
scratching at the glass and emitting tiny squeaks. 
 
“Now, now, darlings,” Nenet said patiently, leaning 
down to look disapprovingly at the parade of cats 
following her and completely ignoring Mia. “You must 
remember to pay attention to people besides me.” A 
gray cat with a gloriously long tail meowed back, 
debating the subject; another languidly walked along 
the shelves on the wall until she sat at the level of 
Nenet’s head, purring loudly. 
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“Are they swarming you again, my love?” a man’s voice 
appeared from a hallway to the left, where a row of 
doors with cat flaps stood. 
 
The owner of the voice, a stocky man sporting a blue 
skull cap, appeared shortly thereafter. He was dashing, 
the very definition of swarthy from a cheesy romance 
novel, and Mia found herself blushing as he smiled at 
her. 
 
“I’m Sef,” he said, shaking her hand warmly. “We 
constantly have to fight the cats off her. When we get 
customers, she’s not going to be able to walk in the 
room or she’ll distract all the little monsters.” He said 
this while affectionately rubbing a black cat under the 
chin. The cat squeaked and rolled over, displaying a 
white blaze on his chest and his nether regions, as if he 
were wearing a particularly fluffy bikini. 
 
“This is Mia, darling, a student applying for a job here,” 
Nenet said breezily, patting him on the arm. “And I’ll get 
the cats in order before opening day. We’re in 
negotiations, but I’ll get my way here soon.” 
 
“Negotiations?” Mia echoed, scratching a particularly 
cuddly three-legged cat with one hand, as she finished 
filling out the application with the other. 
 
“They want more tuna,” Nenet said matter-of-factly. 
“They somehow think it would be reasonable for every 
customer to bring in a tuna can for them, but of course 
they’d all gain weight and wouldn’t eat anything else. 
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Plus, they’d have the worst breath! I’m working on 
changing their minds.” 
 
Mia simply nodded – what else could she do? – and 
handed Nenet her finished application. 
 
“Excellent,” Nenet said, skimming over the paper 
briskly. “When can you start?” 
 
“Really? You don’t want to interview me or anything?” 
she asked, continuing to pet the cat on her lap. He 
gleefully bit her hand, but not hard enough to hurt. 
 
“Well, we really need help!” Nenet responded frankly. 
“We had a few other students apply, but they’re all out 
of town next week for spring break.” 
 
“Right,” Mia responded. “Well, I’m not going anywhere 
for spring break. And I only have afternoon classes this 
semester, so I could really come in and work most 
mornings if that works for you?” Wow, who else was 
lucky enough to secure a job within ten minutes of their 
first try? 
 
“That sounds great,” Nenet said smoothly, already on 
her way to file away the paper application in the front 
office. “Wear jeans, sneakers and T-shirt, and we’ll see 
you at 9 tomorrow. Be prepared for hard work; we 
open on Saturday!” 
 
“Will do! Thank you so much!” Mia said. She was 
positively skipping as she left the store. On her way out, 
she noticed a tabby outside the door, diligently chewing 
on a plastic bag, and a few other cats nearby, watching 
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her leave. Perhaps the street cats were attracted to 
those of their kind inside? 
 
Of course, she would lose her excitement the moment 
she got to class and discovered she had an ancient 
religions midterm right after spring break ended, but it 
was fun while it lasted. 
 
Mia arrived at Cleocatra’s Palace the next morning 
bright and early. Yet it appeared that others had beaten 
her there. 
 
A crowd of cats surrounded the doorway to the café, 
staring at Nenet patiently. 
 
“Okay, you need to go,” the shop owner said 
emphatically, crossing her arms and staring at the 
animals. 
 
They blinked back at her and did not move. One cat in 
front looked at her questioningly with a cocked head. 
 
“Uh. Hi Nenet,” Mia said, clutching her coffee mug. “Did 
some of the cats get out?” 
 
Nenet looked up at her and nodded, not answering the 
question, then went back to talking to the cats. 
 
“I am serious,” Nenet said firmly. “People are definitely 
going to notice. Cats don’t usually hang out in large 
groups like this.” 
 
A large black and white cat sneezed several times at 
this. 
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“Do you think this is flattering to me? Because it isn’t.” 
Nenet sighed. “You are going to leave today, and that is 
final, but in the meantime, can you please let my 
employee through?” 
 
A few cats nonchalantly moved out of Mia’s way, tails 
flicking. It was downright spooky. Mia carefully walked 
through the cat path to Nenet. 
 
“Do we need to catch them?” she asked, looking at the 
stoic felines with a certain amount of dread. “There are 
so many.” 
 
“No, that’s not necessary,” Nenet said, turning and 
opening the café door. “We have plenty here who 
actually need homes and didn’t just run away from their 
owners on a lark.” This last comment was flung over her 
shoulder. 
 
An orange tabby yawned and curled up like a cinnamon 
bun, settling in for a long stay. 
 
“All right then,” Mia said quietly to herself, following. 
 
Within a few hours, Nenet had taught Mia everything 
there was to know about checking in customers, caring 
for the palace’s demanding denizens, and processing 
adoption applications for Cleocatra’s partner cat rescue. 
All the while, Sef worked in the background, putting 
together more Egyptian-style cat furniture pieces. 
Several cats carefully supervised his work, testing out a 
new sisal rope-covered obelisk and batting lazily at 
hanging pom-poms. Others stayed as far away as 
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possible; Mia found one lanky ginger boy hiding in the 
storage closet. 
 
Only a stubborn few continued to follow Nenet around 
the room like colorful shadows. The rest lazed around 
on various cushions or sat at the windows gazing at the 
cats outside, as if ready for a fight. 
 
The furry crowd had multiplied while Mia was inside; 
every time she checked on them, it seemed that there 
were more stretched out on the sidewalk – although 
they now thoughtfully left space in front of the store 
entrances. This was starting to attract the attention of 
Memphis’s human residents. By the time Mia had to 
leave for class, people were gathering in the parking lot 
to gape, taking photos with their iPhones. 
 
It quickly became clear that the cat infestation was not 
restricted to the shopping center. By midday Friday, Mia 
had received four separate Snapchats about other feline 
gatherings in town. Some tomcats were chasing pigeons 
around the lawn at Graceland, and every park statue in 
town now had at least one cat sitting on it, observing 
the humans walking by. 
 
While Mia was vacuuming the front office for opening 
day, she spotted Nenet outside walking back and forth 
among the cats, who trailed behind her like adoring 
worshippers. She knelt down to talk to them and they 
nuzzled against her, ignoring her raised voice. Mia 
couldn’t quite tell what she was saying, but her boss 
was clearly irate. 
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Sef walked up beside her. “The cats are becoming a 
major problem, aren’t they?” Sef sighed, his hands on 
his hips. “They’re going to ruin our chance for a new 
start here. They’re attracting way too much attention.” 
 
Mia looked at him questioningly at this, but the man 
only shook his head and walked away. 
 
By Saturday, hundreds of cats were gathered on Beale 
Street, looking expectantly at anyone walking out of a 
restaurant with leftovers. Though some were street 
cats, with matted fur and clipped ears, others were 
clearly purebred and sported fancy collars. 
 
Everyone was talking about the cats. Scientists surmised 
that perhaps there was some pollen in the air attracting 
the felines, but even they couldn’t explain why they 
were only coming to Memphis. No other towns or 
states were having this problem. 
 
Now, the cats weren’t causing any trouble, per se. They 
were just there. Being cats. They were napping in the 
sun, sitting inconveniently in the middle of the 
walkways, jumping on the laps of picnickers and doing 
typical cat things. The birdwatching society complained 
about the deleterious effect on the area’s songbirds, 
but that really seemed to be the extent of their 
mischief. 
 
Mia’s dad joked that the invasion reminded him of an 
old Hitchcock movie; her mom asked her daughter if her 
boss had purchased some particularly strong catnip. 
Mia laughed along with them, but felt slightly uneasy. It 
did seem like the invasion of cats had something to do 
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with Nenet coming to Memphis, or at least Nenet 
thought so, but that was impossible, right? 
 
Cleocatra’s Palace opened, but received less media 
coverage than there likely would have been without the 
cat occupation. The feline coup continued to be the top 
story on all the local news stations and social media. 
Memes about the cats coming to Memphis for the 
music abounded – ‘Memphis: Home of the Mews’. 
There was even a rumor that Taylor Swift’s cats were 
seen sunning themselves on the banks of the 
Mississippi. 
 
Nenet became more and more aggravated by the 
plague of cats. She went out to downtown Memphis 
and tried chastising the cats publicly, urging them to go 
home. This had no discernible effect on the animals, but 
a video of her attempt went viral when a YouTuber set 
it to music, making her plea into a rap song. However, 
the cats remained oblivious to all of her appeals, live or 
auto-tuned, and stayed put. 
 
Mia studied for her ancient religions test whenever 
business was quiet at the café. She laughed when she 
got to the Ancient Egyptian pantheon and read about 
Bastet, the goddess of cats. This reminded her greatly of 
her cat-whispering Egyptian boss. Bastet’s husband, 
Ptah, was even a bald craftsman who wore a skull cap: 
just like Sef! And Bastet was associated with a town 
called Memphis as well, just the one in Egypt. 
 
Mia, of course, delightedly pointed out Nenet and Sef’s 
ancient doppelgangers to them, but the couple only 
chuckled and told her that she had a great imagination. 
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Days passed. The cats had now spread to the residential 
neighborhoods. Mia’s neighbor discovered their 
appropriation of his lawn when his automatic sprinklers 
came on; a veritable symphony of hisses arose from the 
now-sodden cats on the grass. 
 
The comedians on The Daily Show began to run out of 
cat puns. The cats roosting near the cat café seemed to 
behave themselves, but there were plenty of others – 
out of Nenet’s direct view? – who were becoming a 
nuisance. A particularly catty gang became notorious 
for harassing animals at the zoo, drawing angry shrieks 
from the monkeys. One feline band even took over a 
Starbucks and knocked over all the milk pitchers. 
 
Politicians began murmuring about what could be done 
to rid the town of the cat army. Was there a way to crop 
dust for cats? And would such an action be safe for 
humans? It was a problem. 
 
No one was adopting cats from Cleocatra’s Palace, as, 
these days, everyone could pet dozens of cats the 
moment they walked outside. Yet some people still 
visited, driven by the mission of the store, the alluring 
Egyptian theme of the palace, and, perhaps, boredom. 
Mia spent her days checking in customers, scooping 
litter, keeping the bathrooms clean and warily 
monitoring the feline crowds outside. Nenet seemed to 
be everywhere, supervising Mia and the other college 
students working there, greeting customers and giving 
interviews to news outlets. Her presence was the only 
thing that could soothe the palace cats, who were 
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becoming more territorial toward the cats outside, and 
often hissed out the window enclosure at them. 
 
One quiet morning when the café was empty, Mia 
checked in a family of three: a scowling man, his pale 
wife and their daughter. Mia knelt to say hi to the little 
girl, who was wearing a long-sleeved shirt despite the 
heat, but she avoided her eyes and hid behind her 
mother, refusing to talk. Maybe she was just shy. 
 
Mia let the family into the inner room of the palace and 
followed them in to help supervise the cats. The girl 
walked haltingly around the café, sleeves pulled over 
her hands, but brightened up when she saw the cats 
peeking out of every basket and pyramid. Mia gave her 
a pole toy and showed her how to move it back and 
forth; she smiled as the cats pounced at its dangling 
feathers. 
 
Yet the longer the family stayed, the more concerned 
Mia became. The man stomped around with his hands 
in his pockets and seemed unusually rough with his 
family; he pushed his wife out of the way when she 
tried to help the girl pet a particular calico cat under the 
couch. 
 
“How can you be so stupid? Don’t you see that cat is 
hiding?” he spat from where he glowered on a couch. 
“Why did I even pay to get you in here? There are cats 
everywhere now; this place is a damned waste of 
money. I can’t believe you two talked me into this.” 
 
The little girl visibly flinched and moved further away 
from him. As if sensing his animosity, a tiny cat arched 
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her back and hissed at the man. Another cat cuddled 
the little girl’s hand comfortingly. 
 
Nenet was up in the front office eating a salad. Mia 
caught her eye and motioned for her to come over. 
 
“I’m getting a weird vibe from this guy,” she said in a 
low voice, keeping a wary eye on them. “The cats don’t 
like him either.” 
 
“What do you mean?” the owner asked, whispering 
back. 
 
“I’m not sure. Just… his daughter seems afraid of him? 
He’s been really mean to her and her mom.” 
 
Nenet’s finely manicured hands clenched into a fist. She 
drew herself as straight and tall as Mia had ever seen 
her. “Well, we can’t have that, can we?” 
 
Though Mia was afraid the owner would go over and 
deck the man, Nenet instead walked over and knelt 
next to the child, softly talking to her. She gave her a 
laser pointer and taught her how to get the cats to run 
across the room after the red dot. The little girl even 
giggled. 
 
One cat chased the light into the couch where the man 
sat and darted up his leg. He cursed at the touch of the 
cat’s claws and jumped up in anger, abruptly throwing 
the animal to the ground. The cat yowled and tore 
across the room. Nenet narrowed her eyes at this. 
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“It’s time to go,” he said roughly to his family as he 
straightened his shirt. 
 
“I believe you have thirty minutes left to play with the 
kitties,” Mia said, slightly too brightly, plastering a 
pleasant expression on her face. “You paid for a full 
hour, after all.” 
 
“Why not let her stay the whole time?” the woman 
asked quietly. “She really likes it here.” 
 
“Forget the stupid cats,” he hissed, grabbing his 
daughter’s wrist and roughly tugging her off the ground. 
 
The little girl’s face twisted in panic. 
 
When he saw Mia watching, he said defensively, “I have 
things to do that my useless wife can’t appreciate.” 
 
“Sir, please don’t hurt your child like that,” Nenet said 
sweetly as she stood up. 
 
“I’ll do what I please,” he barked back. “It’s none of your 
business, you old cow.” 
 
“But you see, you are in my business,” Nenet responded 
smoothly, gazing into his face blandly, just like the cats 
behind her. 
 
He towered over the petite Egyptian woman, yet, after 
only a few seconds, the man dropped his eyes and 
turned away. 
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“Well, now we’re leaving,” the man retorted, dragging 
his daughter to the exit. “I’m going to leave you a 
terrible review and make sure no one visits here again.” 
 
His wife trailed nervously after them. 
 
Nenet stood still, watching them leave out the double-
glass doors, then asked in a measured voice, “Mia, by 
any chance did he pay with a credit card?” 
 
“Ahhh.” Mia struggled to recall. “Yes, actually.” 
 
“Excellent. Please pull his name for me.” 
 
“Oh, are you going to report him to child protective 
services?” Mia asked, glad to hear that her employer 
was so proactive. 
 
“Something like that,” she responded quietly. 
 

*** 
 
That night, a strange noise awoke the man from where 
he lay passed out on his couch. He sat up, listening, as 
the neglected basketball game played on the set in 
front of him, grabbing tightly to the empty beer can in 
front of him as if by reflex. 
 
There it was. A thud at the front window. He stood to 
go check on it, only for another thud to come from the 
side. Then a scratching scrabble against the window 
screens; the whining of claws on glass. 
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The thuds got louder and louder, as if whatever it was 
had started to take running jumps at the window. He 
stood frozen in the dark, thinking of the baseball bat he 
had in the bedroom. Could he reach it in time? 
 
The windows splintered, then cracked, then shattered 
apart as furious bodies flung themselves through, 
chattering and hissing, oblivious to the shards. They 
swarmed toward the man and up his body, biting, 
clawing, scratching. He fought, shouting for his wife to 
make herself useful and call 911, but every cat he flung 
away was replaced by three more, clinging tightly to his 
flesh. They kept coming over the windowsills, leaping 
over the bodies of their fallen comrades and attacking 
every exposed inch of skin. 
 
The woman rushed from the back bedroom, rubbing 
sleep from her eyes, and watched from the doorway. 
Her husband could barely be seen through the wrathful, 
writhing muscles and fur. Her daughter walked up 
behind her mother in her nightgown and clasped her 
arms around her mother’s waist, sucking anxiously on 
her hair. They stood hypnotized, shocked, unable to 
remember that phones even existed. 
 
The news reports came out the next day: “Cat Army 
Claws Local Man to Death.” The medical examiner 
concluded that blood loss from the deep bites and 
scratches of hundreds of cats, combined with shock and 
fear, had led to the man’s quick and painful death. The 
news ran a photo of the crime scene with a graphic 
content warning; even though the man’s body couldn’t 
be seen, the piles of bloody cat corpses were clearly 
visible. 
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The people of Memphis were alarmed past all belief. 
Politicians made speeches demanding action be taken 
to rid the town of the kamikaze cats. 
 
Yet it was all for naught, as the cats had disappeared 
from Memphis as quickly as they had come. One day 
they were there, then the next, they were gone, back to 
whatever warm living rooms or stark alleys they had 
previously occupied. House cats that had been missing 
all week reappeared in their kitchens demanding tuna. 
Tourists could now take their barbecue sandwiches 
home without fear. The statues in town were once 
again gloriously free of fur. 
 
And no one knew why. One scientist claimed it had 
something to do with the changing of the tides, but, 
since the nearest coastline was more than four hundred 
miles away, no one paid him any mind. 
 
Strangely, Cleocatra’s Palace became more popular 
after the man’s death and the cats’ disappearance, as if 
the citizens needed to get to know the menace up 
close. Mia barely even had time to study for her exam. 
She finally got a chance to finish her notecards on a 
quiet afternoon. 
 
“Bastet, goddess of cats, protector of women and 
children, lady of dread and slaughter, the female 
devourer,” Mia read quietly to herself. 
 
She looked into the café at Nenet, who was comfortably 
perched on a couch working on her laptop. The cats lay 
on and around her, covering every available scrap of 
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clothing, huddled adoringly on her shoulders. Nenet 
cooed as she scratched one’s forehead, and waved 
when she saw Mia watching. 
 
Mia waved back, with a doubtful grin. 
 
Maybe it was time to get back to school.  
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Lots of people think they are one in a million or have 
been told they are one in a million. Caleb Hoffman knew 
he was one in a million. It was sophomore year, 
advanced calc. The course started with twenty-one 
students. After session five, tensor analysis, only seven 
were left. Caleb estimated the number of students 
matriculated in advanced math courses at three million, 
and he multiplied that by one-third, the number of 
surviving classmates. He sure knew, statistically at least, 
that he was one in a million. 
 
Caleb did not disappoint. Over a Foosball game with a 
biology major friend, he accepted a commission to 
analyze peculiarities in genetic changes to leaf 
structures. Adapting the famous work of G.H. Hardy, a 
mathematician who had likely never seen the inside of a 
lab, Caleb wound up doing his doctoral dissertation 
based on that project and, of course, titling it ‘Laurel 
and Hardy’s law’. 
 
Academic and professional success followed. Caleb took 
on the long-unsolved Bellhop’s Tip problem. Three 
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cross-country cyclists decided to spring for a hotel room 
one night. The room was $25. In the morning, after the 
continental breakfast, they squared up at the desk. Each 
cyclist put in a ten-dollar bill, and the clerk handed back 
five singles. They decided they would each get a dollar 
back and they would tip the Bellman two dollars. They 
each shelled out $9 and the Bellhop’s tip was $2. Nine 
times three is twenty-seven, plus a $2 tip is $29. They 
started with $30; what happened to the missing dollar? 
 
It was the professional success that landed Caleb in the 
spot he was in now. Although Lobachevsky was 
certainly ‘the greatest mathematician to get chalk on his 
coat’, it was the strong hand and outstretched arm of 
Caleb using PowerPoint that finally convinced state 
legislatures to cut the state share of lottery revenues 
from the current 60% to the casino-normal 7%. A 
privatization deal funded by Caleb’s Zeta Beta Tau 
brothers from Wharton bought him the time and space 
to pursue his dream: proving – or disproving; either way 
was good – that all even numbers greater than four 
could be expressed as the sum of two odd prime 
numbers.  
 
Goldbach started kicking this around with Leibniz in 
1742, but nobody has proven it. We’ve tested every 
number up to four hundred gazillion without finding a 
counter-example. Caleb got himself a high-tech, 
automated yacht and set off alone to cruise around the 
Pacific while attempting to find proof. The boat, of 
course, was red and blue. He was tempted to name his 
new ride the Grace Hopper for the floating computer 
power it had, but, since finding the proof would 
probably take a miracle, he decided on Teva. Ark. Caleb 
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was damned if he was going to christen anything, so he 
rounded up some of his father’s surviving Coast Guard 
buddies – the Jewish Navy – and they put together a 
reasonable facsimile of the ceremony for naming a baby 
girl. And he threw in an advance prayer of thanksgiving 
for surviving a sea voyage. Mistake. 
 
Caleb headed north to the Aleutians; as a child, he had 
always wanted to see for himself the passage between 
Little Diomode Island in Alaska and Big Diomode Island 
in Russia. And, being north, he would spend less time 
sunbathing on deck and more time working. Great in 
math, but not so great in other areas, Caleb found out 
that being able to sail to the islands meant he couldn’t 
witness people walking between Russia and the United 
States, a winter-only deal. He docked long enough for a 
meal of broiled sea otter and a few hands of Inupiaq 
poker, supposedly the longest-running game in arctic 
history. He was told that people hadn’t walked across 
since the start of the cold war, but maybe they were 
bluffing. 
 
It was downhill from there. Caleb teased apart every 
result proving pieces of the conjecture, but could make 
no further headway. Every island seemed to be the 
same as every other island, so he told the autopilot to 
sail where there were no islands. Next, he tried the 
Andrew Wiles method – going far afield for theorems in 
completely unrelated disciplines of math that might be 
usable for his proof. Wiles proved Fermat’s Last 
Theorem using knot theory, of all things. But there were 
now so many fields, finding a good theorem could take 
forever. Laughing by himself was not a good sign. Caleb 
remembered back to AP Calc in sophomore year at 
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Bronx Science. If integration by parts doesn't work, try 
integration by divine intervention. In what he told 
himself was an exercise to keep his math chops toned, 
he programmed the yacht's computer to calculate the 
times of the Hebrew morning, afternoon and evening 
prayers. He hadn't touched a prayer book since his bar 
mitzvah, but, when he got a cell phone signal, he 
downloaded a copy. And made a donation of $18. 
 
Now Caleb had a routine. Get up, shower, have 
breakfast, recite the prayers, go through algebraic 
geometry. Lunch, email, go through Stochastic 
Processes, inspect the boat, say the afternoon and 
evening prayers. Eat dinner, shuffle through other 
disciplines to pick the next two. Netflix, sleep. No work 
on Saturday, the Sabbath. Repeat. After six weeks of 
this with no results, he did a last search for disciplines 
he might not have heard of. Not likely, but there was a 
non-zero probability that there might be one. That was 
when he discovered Bottomology. Timon of Sicily, uncle 
of Timon of Phlius, model for Shakespeare's Timon of 
Athens, started the field after he lost a child who fell off 
a roof. The field started with the regular solids and 
conic sections being used as predictors of when and 
under what circumstances would things fall. And there 
in the middle of the list of Bottomology theorems were 
three that involved solid constructions in ratios of prime 
numbers. Gott in Himel. 
 
The next Sunday, a new moon according to the 
computer, Caleb recited the Psalms of Thanksgiving and 
got to work. But not before wondering why the Ancient 
Greeks got to be mathematicians while the Ancient 
Jews were numerologists, with their Gematria. And why 
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name your numerology after geometry? Wouldn't 
something like Qalqula be better? It was three more 
days until Caleb was able to put one of the theorems to 
work; there was a light at the end of the tunnel. Caleb 
should have paid more attention to KPMG commercials: 
the light was an oncoming train. 
 

*** 
 
It's horrible to hear a series of violent snores followed 
by a hacking cough and then silence. You automatically 
think someone is dead. Triton, the youngest of them, 
walked the maze of club chairs, chaise-lounges, thrones 
and mats until he reached the sleep apnea source. Not 
an easy task for someone engaged in heralding for 
centuries; orthopedists and podiatrists would not be 
fooled by the lux exterior. Shin splints, heel spurs and 
tendonitis were clearly evident in the god’s gait. 
 
It was the Big Guy; the silence turned into a deafening 
yawn, F4 at least. Any remaining hair in the chamber 
would be horizontal and pointed dead away from the 
yawn. The yawn turned into a stretch, followed by a 
voice a mix of coughing and booming. 
 
“Up! Up! Up! You sluggards! We’ve got a live one!” 
 
The room stirred; feathers being groomed, scales licked 
clean and polished, heads polled, the effort being 
accompanied by a symphony of divine winds of all 
types, farts, belches and the more esoteric functions. 
Everyone was equal in The Home, and the awakened 
greeted each other as such, but one was more equal 
than the rest. Casually, their rounds led each to their 



 111 

chastiser to offer a greeting. Handshakes, air-kisses, 
warm embraces, forty-five-degree head nods, seven-
degree know-tows. “Hello, Larry, good to see you.” 
 
“Lenny, did you sleep well?” 
 
“Louis, what’s all the hub-bub?” 
 
“Liam, are we being activated?” 
 
“Lester, who’s the fish this time?” 
 
“Someone became a Ba’al T’shuvah penitent to petition 
my help in solving The Problem. Let me revise and 
extend that remark. He resumed the rituals of his youth 
while attempting a solution. Close enough. He’s alone in 
boat in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
There was a scream from the rear of the chamber. 
“Chilblains! I used to cure them, now I have them! 
What’s the point of waking up to this horror?” It was 
Thalassa; she must have woken up when she heard 
‘boat’. “So what are we going to do with this guy; we 
can’t let him solve it, can we?” 
 
“Just a minute, sister. He’s in a boat; he’s in my 
jurisdiction,” proclaimed Brizo. 
 
“Oh yeah, whaddaya gonna do about it, shrimp?” 
 
They held a stare down until Thalassa coughed up a frog 
in her throat and Brizo’s bursitis kept her from making 
the hand motion that might, or might not, knock the 
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more senior Sea Goddess on her ass. They both turned 
to the First Equal. 
 
“Lars, he’s in my ocean and he’s jeopardizing us.” 
 
“Linton, he’s a sailor. I’ve got to protect him.” 
 
There was a murmur running through the recently 
woken assemblage. “Where is the real queen?” 
 
“Where is the Queen of all the Seas and Oceans?” 
 
“Triton, where in Dis is your mom?” 
 
“Cousin Calliope, that’s complicated, as people say now. 
After the divorce, she hooked up with Bob. We’re not 
sure of Bob’s status; we think he is Bob from the Church 
of Bob, Sub-Genius. That might present a difficult living 
arrangement for them. Personally, I have no idea where 
she is. She doesn’t call, she doesn’t write, she’s not 
even on Twitter. I can’t help you. I’m sure Thalassa and 
Brizo between them can manage the Pacific Ocean. It’s 
pacific, isn’t it?” asked the god who had never seen it. 
 
El, the first equal, left his club chair and formally 
ascended the steps to the Mercy Seat to pronounce 
judgement. 
 
“Thalassa, you can stop him. If he survives, then Brizo, 
you can help him without interference. After all, we 
don’t want our new penitent to be on the seas during 
Tisha B’Av. Swear you will accept my judgement or have 
at it. Your choice.” 
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The two female Deities resurrected an ancient method 
of sealing an oath; they locked pinkies each with the 
other and blew on them. They had a deal. 
 
Thalassa arranged herself to coax the sea to anger 
before the heading of this New Prometheus’s boat. She 
managed a bit of crosswind that listed the yacht a little 
to the side, but nothing more than that. She tried again. 
A wave pitched the boat enough for its master to feel a 
tad queasy. 
 
“Lars damn it! I can’t get the sea started.” 
 
Brizo, always a good sport, joined her cousin and 
between them they got something going. 
 
The Big Kahuna made a last proclamation. “Send the 
new guy, that John fellow.” 
 
Ten minutes after he knew where he was going, a 
wicked cross-current beached Teva on a rocky shore. 
Hull stove in. Mast and antenna snapped off. Caleb 
made it out of the water with his skin and his teeth. 
 

*** 
 
Castaway Log, December 6, 2019. Crashed into the 
island, which I do not believe was in the yacht 
computer’s database, three days ago. Surveyed island. I 
got lucky; it’s a pandanus habitat; the fruit is much 
easier to deal with than coconuts. Plenty of birds with 
plenty of eggs. Now I know why Deuteronomy says not 
to take the mommy bird if you take eggs from a nest. I 
may be here for a while and I wouldn’t want to run out 
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of eggs. Plenty of fish; fortunately, the emergency kit 
was salvageable and it included fishing stuff worthy of 
Popeil himself. What’s left of the boat provides shelter; 
there are MREs if I get tired of omelets and drupes from 
the pandanus. No snakes, no large predators. There’s a 
stream of sorts, which raises the question: am I on a 
desert island or a deserted island? I never had that 
clear. I’ve set up a big SOS on the beach from the widest 
rocks I could carry; I understand from television that’s 
the thing that’s done. Pandanus leaves soaked in diesel 
at night, just like Exodus, a pillar of fire. My best course 
of action is really to continue the work on Goldbach 
rather than waste paper on this log. I’ll make another 
entry when something important happens. 
 
Castaway log, March 17, 2020. Dressed in green (leaves) 
today. Something important happened; I believe I have 
proven the Goldbach Conjecture, thanks to some help 
from Timon of Sicily. Too bad I’m cut off from the peer 
review process. Good thing I didn’t waste paper; the 
proof is a hundred and twenty pages long. I’m going to 
spend the next week going through it for flaws. 
 
Castaway Log, March 24, 2020. Two things happened. 
Acting as my own jury, I accepted my proof. That’s the 
good news. The bad news is that when I got down to 
the beach for a celebratory swim, the SOS rocks had 
been moved around to spell out ‘Don't Publish’. Geckos, 
as far as I can tell, can neither spell nor lift large rocks. I 
rearranged the rocks to spell out ‘Why not?’. 
 
Castaway Log, March 25, 2020. This is becoming a habit. 
The answer came back ‘Danger’. I spelled out ‘To 
whom?’. Now I’m wondering if I wasted the effort of 
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adding that final ‘m’. I found the solar panels in the 
emergency kit and charged my phone. I set the camera 
to motion detect mode and tied it to a tree branch. 
 
Castaway Log, March 26, 2020. ‘To everyone’ was 
spelled out. I looked at the camera app. I was the one 
spelling out the messages. I spelled out ‘Why would a 
number theory proof be dangerous?’. I knew the 
answer, of course. San Bernardino. Sayed Farook. No 
one could crack the pass code of the terrorist’s iPhone. 
Because of number theory. But I wanted to see if my 
subconscious knew that. I also wanted to see if it was 
really me answering me back or someone who looked 
like me. Had to rule it out, of course. 
 
Castaway Log, April 1, 2020. I or my doppelganger had 
the same answer to why Goldbach was dangerous. I 
waited a few days and wrote ‘To go boldly where no 
one has gone before’. Last night I tied myself to a tree 
overlooking the beach, put a dangerous dent in my 
coffee supply, and waited up to see what was what. The 
knot I used, and if I ever get off this island, desert or 
deserted or whatever, I would tell the story to Wiles 
over pizza and beer, was Gordian. I had left one hand 
marginally free and held a knife in it. I could cut myself 
out if need be, but could not untie the knot. If dawn 
broke to find the rope intact and the camera showed 
me moving the rocks around, that me wasn’t me. It 
didn’t come to that. I saw someone about my height 
and weight walk onto the beach and start spelling 
something out. From where I was tied up, it looked like 
‘Meet me at Farpoint in two days at noon’. 
 

*** 
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Caleb used the last bit of soap to shower and shave, and 
he donned the faux commodore’s uniform his dad’s 
buddies had given him at the naming ceremony. Caleb 
had been to Farpoint several times before. It had 
Daytona Beach sand; if you drew something in it, it 
would last at least a little while. Caleb had used it as 
scratch paper. Once more, he traversed the jungle 
backbone of the island and made it to the spit of scrub 
sticking out due north. The man already waiting there 
looked like someone from the Seinfeld episode where 
they were having coffee at the diner and Jerry asked if 
two people at another table were from the future. 
Never shy, Caleb marched up to his apparent cohabitant 
and offered his hand. 
 
“Please mind the drawings in the sand. Caleb Hoffman, 
mathematician.” 
 
The buff, shining blond accepted the proffered hand. 
 
“Frum. John Frum. Caretaker. Guardian.” 
 
Caleb considered the name. The most Christian first 
name was coupled with the Yiddish word for 
‘observant’. Something about the name was tickling his 
memory. 
 
“And what is it that you guard and take care of? 
Obviously not small craft at sea.” 
 
Frum smiled with the whitest and most even teeth 
Caleb had ever seen not in a movie. 
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“There’s a lot of high-level, but low-volume, information 
spread out between Irkutsk and Tierra Del Fuego. It 
would be disastrous if it were lost. Naked-eye stellar 
navigation. Ancient secrets. Science from before publish 
or perish. That’s what I guard. You and your information 
wound up in my patrol area, so you’re my problem. I 
don’t seem to be doing a good job. Naked eye stellar 
navigation is harder than what you do, and I do fairly 
well at making sure it doesn’t disappear. Got it into the 
papers a few years back; that gave it a jolt. I was ham-
handed with you, but you still managed the proof. All 
you have to do now is cross a hundred and twenty-two 
degrees west and you’re someone else’s problem. 
Maybe they’ll be too busy to take you on. Maybe they 
don’t think you’re a problem. 
 
Realization was just starting to dawn; that was pretty 
slow for Caleb’s rarified cerebellum. 
 
“You’re, um, not from around here, are you? Frum. John 
Frum. That’s the name of the Cargo Cult deity. I think 
my dad told me the story; the natives would watch big, 
noisy birds drop off supplies to white men who never 
seemed to work or hunt. So they built landing strips 
with bamboo control towers and waited for their own 
supplies from the birds. They worshipped John Frum. 
Dad said the natives didn’t understand the idea of last 
names, so all the white people were John from Chicago 
or John from Detroit or whatever.” 
 
“That’s why I took the name. Very good. That’s why this 
zone needs guarding. These people know when 
something is going on. East of 122, nobody cares. We 
have four cable networks showing archeological finds of 
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models of spaceships and astronauts. These are all 
viewed by people who went to high school, at least. 
Draw a line from Bombay to Stockholm. Outside of six 
hundred miles from that line, everything was Animist 
until recently. Animist to the west, philosophical to the 
east. Inside six hundred miles, it’s all human-like deities. 
People from the sky. No one figured this out?” 
 
Caleb, not having a terribly high EQ, was trying to 
determine if Frum was screwing with him. 
 
“So, John. Where are you from?” 
 
“Pick your favorite Star Trek episode. Gary Seven. Q 
Continuum. Who Mourns for Adonis? Probably not that 
last one. You know how difficult it was to get those 
stories into production? I’m pretty new at this, by the 
way. I’m filling in for someone. Amphitrite, original 
Queen of the Sea. Shame about what happened to her. 
Poseidon never wanted to leave the Mediterranean; 
Amphitrite wound up with the rest of the oceans, but 
she was still demoted to just plain wife. They divorced, 
and now she’s in Bikini Bottom with that celebrity 
sponge. I hope they’re happy.” 
 
Honesty sometimes works wonders. 
 
“I’m trying to tell if you’re screwing with me or not. 
Someone else could be close to solving Goldbach. 
Maybe they sent you to sink my boat, and when the 
other person gets published, I’ll be miraculously 
rescued. Or not. I don’t even know if I need to know 
who you are and where you come from. Is there 
something you want from me, besides not publishing 
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Goldbach? Is there a path that ends with me having a 
tongue and corned beef sandwich at the Lido Kosher 
Deli? 
 
Frum looked like he was making a decision. Caleb took 
that as a good sign; Frum could easily have killed him in 
the storm. Maybe his crew was opposed to killing 
people. 
 
“Sophia takes care of the Balkans to Finland. She 
pegged Kurt Godel when he was fourteen. Let him peg 
her as well, so to speak. They remained friends, 
corresponding on technical issues. It was Sophia who 
nudged Kurt toward the Incompleteness Theorem. 
Some things are true that can never be proven to be 
true. You probably know more about it than I do. She 
did it so that people could come to the conclusion that 
Goldbach was one of those true things that can't be 
proven and move on to fractallettes or something.” 
 
Caleb’s face fell. Godel, valiant conqueror of the Lying 
Cretans and the monopolistic village barbers, had help 
from his, what? Alien girlfriend? Hyperdimensional 
muse? Author of the Book of Proverbs, Designer of the 
Universe? 
 
“You’re still not telling me why Goldbach can’t come 
out.” 
 
“Goldbach is the key. It’s a lot harder to solve than you 
think, even though you actually did it. It was as if you 
picked a perfect 2018 NCAA bracket. Goldbach is the 
touchstone. Solving Fermat might have been a Master’s 
thesis. Four-Color Map could have been a homework 
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assignment.” Frum seemed to be getting wound up 
about this, stopped for a breath, and continued. 
 
“You know how many hucksters there are here, don’t 
you? People selling infinite this, eternal that, perfection 
of the other thing? Promises and scams are getting 
more complicated and easier to pull off. And it’s not just 
your little rock, here. The only way to know if a 
promise-maker of the infinite is real is if they can show 
the proof of Goldbach. I didn’t make that up; your own 
astrobiologists did. Would you like to hear my offer?” 
 
Wow. Negotiating with a messenger angel? A not-so-
ancient astronaut? Extraterrestrial con-artist? 
Hallucination? 
 
“Shoot.” Caleb hoped that wouldn’t be taken literally. 
 
“We’ll give you the solution to Birch and Sinnerton-
Dyer. A French freighter will pass by the island 
tomorrow and see your SOS. They’re almost 
deadheading; they’ll be happy to hoist your yacht and 
drop it at their next port of call, San Diego, for a salvage 
fee from your marine insurance. They might even have 
it put back together by then. You’ll get a Field’s Medal.” 
 
“Ellipses? I could have been drawing them all this time. 
Well. Okay, I guess it’s time for me to get home.” 
 

*** 
 
Le Fave and the restored Teva made it to New York at 
the same time. As promised, Caleb stood the entire 
crew to a meal of his heritage in Long Beach. And then 
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decided to pick up the tab for the other diners. And 
handed Wally his Fields Medal check for $15,000. 
 
“Think you can take a Canadian check, Wally?” 
 
In the men’s room before leaving the deli, Caleb looked 
in the mirror. And saw John Frum. 
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Sitting in the shade of a large sail, aboard an otherwise 
sun-drenched, wide-decked ship, two old Asian men 
sporting long white beards opposed each other around 
a chessboard balanced on a bale of rice. Even before 
either had spoken, assorted clues exposed that the men 
were no mere mortals, but Fukurokuju and Jurōjin, the 
Japanese gods of wisdom, longevity and luck. 
 
One clue was their animal coterie. Each codger sat on a 
giant tortoise and was attended by either a white crane 
or a black deer – all symbols of longevity. Another clue 
was each man’s freakishly tall cranium, signifying 
superhuman wisdom. 
 
Jurōjin’s head was the size of a watermelon, but 
balanced smartly on a six-foot frame. Helping to keep 
his back straight was a holy staff, to which was bound a 
scroll containing the deeds of every human heart and 
every person’s lifespan. He also carried a round fan 
inscribed with the Buddhist sutra. These rested in his 
lap as he moved the first white pawn forward. 
 
“Your move, Godfather,” he said. 
 
Fukurokuju’s bald head was taller than the rest of his 
dwarfish body. It had a watermelon’s girth, but the 
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elongated shape of a flesh-colored cucumber. He wore 
a Chinese scholars robe and headdress and carried a 
knobby walking staff, to which was attached a magical 
scripture. Deep crow’s feet radiated from his eyes as he 
smiled. “Shouldn’t I take a turn playing the white pieces, 
Godson?” he suggested. 
 
“As you prefer, Godfather,” Jurōjin said, resetting the 
pawn before rotating the chess board. “But you also 
played white last game.” 
 
“I did not,” contradicted Fukurokuju before moving the 
white pawn forward two spaces. 
 
Jurōjin mirrored with his black pawn. “I assure you, 
Godfather. Perhaps you were born before chess was 
invented and feel entitled to change the rules, but my 
younger brain has the better memory.” 
 
“Nonsense,” said Fukurokuju. He took another move 
and then tapped his towering skull. “Compare our 
heads. Which of us is obviously the wiser?” 
 
“I do not claim to be wiser than you, Lord,” said Jurōjin 
while capturing a pawn, “only slightly less decrepit. 
There is no shame in aging, but I have witnessed your 
memory beginning to fail.” 
 
The elder threw back his oblong head and laughed. “For 
a god of longevity to age would be ironic, if not 
shameful. But you are joking.” 
 
“I could prove it,” offered Jurōjin. 
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“Prove it?” Fukurokuju raised one cottony white 
eyebrow. “How?” 
 
“Do you remember that fateful New Year the treasure 
ship almost sank?” 
 
“Of course,” said Fukurokuju. 
 
“Do you also remember forgetting? Check,” he said, 
repositioning a black knight. 
 
“Obviously not.” 
 
“If it weren’t so awkwardly subjective, I could prove my 
point simply, by retelling that story,” said Jurōjin. 
 
“Excuse me, Divine Lords,” interjected a hitherto 
unnoticed white rat, having scaled the back of the black 
deer for a better vantage, and now bowing extremely 
low. “As I was a aboard the Takarabune that fateful year 
and saw the whole thing: perhaps I might tell it.” 
 
Jurōjin and Fukurokuju exchanged looks, and then both 
shrugged. 
 
“Proceed, little rat,” said Jurōjin. 
 
The rat straightened up and began… 
 

*** 
 
Each New Year, the Seven Lucky Gods of Japan faithfully 
boarded the famous treasure ship, Takarabune, for their 
pilgrimage from Heaven to Earth, to distribute good 
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fortune to worshipers at every Japanese port. The seven 
gods included Ebisu, Daikokuten, Bishamonten, 
Benzaiten, Hotei, Fukurokoju and Jurōjin. 
 
As the patron god of fishermen and safe sea voyages, 
Ebisu was the clear choice to steer the ship. Such was 
the confidence of the other gods in his sailing skills that 
the remaining six took their ease during these voyages, 
amusing themselves with music, games, drinking and 
the sharing of funny stories. 
 
This was the funny story of the year no one tells; the 
year their luck mysteriously vanished. 
 
Of the six male gods, the senior pair were Jurōjin and 
Fukurokuju. Both had white beards and tall, wizened 
foreheads. Between awaiting excuses to share wisdom, 
they often played chess together or leaned on their 
respective canes, gazing meditatively at the waves or 
stars. 
 
Three male gods sported round bellies and smiled or 
laughed continually. In order of ascending portliness, 
they were the fisherman Ebisu, a mallet-wielding 
former warrior named Daikokuten, and, finally, the 
sumo wrestler-sized Hotei, a half-naked monk. As Ebisu 
expertly tended the boat and fished – he kept his fresh 
catch under one arm – the remaining portly pair drank 
rice wine and fanned themselves as they chatted. 
 
The final male god was Bishamonten, a stern and 
dignified, battle armor-clad warrior. In one hand, he 
wielded a spear; in the other, a jeweled pagoda – the 
symbol of spiritual riches. His serious gaze roamed 
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constantly as though he guarded the very horizons, but 
lingered longest and most frequently on the beautiful 
goddess, Benzaiten. 
 
For her part, the goddess strummed her biwa in 
contented accompaniment to the jocular chatter of her 
companions, but sometimes pointedly encouraged the 
warrior with a smile, to offset his solemnity. 
 
Bishamonten was the first to shout at the sight of a 
wave crashing over the side of the Takarabune, directly 
onto the goddess’s lap. “Wave!” he shouted, too late 
and sorry for it, but forced to brace his legs and clutch 
his spear for balance. 
 
Her smile transformed into a flash of dismay. Now 
drenched, the goddess stood up and tipped her biwa 
like a dipper to pour out the unwanted seawater. 
 
The warrior bowed at the waist and blushed. “Forgive 
me, Benzaiten,” he apologized. “I spoke too late.” 
 
“Never mind, Tam,” she said, choosing the nickname for 
his Buddhist identity, ‘Tamonten’, to put him at ease. “I 
was a Hindu goddess of water before we met. A little 
splash does not bother me.” To drive this home, two 
hidden pairs of hands emerged from the folds of her 
robes, one pair to shake out the wet feathers of her 
robe, and a second pair to wring excess moisture from 
the front of her kimono. Her primary hands began to 
pat and polish the biwa dry. 
 
Before she could finish, another wave rocked the boat, 
prompting exasperated scolds of ‘Ebisu!’ from several of 
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the other gods. Daikokuten and Hotei had spilled their 
rice wine, and Jurōjin and Fukurokuju were both forced 
to stoop to collect scattered chess pieces. 
 
Everyone wondered: where was Ebisu, who should be 
steering the boat? 
 
Bishamonten searched the deck between bales of rice 
and bags of treasure, but saw nothing out of place but a 
white rat that had stowed away in one of Daikokuten’s 
rice bales of abundance, and bewildered expressions on 
the faces of the tortoises upon whose shells the two 
gods of longevity were seated. Bishamonten was the 
first to realize that the fisherman god was gone. “Ebisu 
has gone overboard!” he announced with alarm. 
 
His astonishment was soon echoed by everyone. 
Causing the rat to scamper, Daikokuten rushed to the 
edge of the boat and peered with consternation into 
the turbulent, murky depths. 
 
Hotei, meanwhile, seemed utterly unconcerned. “Ho, 
ho, ho!” the jolly monk enthused, patting his belly 
merrily. “What an adventurous turn this voyage has 
taken!” 
 
The ancient scholars shook their heads. Still holding a 
chess pawn, Jurōjin wagged it at each companion still 
aboard, as he physically counted them in turn. “…Shi, 
go, roku! It seems we are no longer a lucky number,” he 
observed unhappily. 
 
Fukurokuju worried the chin strands of his beard. “Six is 
merely inauspicious,” he said. “But nine is famously 
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unlucky. It has occurred to me that, including both 
tortoises, we were nine until Ebisu went overboard.” 
 
“Oooh!” said Jurōjin ominously. 
 
“What about Ebisu’s red snapper and Daikokuten’s 
rat?” the mallet-wielder protested. “Anyway, animals 
do not count.” 
 
“But there were seven lucky gods when we began,” said 
Bishamonten. “Which of you scholarly codgers can 
explain how this lucky combination was insufficient to 
prevent Ebisu from drowning!” 
 
“Who says he is drowned?” Daikokuten challenged. 
 
Hotei clucked his tongue. “Calm down, friends. 
Everything will work itself out in the end.” 
 
Fukurokuju removed his pointed scholar’s cap to reveal 
his torpedo-like dome, damp with sweat. Scratching it 
thoughtfully, he said, “There must be a clue here, if we 
could only see it.” Unbinding the scroll on his staff, he 
added, “Perhaps we should consult our scrolls, 
Godson.” 
 
His chess opponent nodded, unbound his own scroll, 
and, together, the elderly pair studied the collective 
wisdom therein. 
 
Daikokuten climbed the bales of rice on which he had 
been sitting and waved his wooden mallet to make 
himself seen. The weapon’s face displayed a tomoe: a 
magic symbol depicting three curved teardrops spiraling 
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around a common point and a ward against evil. 
Grinning widely, he announced, “Friends, have you 
forgotten that when I strike or shake this mallet, I 
create luck?” 
 
“By all means then,” Bishamonten urged impatiently. 
“Why do you hesitate?” 
 
“I shall demonstrate immediately,” the chubby veteran 
agreed. Stepping back down from the rice bales, he first 
shook the mallet and then slammed it on the deck, 
narrowly missing the white rat, who scampered out of 
the way just in time. 
 
With a tinkling crash, gold coins sprayed out of the 
mallet. 
 
“Woo hoo!” he exclaimed. “What amazing luck!” 
 
“Fool!” scolded Bishamonten. “What good are coins to 
us at sea?” 
 
“Why, to pay bridge tolls or portage fees, perhaps. Or to 
pay a ransom to pirates. The future is a mystery.” 
 
“Useless! Our predicament cannot be solved with coins. 
Do you have any tricks in your sack?” 
 
“Gold and gems.” 
 
“What about in your sack, Hotei?” 
 
“Hmm?” The Buddha-like monk, both cheeks full, 
happened to be reaching into his sack at that very 



 130 

moment. Withdrawing his hand as he looked up, he 
shoved yet another wad of rice into his mouth. 
 
“Bah! Equally useless!” said Bishamonten. The warrior 
looked to the white-bearded gods. “Fukurokuju, Jurōjin! 
What do the scrolls reveal?” 
 
The elder scholars pointed at some kanji and read aloud 
the famous proverb: “Even a fool has a talent.” 
 
“Aha!” exclaimed Daikokuten, as though vindicated. 
 
Bishamonten threw back his head and shook his spear 
at the stars. 
 
“I am surrounded by imbeciles!” he complained. 
 
“But the important thing is that you probably have a 
talent,” suggested Fukurokuju, philosophically. 
 
The warrior faced him and scowled. 
 
“Anyway, don’t give up so easily!” said Daikokuten. “My 
mallet shakes out luck of many kinds, not only coins! 
Give me a moment to catch my breath; I shall shake it 
again for you.” 
 
Bishamonten turned desperately to the lovely 
Benzaiten. “Goddess, you strike me as more practical 
than our other companions. What do you propose we 
do without Ebisu to steer our ship?” 
 
Directing a warm smile at the warrior, the goddess 
positioned two hands on the strings of her biwa and 
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began to play a new tune. Bishamonten could not 
believe his eyes. Over her shoulder, even as he 
watched, the sea began to churn and another wave 
swelled, this one so steep that the boat began to list to 
one side. 
 
“Wave!” Bishamonten warned again, this time 
stumbling backwards and dropping his pagoda to the 
deck. 
 
Ocean foam boiled all around the ship until a massive 
dragon’s head emerged, followed by first another, then 
three more, for a total of five. Each head featured a 
mouth the size of a shrine gate and eyes the size of 
bamboo rice hats. Breaching not far away was a 
leviathan serpentine white torso, which dwarfed the 
tiny ship as the dragon pulled alongside. 
 
Bishamonten readied his spear defensively, but 
Benzaiten threw up an arresting hand. 
 
“Gozuryu!” she exclaimed affectionately, addressing the 
once-evil dragon she’d tamed. 
 
The five white dragon heads arranged themselves to 
face the ship from every direction. Ten massive eyelids 
fluttered adoringly, and five fanged mouths yawned and 
extended their tongues, to invite a friendly rub. The 
goddess stretched forth three hands to pet the nearest 
tongues and a fourth to stroke the sprout-like whiskers. 
 
“Gozuryu,” she resumed, “thank you for coming to my 
summons. Have you seen the fisherman god, Ebisu?” 
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The dragon responded in a voice like a chorus of conch-
shell trumpets. “Ebisu was dragged under the waves by 
a giant carp,” he said. 
 
Hotei laughed, his exposed belly shaking. 
 
“What’s so funny about Ebisu drowning?” Bishamonten 
demanded. 
 
The monk’s eyes shut like two defensive clams and he 
laughed even louder. Reopening his eyes, he answered, 
“The dragon said nothing about Ebisu drowning, friend. 
Only that Ebisu has been dragged under. This can’t be 
the first time a fisherman has gone for a swim. You 
worry too much.” 
 
The goddess continued to stroke the dragon’s whiskers. 
“Is Ebisu drowned, Gozuryu?” she prodded. 
 
The dragon answered, “No, but the carp has already 
towed him far from here. Someone else must sail the 
boat. Shall I transport you to Japan myself?” 
 
“You read my mind, dear Gozuryu. I am committed to 
bringing fortune to my worshippers by the New Year.” 
 
“So, will the dragon tow us?” asked Bishamonten. 
 
The goddess stepped over the boat rail and clambered 
onto the dragon’s back before turning to reply. “No, this 
boat seems cursed. I have no confidence that the rest of 
you will arrive at all.” 
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With that, the dragon raced away with Benzaiten on his 
back, her torso twisted as she waved a dismissive 
farewell. The final flick of Gozuryu’s retreating tail sent 
a wave crashing over the Takarabune. 
 
“The fact that two gods have now abandoned us seems 
to prove we are cursed!” said Bishamonten. “Can 
anyone else sail this boat?” 
 
“Not I,” said Fukurokuju. 
 
“Nor I,” said Jurōjin. 
 
“Personally, I’m content to drift,” said Hotei, lazily. “We 
will arrive eventually.” 
 
The chubby veteran raised his wooden mallet into the 
air. 
 
“You, Daikokuten? You are volunteering to sail the 
boat?” 
 
“No, no,” said Daikokuten. “I am indicating that I am 
ready to strike my magic mallet again. The mallet knows 
what sort of luck we require. I suspect now the gold 
coins were a fluke; an impulse left over from a previous 
encounter.” 
 
“Very well,” said Bishamonten. “Try producing a skilled 
sailor or at the very least, a pair of oars.” 
 
Daikokuten first bowed respectfully, and then, upon 
straightening, shook his mallet before striking the deck 
with it. To everyone’s amazement, a hole appeared in 
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the deck where it struck, and a fountain of water began 
gushing up into the boat. 
 
“What have you done?” shouted Bishamonten. “Now 
we will sink!” 
 
“My rice! My rice is being flooded. Who will save my 
rice?” Daikokuten exclaimed. 
 
Indeed, the white rat could be seen swimming in the 
water sloshing around their feet, until it managed to 
scamper up one of the aforementioned bales. 
 
“Worry about yourself!” urged Bishamonten, beginning 
to shed his armor in haste. “The damned rice can sink!” 
 
“What a thing to say!” said Hotei. “Here, Daikokuten,” 
he said, leaning forward and spreading open his sack. 
“My sack can hold an infinite amount. I’ll be glad to hold 
onto it for you!” 
 
Gratefully, Daikokuten tossed his rice bales into the 
monk’s sack. 
 
Fukurokuju knelt beside the spurting leak and stretched 
out an open hand. “Your pagoda, Bishamon!” he said. 
“Toss me your pagoda to plug the hole!” 
 
Bishamonten obeyed. 
 
“This is disgraceful!” the warrior complained as he saw 
the sacred item abused. “We are supposed to be a lucky 
ship!” 
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“Well, we are certainly lucky that Fukurokuju is such a 
quick thinker,” Jurōjin remarked. “He just stopped us 
from sinking.” 
 
“You are kind to say so, Jurōjin,” said Fukurokuju. “Now, 
if you would please reach for my cane and help me 
stand up.” 
 
“Honored, Godfather,” said Jurōjin. 
 
As the two old gods began straining their old muscles 
together, however, Fukurokuju suddenly let go to clutch 
his heart, precipitating both gods collapsing in a heap 
onto the wet deck. 
 
“Ah, help!” cried Jurōjin. 
 
Bishamonten lunged for the snowy-bearded scholars 
and helped the one clutching his heart to sit up. 
 
“He is just old,” advised Hotei, now reclining against his 
overstuffed sack, where he had begun to fan himself. 
“He probably just needs to rest a bit.” Noticing 
sheepishly that everyone but himself was struggling, he 
reversed the fan and began to flap it away from himself. 
 
“They cannot feel your breeze from there,” said 
Bishamonten critically. “Hand over your fan, you lazy 
slob.” 
 
“Anything I can do to help,” said Hotei. “Here it is. Come 
take it!” 
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“Oh, take mine,” said Daikokuten, frowning. He 
withdrew the fan from his own belt and handed it over. 
 
Bishamonten began to fan. 
 
“I suspect evil is afoot, friends!” said Daikokuten. “I 
conquered many demons in my youth. I should have 
suspected it earlier.” 
 
“Demons, you say?” challenged Jurōjin. “But where? 
We are on a boat with no place to hide!” 
 
“Tengu,” suggested Fukurokuju weakly, lifting a 
trembling hand. 
 
“Ah, Tengu,” said Jurōjin, nodding. “Shapeshifting 
mountain trolls that are well-known to be bringers of 
misfortune.” 
 
“But we are at sea,” observed Daikokuten. “How could 
there be mountain trolls at sea?” 
 
Bishamonten looked sharply at the fat monk and 
pointed with his spear. “You are suspiciously 
unhelpful!” he accused. “Perhaps you are a 
shapeshifter!” 
 
“Hotei is merely lazy,” countered Daikokuten. Still, he 
aimed the evil-warding symbol on his mallet directly at 
the monk to check for an adverse reaction. 
 
“Knock it off!” said Hotei, struggling awkwardly to pout 
and chew rice at the same time. 
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Fukurokuju pointed at his bullet-shaped skull and 
whispered, “Invisibility.” 
 
“Invisibility?” echoed Bishamonten querulously. 
 
“He means his hat of invisibility,” suggested Jurōjin. 
 
Fukurokuju nodded weakly. 
 
Bishamonten goggled. “You mean Fukurokuju has a hat 
of invisibility and he doesn’t use it to hide that freakish 
head?” 
 
Daikokuten tsk-tsked. “Shame on you, Bishamonten. 
You drop all pretense of good manners when you lose 
your temper.” 
 
Fukurokuju reached both hands up to his head, 
confused. “Gone?” he asked. 
 
Jurōjin’s face lit up. “His hat of invisibility is missing!” he 
said. 
 
Fukurokuju looked concerned. 
 
“There may be an enemy on this ship hiding under his 
invisibility hat!” said Jurōjin. 
 
Hardly had this been said aloud when a loud bump and 
a metallic clash and jangle revealed a giant, red-skinned, 
multi-horned ogre lying prone amongst the scattered 
coins, some of which were still spinning and rolling. It 
was evident that the heretofore invisible oni had 
slipped on them, consequently falling and dislodging the 
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hat of invisibility it had earlier stolen from Fukurokuju. 
The oni wore nothing but a tiger-skin loincloth and 
gripped a spiked, metal club, or kanabō, in one hand. 
With its free hand, it reached hastily to retrieve the 
stolen hat, but Daikokuten, having accidentally stepped 
on the invisible brim, was able to claim it first. He 
returned the magic hat to Fukurokuju, who, finally able 
to properly shield his head from the sun’s rays, 
immediately began to feel better. 
 
Threatening the oni with his spear, Bishamonten 
challenged the creature to identify itself and explain its 
intentions. 
 
“I am Saikishin, Bringer of Disasters,” confessed the oni, 
“and until I have sunk the Takarabune, my task will not 
be complete.” 
 
Bishamonten, still menacing with his spear, exchanged 
glances with Daikokuten, whose wooden mallet was 
raised, and both lucky warriors laughed at their enemy. 
 
“But your task has already failed,” Bishamonten 
boasted. “Can’t you see that you have been defeated?” 
 
At this taunt, the oni swung his kanabō with lightning 
speed at Bishamonten’s legs with enough force to 
shatter a stone or fell a tree. Because the god warrior 
had removed his armor in anticipation of swimming, 
however, his evasive leap was much higher and faster 
than normal, allowing him to easily dodge the blow. 
 
The oni rolled to his feet and swung the kanabō a 
second time, now aimed at Bishamonten’s recently 
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disarmored skull. Just then, a massive wave rocked the 
boat, and out of it leaped the same giant red carp 
responsible for dragging Ebisu off the boat earlier. It 
arced through the air with its hungry mouth agape and 
Ebisu trailing behind like the tail of a kite – the 
fisherman god doggedly refusing to let go of his hooked 
fishing line. 
 
The giant carp had been magically lured from miles 
away by the sparkle of the bejeweled pagoda poking 
through the floor of the boat. By now, so famished by 
the physical toll of dragging that stubborn Ebisu such a 
distance, the tease of even fatter gods situated on the 
deck of the ship inspired the carp to divert, at the last 
moment, over the ship rather than under it, intending 
to nab a tasty snack in midflight. It was the carp’s 
catastrophic misfortune to instead interrupt the 
trajectory of the oni’s kanabō with its unsuspecting 
scaly red head. 
 
Bishamonten thrust his spear beneath the flying carp as 
Daikokuten swung his mallet, both with lethal intent. 
Ironically, it was Saikishin’s fate to be garroted first by 
the fishing line trailing Ebisu at one end. The oni’s 
severed head rolled onto the deck of the Takarabune. 
 
To a dragon who had sworn off eating humans, the only 
smell in the world more appetizing than that of giant 
red carp brains was that of fresh oni meat. Therefore, 
Gozuryu begged the goddess to turn back, the result of 
which was that all seven gods were soon reunited on 
the famous treasure ship, and cheerfully resumed their 
original voyage. 
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Before recommencing her biwa-strumming, the goddess 
remarked, “It was fortunate that I took that flying 
dragon ride. From our lofty vantage, I could compare 
the worshippers across Japan and determine which 
village had the greatest need, so that we can now visit 
that port first.” 
 
“Fortunate indeed,” Fukurokuju agreed. “And fortunate 
that Daikokuten’s mallet created the coins that tripped 
the oni, which dislodged the stolen hat of invisibility, 
which allowed the villain’s discovery!” 
 
“Fortunate indeed,” Daikokuten agreed. “And fortunate 
that my mallet created the leak in the deck, which 
compelled Bishamonten to strip off his armor, the 
absence of which saved his life, and further caused him 
to plug it with his bejeweled pagoda, which lured the 
giant red carp to return, which simultaneously deflected 
the oni’s kanabō and precipitated its beheading.” 
 
“Fortunate indeed,” Bishamonten agreed. “And 
fortunate that Ebisu went overboard to begin with, 
because it resulted in Benzaiten summoning the dragon, 
which ultimately resulted in her insight into the relative 
needs of our people.” 
 
Benzaiten smiled warmly at this gallant defense of her 
selfish actions, and Bishamonten smiled shyly back, 
foolishly imagining he was consequently going to ‘get 
lucky’. 
 
“Fortunate indeed,” Jurōjin chimed in. “And fortunate 
that the oni stole my hat of invisibility, without which 
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disguise he could never have magically summoned the 
giant carp, which led to every other good fortune.” 
 
Jurōjin would have rolled his eyes at this, but 
Fukurokuju, whom he remembered was recovering 
from a heart attack, was looking straight at him, so he 
merely nodded sagely instead. 
 
“Fortunate indeed,” agreed Hotei, "because it has been 
our most adventurous trip in memory. I told you 
everything would work out in the end.” He took a 
greedy bite of giant red carp sushi and washed it down 
with rice wine. 
 

*** 
 
“The end,” said the rat. 
 
Fukurokuju was about to say something extremely wise, 
but, noticing that the other lucky gods were finally 
arriving, lost his train of thought and let the moment 
pass. 
 
“Checkmate,” he said instead. 
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It took a while for Herne to wake up. Gods did, in 
general, do things in their own time. But eventually the 
pounding and screeching became too much, and he 
opened his eyes. 
 
“Whoa! Where did you spring from?” chirped a voice 
above him. 
 
Herne blinked. The squirrel who’d addressed him from a 
nearby branch was the wrong color, but it made a lot 
more sense than the chaos in front of him. “What 
happened?” he asked. 
 
“That’s what I said.” The squirrel didn’t seem at all 
concerned by the noise. “One minute I was minding my 
own business – I’m sure I left a stash of nuts here last 
year. When all of a sudden, ping! Up you pop from 
nowhere. How did you do that?” 
 
“Basic god physics,” Herne replied absently. “I meant 
what happened here?” He poked a finger toward the 
ground. 
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The squirrel stared at him. “Nothing’s happened here. 
It’s been like this forever. Lucky really; there’s always a 
new bypass going up somewhere, but the good old 
B3232 never changes. This roundabout is one you can 
rely on to store your nuts. Providing you can remember 
where you buried them.” He scratched his head. 
 
“No!” Herne stamped his foot. “Everything was fine 
before I went to sleep. There were so many trees; you 
squirrels could have hopped from Land’s End to John 
O’Groats without setting a paw to the ground. We’d just 
had the most splendid midsummer celebration; the 
humans had nature worship nicely organized and I 
thoroughly deserved a good rest. Although,” he added 
grudgingly, “I may have slept longer than I planned to. 
When did everything turn so grey?” 
 
The squirrel fluffed his tail proudly. “What’s wrong with 
grey?” 
 
“What’s wrong?” Herne bellowed. “Look!” He grabbed 
the squirrel by the scruff of its neck and strode to the 
edge of the grass. “This used to be woodland and 
pastures as far as the eye could see. You could sink your 
toes into the soil and hear the earthworms turning 
leagues away.” He’d had to raise his voice to be heard 
over the shrieks and howls of engines, and a constant 
pounding nearby. “What are those things, anyway?” He 
waved the hand holding the squirrel at the strange 
carriages whizzing past. 
 
“They’re cars, you numpty,” replied the squirrel, as one 
spun past filled with women shrilling wolf whistles at 
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them. “Have you been hiding under a rock for the last 
millennium?” 
 
The pounding noise ceased. “Oi! What do you think 
you’re up to? You’re not allowed on there!” A man in 
neon yellow, his face grimy with dust, stomped toward 
them from where he’d been working on a coned-off 
patch of road. 
 
“You’re in trouble now,” advised the squirrel. “They still 
like you, though,” he added as another car full of 
women passed, whistling piercingly. 
 
“Mate, I dunno what you’re protesting about, but you 
can’t manhandle the wildlife!” The yellow-jacketed man 
caught up to them. “For Chrissakes, put some clothes 
on! And maybe lose the headgear?” He tapped his brow 
and pointed at the antlers sprouting from Herne’s head. 
 
Belatedly realizing that he was still holding the squirrel, 
Herne gently placed him on his shoulder. “Sorry, 
brother.” 
 
“No offence taken,” replied the squirrel. “I should have 
realized who you were. The antlers are a bit of a 
giveaway.” He casually slung a forepaw around one of 
the spears of horn and hung from it. 
 
“Here,” the man removed his yellow jacket and held it 
out. “Cover yourself up.” 
 
Herne glanced down at his muscular chest and thighs, 
separated only by a brief hide loincloth about his hips. 
He sighed. “You humans get so distracted by nudity.” 
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He shrugged on the jacket. It looked ridiculously small 
on him; the sleeves finished halfway up his sinewy 
forearms, and it stopped just above his hips. He didn’t 
bother trying to fasten it. 
 
The man held up a hand. “Whatever your gripe is, it’s 
above my pay grade. You’ll have to wait until my boss 
gets here.” He took a rectangular device from his pocket 
and made a swiping motion across the surface. 
 
“Is your boss responsible for all this?” Herne swept out 
an arm to take in the traffic swarming past them. 
 
“Colin Jones? I suppose you could say that. He’s in 
charge of most things between junctions seventeen and 
thirty-two.” The man straightened up suddenly and 
spoke into the device. “Mr. Jones? It’s Jason Burnett 
here, working on the Herne’s Rest roundabout on the 
B3232. I’ve got a situation here; looks like another 
protester, although…” He looked Herne up and down. 
“They’re usually better dressed.” 
 
An angry quacking noise came from the device. 
 
“Well, I don’t think I can…” Jason paused as the 
quacking resumed. “But I need to finish by four; it’s my 
son’s birthday–” His mouth tightened. “Yes. Quite. I 
see.” He shoved the device back in his pocket and faced 
Herne. “Mr. Jones has other commitments this 
afternoon. He says to remind you that article twelve, 
sub-clause seventy-three of the Highways Act states 
that roundabouts are county property, and you have to 
move.” 
 



 146 

Herne folded his arms across his chest, making the 
jacket pull uncomfortably. He raised an eyebrow. “Or 
what?” 
 
Unnoticed by Jason, a bush pushed through the ground 
beside him and began to grow. 
 
“Well, I’d hate to call in the police. I don’t think you’d 
fare too well in the cells dressed like that. It’s better if 
you just leave… I’ll even give you a lift.” 
 
Herne snapped his fingers and two more bushes shook 
free of the soil. “You’re missing the point, human. I am 
Herne, god of the forest, and I demand my trees back.” 
 
More shrubs burst from the earth, and, before Jason’s 
horrified eyes, the entire roundabout exploded in a 
profusion of greenery as trees, bushes and flowers 
sprang from the soil in an orgy of growth. A whippy 
branch forced Herne and Jason back to the edge of the 
road, where it slammed to a halt, unable to progress 
any further. Vines and branches uncoiled behind it until 
they, too, encountered the edge of the road. Some 
invisible force prevented them from going any further, 
and the air was filled with the snapping of frustrated 
vegetation. 
 
“Woo-hoo!” shrieked the squirrel, dangling gleefully 
from Herne’s left antler. “Now you’re talking!” 
 
“What on earth?” Jason gaped. “Who are you?” 
 
Herne sighed. “I just told you, I’m–” 
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“Yeah, yeah, I got that. You’re Herne, god of the forest.” 
Jason flapped a dismissive hand. “But how did you do 
that?” 
 
Herne exchanged a pained glance with the squirrel. 
 
“I know,” it sympathized. “We’ve been wondering for 
centuries how they managed to rule the Earth. There’s 
only so much you can put down to opposable thumbs.” 
 
Herne took a deep breath. “We have a problem,” he 
announced to Jason. “Your road is impeding my forest. 
Remove it immediately.” 
 
A grin slowly spread across Jason’s face. “Wait a minute; 
you can’t get past the tarmac, can you? And I think 
you’ll find that’s not the only problem.” He pointed over 
Herne’s shoulder. “Your trees are getting 
overcrowded.” 
 
Herne spun around. The trees crowded against each 
other, leaving no space for anything to move between 
them, while still more sprouted from the ground and 
attempted to force their way to the light. 
 
“Stop!” he roared. 
 
The trees obeyed immediately. 
 
Herne turned back to Jason with a hint of smugness on 
his face. “Remove your road,” he repeated. 
 
“Sorry, mate.” Jason shook his head. “More than my 
job’s worth.” 
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Although Herne noted his worried glance at a device on 
his wrist. 
 
The squirrel, meanwhile, was leaping through the 
branches like a mad thing. “Acorns! Hazelnuts! Oh my 
fluffy tail! Walnuts! Oh yes! So long, humans; it’s time 
for the squirrels to inherit the Earth!” Drunk on the 
feast before him, he somersaulted from a branch and 
free-fell into the cushion of leaves underneath. 
 
Herne stared after him, queasily. “Squirrels,” he 
muttered. “Too many of them can cause nearly as much 
damage as humans.” 
 
Jason eyed him speculatively. “So, you’re really a god?” 
 
Herne gave him a look of pure disbelief. “Do you want 
me to prove it?” 
 
“No, no! That’s fine.” Jason held up his hands, glancing 
uneasily at the trees. “It’s just… if you are, maybe we 
could come to some sort of agreement? It’s just that I 
need to leave by four.” He fidgeted again with the 
device at his wrist. 
 
“Agreement?” 
 
“Yeah, you know… you don’t want the squirrels taking 
over; I need to leave early…” Jason trailed off with a 
hopeful shrug. 
 
Herne stared coldly at him. “I’ve been asleep. My brain 
didn’t dribble out of my skull at the same time.” 
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Jason flushed. “Well, what do you need then? Colin 
Jones has dumped me right in it here. If I don’t finish 
that patch of road, my job’s on the line, and if I don’t 
get home in time for Rowan’s party, my marriage is on 
dodgy ground.” 
 
Humans. Herne tried not to grind his teeth. They always 
got stuck going around in circles about the smallest 
things. He thought he’d fixed this last time. 
 
“Look,” he said. “What’s more important? Your son or 
your job?” 
 
“My son, of course!” 
 
“Then I don’t see your problem.” 
 
“It’s not that simple,” protested Jason. “I need my job 
so I can support my son.” 
 
“Does it have to be this job?” Herne persisted. 
 
Jason hesitated. “Well, no. But I’d still need a job.” He 
waggled a finger at Herne. “And if I’m not doing this job, 
then you’ll just have someone else to deal with. 
Probably Colin Jones.” 
 
“Then at least I’d be dealing with somebody who’d do 
something.” 
 
“Don’t you believe it,” scoffed Jason. “You can never 
trust the people in authority to do the right thing, and 
Colin Jones is the worst of the lot. What do you think 
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he’s doing right now that’s so important? Planning a 
new road, that’s what.” 
 
“Then whom can I trust?” Herne demanded plaintively. 
A thought struck him, and he peered at Jason. “Perhaps 
I need someone who wants to be a hero to his son?” He 
watched as Jason resolutely did not look at his wrist. 
“Rowan, you called him; that’s a good name.” 
 
“His mum likes trees,” Jason muttered. 
 
“Does she like heroes too?” he coaxed. “Jason is a 
hero’s name. You even loaned me your golden fleece.” 
 
“Steady on, mate. Let’s not get too carried away.” Jason 
slanted a glance at him and rubbed his chin 
thoughtfully. “What have you got in mind?” 
 
Herne clapped him on the shoulder. “How many men 
do you know who can bring a god to their son’s birthday 
party?” 
 
Jason didn’t look as impressed as he’d hoped. “The wife 
would be more likely to believe I’d brought you home 
for her birthday.” 
 
“How about a god who can do this?” Herne plucked a 
nearby leaf and held it out between his fingers. As Jason 
watched, it grew into a branch laden with seed pods. 
 
“I dunno, party entertainers are a tough act to follow 
these days.” 
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“Hold out your hand.” Herne wasn’t sure if Jason was 
trying to wind him up, but, unwilling to risk it, he 
snapped off a seed pod and placed in his outstretched 
hand. “Grow!” he commanded. 
 
“You know,” Jason said soberly as he watched the pod 
blossom into a geranium with blood-red flowers, 
“perhaps the best gift I can give Rowan is a future, and 
to do that I need to set an example.” He winced as a 
shower of acorns rattled off his hard hat. “Preventing 
world domination by squirrels wouldn’t be a bad thing 
either. All right, let’s do this.” 
 
Herne sighed in relief, only now realizing just how tense 
he’d been. “The first thing we need is to get off this 
island.” 
 
“That’s no problem.” Jason led him over to where he’d 
been working and picked up a long, heavy cylinder. 
“Pneumatic drill,” he explained. “We can open up a gap 
across the road in no time.” He threw a switch and the 
pounding noise that had woken Herne began again. 
Over the howl of the machine, Jason yelled, “We’d best 
get you a change of clothes too. I don’t want the wife 
getting ideas.” 
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It was cold in the Quiet Quilty Retirement Community 
despite the summer season. 
 
Dimitri A. found his wife, Helen, in the rec room, 
carefully adjusting the blanket that lay on the lap of the 
old man named O’Brien. 
 
It felt strange for Dimitri to think of anyone else as 
being ‘old’, himself being well into his seventies and 
with the arthritic claws to prove it. But even in a 
retirement community populated by old fogeys like 
himself, there was no disputing that O’Brien was ‘The 
Old Man’ of the bunch. 
 
He had been there, in that chair, for longer than anyone 
could remember, and silent all the time. 
 
O’Brien had long been a special project of Helen and her 
friend, Anna, ever since they had arrived at the 
retirement community with their husbands. The pair 
doted over the ancient, silent man as if he was their 
father. Helen would sit by his side and regale him with 
all manner of gossip and news, all the latest insights 
into who was sneaking into whose bed, what latest 
medications were giving the best kicks, and which 
nurses and orderlies were ducking into supply closets or 
rooms recently vacated thanks to various timely 
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shufflings from various mortal coils. Anna would 
occasionally chime in with her own news, or an 
appropriately cued gasp or chuckle, but for the most 
part she was content to sit alongside her friend and the 
old man O’Brien, reading a newspaper or her latest 
paperback. 
 
Dimitri had no real thoughts on the old man besides a 
quiet sort of reverence to be in the presence of one 
who had been around for so long and must have done 
so much. Anna’s husband, Lyle, put a finer point on it. 
 
“There’s just something about that guy,” he had said a 
month or so ago. 
 
All of them, the ladies, their husbands and O’Brien, had 
been outside on this particular occasion. The sun had 
shone spectacularly in the crystal glow of a warm spring 
morning. The women had been parked on either side of 
O’Brien’s chair while Lyle and Dimitri occupied a bench 
a little way away. 
 
“He’s got… something, though it’s hard to describe 
somehow.” Lyle had steepled his fingers under his chin, 
a gesture he made often, and that Dimitri privately 
believed began as an unconscious – or maybe not 
completely unconscious, but who was to say – 
mimicking of Sherlock Holmes. “He sits straight and 
firm, quite surprising for a frail old man who would 
seem to have nothing left to prove or show for it. And 
there’s something in the cut of his cheekbones, and in 
his eyes when they find you. He seems almost… regal.” 
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Dimitri had scoffed at his friend’s melodramatic 
description, but it had been hard to deny the descriptor 
that spring morning. The way the sun fell upon O’Brien, 
the way the gold-green luster of the newborn season 
accentuated his features, it seemed decades fell away 
from the old man. It became easy to imagine a golden 
king come shimmering to life in that chair. If the illusion 
could only hold for a minor minute more, the king 
would rise from his chair and walk freely across the 
green, gaining solidity with each subsequent step. 
 
But a cloud passed over the sky and the old man was 
once more just an old, old man. Dimitri and Lyle found 
other things to talk about. 
 
Today, a chill permeated the halls of the home even as 
the daylight cried glory. Helen was alone by the old 
man’s side, her chatter flying faster than ever. 
 
“…And that’s not even to mention that Mrs. Scarples 
and Mr. Noble have been passing a case of the giggles 
back and forth all month and thinking that no one is the 
wiser, but Mrs. Thomas tells me Mrs. Vole, with the 
elbow, she’s got herself a case of that same giggles, if 
you follow what I mean. Well, it’s certainly not 
especially proper behavior, but you have to hand it to 
Mr. Noble for carrying it off the way that he has; good 
for him. And good for Mrs. Scarples and Mrs. Vole as 
well, I suppose, but now Mrs. Vole was telling me that 
Mrs. Thomas–” 
 
She let off when she noticed that her husband had 
arrived. “Is there any news?” she asked. 
 



 155 

He shook his head and took Helen’s usual seat on the 
other side of O’Brien. 
 
Dimitri had learned over the course of fifty years of 
marriage that his wife’s silences were as rare as 
snowflakes in the Sahara, and each one was unique and 
precious like… well, like snowflakes. The silence she 
lapsed into at the news of no news was as anguished as 
a scream. 
 
“No news is good news, dear,” he assured her. 
 
“That’s a crock of–” she burst out, before catching 
herself. “That’s nonsense.” She sniffed. 
 
O’Brien blocked Dimitri’s full view, but he could see his 
wife wipe her eyes. 
 
“I just wish there was something that I could do,” she 
said. 
 
“I spoke to Nurse Bumstead,” Dimitri said. “She says 
that once Doc McGregor leaves, they’ll let you in to see 
Lyle and Anna. Nurse Bumstead said that Anna was 
asking about you.” 
 
“Of course, she was,” Helen said, her voice quaking with 
emotion. “Her husband has a stroke, has one foot 
practically out the door and here’s–” 
 
“Now Helen, we don’t know–” 
 
“And here’s Anna having to be worried about me.” She 
broke into a sob at that. “I must be so pathetic.” 
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Dull fire from the arthritis shot down his arms, but 
Dimitri did not complain as Helen took one of his hands 
in hers and squeezed. Her wracking cries of grief were 
loud enough to drown out whatever involuntary 
expiation of discomfort emitted from Dimitri’s mouth. 
 
But honestly, Dimitri did not mind his wife showcasing 
her stress and pre-emptive grief. There had been times 
in their relationship when he did mind, mind you. Fifty 
years was a long time by almost any mortal measure, 
and when one half of a couple is taciturn to a fault and 
the other half could talk the paint off the canvas, there 
were bound to be moments where one half, or other, or 
both, reached a limit and needed a break. As a younger 
man, Dimitri had stepped out on Helen a time or five, 
and, when confronted as to why, he had only been able 
to articulate that it had been a grand, simple luxury to 
make love to someone who slept quietly afterward 
rather than use completion as a starter pistol to take up 
again a soliloquy that had no beginning, no ending, and 
stretched to encompass all of humanity past, present 
and future. 
 
He could remember the fights when Helen found out. 
She’d smashed half the glasses in their house, and half 
of those she’d smashed off his skull. But somehow this 
had seemed a temperate response to such an affair(s), 
and the quickness with which she forgave him had 
nagged at Dimitri for years. Later – much, much later – 
Helen admitted that during this same time she had 
been playing the field as well, removing her wedding 
band whenever she went out to lunch or dinner in the 
city. It wasn’t the carnality she craved, she had told him 
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later, it was just feeling close to someone, anyone. It 
was having someone to talk to, and feeling like they 
were indeed listening. 
 
It had occurred to the couple that perhaps they simply 
were not fit to be fitted together. They’d tried 
separations. Dimitri could still recall with nostalgia and 
horror – but more horror – the bachelor pad he had 
taken over during this period. Anna had visited him a 
time or two, visits that he also thought of with both 
nostalgia and horror – but more nostalgia. 
 
When he had gone back to Helen, he told her about 
Anna. When she had taken him back, she told him 
about Lyle. 
 
Dimitri’s reverie was broken by the arrival of an 
attendant. 
 
“Hey now, why the long faces?” Nurse Bob asked, 
clapping one hand on Dimitri’s shoulder, the other on 
O’Brien’s. “Aw hell, Mrs. A, didn’t I go warning you that 
O’Brien here is a heartbreaker of the first order? You 
can’t go around getting sweet on this old goat. Break 
your heart every time.” 
 
Helen laughed at that, though there were still tears 
mixed into the sound. As she wiped at her eyes once 
more, Nurse Bob produced a tissue from Dimitri would 
assume his pocket, only the nurse’s outfit that Nurse 
Bob wore did not have pockets. 
 
“Blow, dear,” Nurse Bob bid Helen. 
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She did, then sheepishly handed the soiled paper back 
to Nurse Bob, who promptly folded it away into that 
same secret place. 
 
“I,” Nurse Bob began, “am supposed to let you know 
that the doc has left, and Mrs. R was hoping to see you 
while her husband is still asleep.” 
 
The words were barely out of his mouth and Helen was 
already up and past him, though her joint pains began 
to howl after the first jolt of adrenaline dropped. Dimitri 
saw her start to sag and hurried after her, his own 
extremities wailing as he caught her by the elbow. 
Husband and wife leaned against each other and 
staggered down the hall to see whatever might be left 
of their best friends in the world. 
 
Nurse Bob sighed as he watched them go. His round 
features made his age difficult to place, though 
something in his bearing suggested youth, even to 
those who were appreciably younger than he was. 
 
He patted O’Brien’s shoulder with real affection. 
 
“Looks like we’re about to lose another one. Not like 
the old days, eh?” He stooped, so that his head was 
level with O’Brien’s. “No, back then it seemed like the 
curse was that no one left, ever, no matter how much 
you might wish them gone.” 
 
The nurse looked around the room, making sure no one 
else was in earshot. 
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“I was, er, I was wondering,” he went on, voice low. 
“They’ve been real good to you, those four old fogeys. I 
keep you alive, but they care for you. And pretty soon, 
they’re going to start being hurt in the worst way. The 
kind of way that doesn’t stop hurting until everything 
stops altogether.” 
 
His voice got even lower. 
 
“I don’t expect you to be you for me ever again. I’m a 
fool, but I ain’t exactly foolish. But for them, perhaps… 
maybe? Could you come back, for them?” 
 
O’Brien did not speak, or move, or blink. 
 
Nurse Bob sighed. 
 
“Lord, what a fool this world has made me. Well, we will 
have to do this again sometime. I’ll have my people call 
your people, get it all set up.” 
 
With that, Nurse Bob straightened up and returned to 
work, his mood so dark that all that afternoon and 
evening as he worked, he never noticed the extra-
special twinkling of the slowly rising stars. 
 
The summer night was clear and cold when Anna R. 
found herself wandering the halls of the retirement 
home, quite without aim or intention. She knew she 
should be by Lyle’s side. She knew that any moment 
could be the moment, could be the end, the one that 
waited at the end of every true story, but that no one 
ever actually believed they would ever truly have to 
face. 
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Yet she had awoken at her husband’s bedside and 
found herself compelled to walk, as if some invisible 
hand held hers and drew her forward. 
 
All was still and silent in the rec room when she arrived. 
It reminded Anna of that Disney film, Sleeping Beauty, 
with its sequences of the enchanted castle fallen into 
long slumber. She had seen that film in theaters with 
Lyle on one of their first dates, if not the very first. 
There was a disagreement between them about that 
one, as Lyle insisted that the burger meal they had split 
at Roxanne’s Diner counted as their first date, while 
Anna maintained that that had only been a meet-up, 
and not a proper date at all. 
 
Whether it was their first or their second, the date had 
not been going well at all prior to that film. Both Anna 
and Lyle were bookworms who preferred the company 
of a thick novel to lengthy conversation and personal 
chatter, but both had been too shy to say as such and so 
they had suffered awkwardly in unknowingly shared 
agony. When they had passed the marquee sign 
announcing ‘DISNEY’S LATEST MASTERPIECE’, it had 
been as much desperation as anything else that had 
made Lyle suggest ducking in right before the show 
started. 
 
The theater had been empty, it being far too late at 
night for the children who might normally attend such a 
showing. Besides, this was supposed to be a weaker 
effort than other Disney films. But Anna had found 
herself entranced from the very start by this tale of 
scheming witches, hapless fairies and destined love. 
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She’d never much cared for the silly cartoons offered by 
this particular studio, but, the more the film played, the 
more engrossed she had become. When the witch-
queen Maleficent rose up as a dragon, Anna had gasped 
despite herself and clutched Lyle’s arm. He had placed 
his other hand over hers and held it. Anna had been to 
movies with boys before, but this was not that. This was 
comfort, not craving. 
 
She had wanted to name their daughter Aurora, after 
the bewitched princess, but Lyle thought the girl might 
be ostracized for such a distinctive name. 
 
“Besides…” He had winked. “It wasn’t even really our 
first date.” 
 
Anna had consented to changing the name to Audrey, 
capturing the sound and idea, but with a modern sheen. 
 
God, what was she going to tell Audrey? Anna had half a 
mind to wait until everything was finished before telling 
her about Lyle. She hated to think of Audrey out of her 
mind with worry trying to catch a plane while making 
sure that Tom and the kids were seen to, all so she 
could rush across the country and miss Lyle anyway. 
Maybe it would be… but no, she decided, that wouldn’t 
be right. Audrey should have the chance to say 
goodbye, and it would be a sin to rob her of even such a 
slim chance. 
 
Anna sighed, suddenly very aware of how late it was 
and how tired she felt. The galvanizing force that had 
pulled her from her bed had gone as still and silent as 
the abandoned rec room. 
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It was then that she realized that the rec room was not 
abandoned. 
 
A wheel squeaked as a shape moved towards her from 
the dark. 
 
Anna caught her breath and took one step back. 
 
Silver moonlight through the window revealed the face 
of O’Brien in his wheelchair. 
 
“Mr. O’Brien?” Anna said. “What are you…? How are 
you…? What?” 
 
O’Brien stood. 
 
Anna gaped. 
 
He crossed the room to her, and as he walked the man 
transformed. Moonlight clutched at his shoulders and 
hung there, forming a silver cape that draped to his 
ankles. The soft footfalls of slippered feet fell away, 
replaced by the sturdy intonations of heavy boots. Silver 
criss-crossed his body, and gold as well, rhyming metals 
weaving into and about each other until the man 
seemed himself to be made all of shimmer, all of light. 
 
The years fell away from him with every step he took, 
just as the great pronged antlers rose from his brow 
taller with each passing moment until he stood before 
her, a man beyond men. 
 
“O-O-O’Brien?” Anna whispered. 
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Noble lips smiled. He took her arm gently in his. 
 
“That is not my name.” 
 
In the next instant, they walked outside together, 
though Anna could not recall having gone through any 
door. Tree boughs shook, grass shivered, and for the 
first time in her life Anna realized that within these 
exhalations was a whispering voice offering exaltations 
to life and death and the cycle never-ending. It spoke 
now, in a language that she did not know, but that she 
understood at once to be a song of praise for the newly 
returned king. 
 
And at once she knew his name. 
 
She spoke it aloud. 
 
He smiled, as if recalling a long-forgotten and well-loved 
dream. 
 
“That is one of my titles,” he said. “Of all the stories, I 
think I enjoyed that silly farce the best. I am Oberon, 
yes, but Alfrikr as well, and before that I was Alberich, 
and before that, I was named in tongues that would 
sound like grunts and gasps to your ears.” 
 
“This is a dream,” she whispered. She felt the dew 
against her feet, and the way the wind pressed her 
nightdress against her skin. She felt his hand still on her 
arm, as solid as any touch she had ever known. But it 
had to be a dream. It must. 
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“I set the pace at which the great black forests rose,” he 
told her. “Siegfried learned to be as air so he might best 
me. I took the faces of false pagan gods so unworthy 
kings might follow foolhardy orders to their doom. I 
seduced the sun and stole the heart of the moon. I 
visited the virtuous as they lay dying in parts upon 
hallowed battlefields, and if their hearts were truly pure 
my cup would runneth over as it reached their lips and 
soothed their fiery aches until they slept.” 
 
He led her to a hillside overlooking the great forest that 
stretched below them. 
 
“I’ve been called god and devil, hailed as angel and 
cursed as demon. I’ve stolen the honor of virgins and 
brought damnation to the smiling wicked. I am the 
savagery against which civilization sets its stone. I am 
the wild that stirs in each tamed heart.” 
 
He gestured to the sprawl now before them and 
allowed Anna her awe. 
 
“That’s strange,” she said. “I’ve walked in these woods 
so many times, and after the last development went up 
there shouldn’t be so much space untended.” 
 
She turned around. All was wild, rendered silver in the 
light of the full moon. 
 
Belatedly, Anna remembered that the woods behind 
the retirement home contained no hills. 
 
“We have quit that place,” he said, as if reading her 
mind. “We are now in my country.” 
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Anna scrambled to recall whatever pieces of literature 
and folklore could be found in her scrambled, confused 
mind. 
 
“Is this… England?” No! Shakespeare was English, but 
the play was set in… “Greece?” But no, no, that wasn’t 
right either. The play was English, the setting Greek, but 
Anna knew the bard had salvaged his dream from a 
wide variety of mythologies and histories, ranging from 
French to Germanic to Norse. And in all these tales of 
fairy folk and woodland magic, there was above all a 
king. A god of the ancient forest who commanded the 
arcane and the magical and the weird. 
 
“We are beyond such boundaries,” he said to her now. 
“It is enough to say that we are in my country. And 
though I left it long ago, my country is always waiting 
and ready for my return.” 
 
“But why would you leave?” Anna asked. “Begging your 
pardon and all, but why would you choose to be a 
withered pile of wrinkles when you could be…?” She 
gestured haplessly at the proud and regal figure before 
her. “This.” 
 
He smiled again, but this time there was sadness in the 
expression. His antlers seemed to sag with his features. 
“I left because I had been left,” he said. “My love and I… 
we could no longer forgive each other. Or perhaps we 
realized that we had never truly forgiven the first 
wounding, and this remained aching and festering while 
other wounds accumulated. I suppose, when you come 
down to it, we fell away because I refused to forgive her 
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as she had me, and she at last grew weary of waiting. So 
she fled. And I found it easier to forget and be 
forgotten.” 
 
“This place hasn’t forgotten,” Anna said, softly. “Why 
did you bring me here?” 
 
There was fire in the forest god’s eyes. The fire of stars, 
ancient and bright and somehow cold. Despite the chill 
of the air, Anna felt a heat that belonged within a 
younger woman. 
 
“I would grant you a boon,” the king said. “As a 
repayment for the kindness you have shown me.” 
 
“The kind– but that was nothing,” Anna said, unable to 
hide her surprise. “We were just being nice.” 
 
“You were being kind,” the king said. “Which is 
something altogether different than ‘nice’. You know, I 
think I understand my, ha, I suppose you would call him 
a favored son. I think I understand his fascination with 
you mortals now. Your lives are short, and often sad, 
and filled from first dawn to last dream with cruelty and 
loss. By rights you should fill your days with weepings 
and wailings, oh, for the unfairness of it all. Instead, you 
sing. Instead, you live. Instead, you choose to love as if 
that love, petty and small and doomed, can somehow 
be enough. How can this be? I suppose I will never 
know. The question alone will take me generations of 
mortal-kind to even begin to ask correctly. But no 
matter.” He stroked her cheek. “What would you have 
of me?” 
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“Lyle.” His name left her mouth like a gasp, like a 
prayer. “Save him.” 
 
The king held her gaze and, for one terrible moment, 
Anna thought he would deny her. Instead, he nodded. 
 
He led her down the hillside to a clearing. At a wave of 
his hand, a thin sapling tree rose from the ground and a 
small spring appeared at its base. Compared to the rest 
of the forest, the new tree was dull and undefined, with 
hardly a sprig of color to its leaves and a body that 
slumped and sagged. 
 
Yet… 
 
That voice, once more. Drawing her forward. The forest 
god behind her now only a vague memory. Leaning 
close to the tree, Anna saw – how, how could she see so 
clearly? – the million billion fires of life roiling under the 
surface, within the surface. All that splendor, all that 
beauty, all that life was there, right there. It needed 
only to be loosed. 
 
“Make it grow,” her king commanded. 
 
Anna touched the tree. Fire flew from one to the other, 
though where it began and where it went she could not 
say. It was all one flame, all one life, and she was being 
emptied of it; no, she was being filled with it; no, she 
was… she was… 
 
She gasped as all at once she was quit of dead meat. 
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Somewhere far away, she heard her king begin to laugh. 
At the sound, her branches soared, her roots tunneled, 
her leaves erupted into color. 
 
Anna blazed. 
 
When Lyle R. woke up, he was greeted by a perfume of 
flower petals. 
 
He sat up, which was not something he had expected 
ever to do again. 
 
There was a tube in his throat. He removed it. 
 
There were needles in his arms. He removed them. 
 
A woman sat at the edge of his bed, naked in the 
summer moonlight with flowers in her hair. No, not in 
her hair. He knew her. She was as she had been all 
those years ago, that first time. 
 
She blazed now, her mouth against his. Her fire 
remaking his form. 
 
The dryad pulled back and looked over the new satyr. 
The horns and hooves were new, but otherwise he was 
as he’d been that first night, when they had met as 
strangers only to depart as one. 
 
His pointed ears flicked in the direction of faint music 
coming down the hall. It was a song out of their new 
country, bidding them return. A newly ancient urge 
called to him. What had once been Lyle leaped up from 
the bed and, arm in arm, they quit that room. 
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Her hair rustled liked grass stirred by the spring breeze. 
His hooves went clip-clop on the linoleum floor. 
 
“Anna? Lyle?” 
 
The couple stopped and turned. 
 
Helen stood with her arms filled with blankets and food. 
Dimitri stood with his mouth hanging open. 
 
Lyle and Anna smiled, and there was fire in their eyes. 
The fire of stars, ancient and bright and somehow cold. 
 
It was Anna who nodded towards the door. It was Lyle 
who extended his hand. 
 
Without another word, the other two joined their old 
friends, and arm in arm they quit this world. 
 
“You know,” Nurse Bob said, “you’ve made an awful lot 
of trouble for me. This may come as a shock to you, but 
people don’t like it when their parents just up and 
disappear. Helen and Dimitri’s son knows a lawyer. 
Hells, Anna and Lyle’s daughter is a lawyer. They’re 
going to turn this place inside out, and when they’re 
done, they’ll flip all the sofa cushions just to see if 
there’s any loose change left to snap up as well.” 
 
O’Brien’s expression did not change, though the quiet 
of the rec room was suddenly disrupted by a muffled 
trumpet blow that could only be some kind of 
expulsion. 
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“And if you think I’m cleaning that up, you’re even more 
out of your mind than I thought. Which is saying 
something, let me tell you.” 
 
The smell slowly rose, disturbing the air even further, 
until at last Nurse Bob could take it no more. He took 
the wheelchair’s handles in hand and began to move 
the chair and its occupant towards a bathroom. 
 
“It was a good thing you did,” the nurse reluctantly 
admitted as he went to work. “I’m told all four are 
settling in nicely. Yes sir, having a grand old time. All the 
forests are abuzz with the news of ‘King Oberon’, 
there’s a laugh, and his good deed. You had to trot out 
the classic version, huh? Gone all Hollywood like our 
Viking cousins. Probably expect them to put you in one 
of those silly movies now. I can see, grab some off-
brand Hemsworth and make a whole production out of 
it. Oh, who knows? A few more good deeds like that, 
and perhaps word will spread. Perhaps stories will start 
to bloom once more, and our people might be able to 
visit this plane again. Perhaps word might spread so far 
that even she will hear it.” He winked at his charge. 
“Stranger things have happened, Milord, stranger 
things.” 
 
He worked in silence for a moment, only for a withered, 
but somehow still quite strong hand to seize his arm. 
Nurse Bob raised his eyes to the king. 
 
“Do you mean it?” asked the man who was not a man, 
who was no longer Oberon, but still something more 
than O’Brien. 
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The nurse grinned, and his true face shone beneath the 
living mask. 
 
“I do,” he said. “Else the Puck, a liar call.”  
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It figured that Cerberus was a female. And whose bright 
idea was it to allow that beast to breed? He had to 
admit the pups were cute, but three of them were 
chaos in motion. Their favorite chew toy was Charon’s 
boat, which Hades had replaced twice. 
 
Charon was not happy. He refused to transport souls 
across the River Styx until Hades removed the three-
headed baby beasts from the front gate. The line of 
stranded souls circled all the way up to the surface, and 
that created another set of problems. 
 
Hermes rubbed the back of his neck, shaking his head. 
All this, just because he made a little personal side trip 
before delivering a message to Celesta, Herald of Death, 
from Hades. 
 
Sometimes a ghost here and there made things 
interesting in the mortal world. Hades had been livid, 
demanding he make atonement for his folly. The 
thought still made him smile despite the ramifications. 
 
No one had a sense of humor anymore. Hermes 
admitted a bit of his own levity had dried up due to this 
new penitence. Hades had tasked him to move the 
whelps away from the boat and gate to train them. 
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He wasn’t a Beastmaster. He was a card-carrying 
member of the god and goddesses Pantheon 
Association, for Zeus’s sake. He was the messenger 
among the gods. It’d be nice if he could get this done 
without being mauled. 
 

*** 
 
The pups had not noticed him yet, but Cerberus had. 
Mama Cerberus was not happy about the move. All 
three pups surrounding her spotted him at the same 
time, tackling him to the ground. 
 
He tried to wrestle his way free, until he finally 
succumbed to uproarious laughter as they showered his 
face with all nine tongues, no matter which way he 
turned his head. 
 
Mama Cerberus growled. That sent the pups 
scampering back to her underbelly, cuddling close, with 
her two ginormous legs acting as a protective cage. 
 
Hermes had come prepared. He had pilfered ten cows 
from Apollo’s herd again. Adonis’s wrath would haunt 
him a bit, but it was not the first time. 
 
“Cerberus, big girl, I brought you dinner.” 
 
All five beasties pounced, devouring their meal without 
a trace. Mama allowed him to approach. The babies all 
flipped onto their backs, exposing their bellies for a rub. 
He obliged each of them. 
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Mama Cerberus relaxed a little as she lay down but 
tracked his every move. She still didn’t trust him. He 
tried to lead one of the pups away. 
 
Cerberus didn’t even stand; instead, she slapped one 
big paw on him, holding him in place and calling the 
pups back to her with a low rumble. 
 
He lay there pondering his options. Trying to fly them 
out wouldn’t work, because Cerberus would just lose 
her mind, rampaging through the Underworld until she 
found them. 
 
She had to be willing to let him move and train them. 
Hermes cajoled, pleaded and begged, but none of his 
normal banter and persuasions worked. Cerberus 
wouldn’t have it. She was a proud mother. 
 
He could pet and love her babies, but if he tried to 
remove one, or lead one away, she swiped at him with 
her paw or spiked tail. 
 
Her last tail swipe had dislodged a dozen pineapple-
sized rocks, creating a fence around him, which sparked 
an idea. 
 
Maybe… he did not have to move the little beasties; 
perhaps he only needed to limit their area of play. One 
of his favorite things about mortals was their 
inventiveness. They had this ‘no fence’ concept that 
involved using shock collars. 
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Creating one for a three-headed beast baby might get 
complicated, but Hephaestus would know what to do. 
All he needed was one of Zeus’s lightning bolts. 
 
He would need lightning conducting rods to make a 
pen, with a circumference large enough to give mama 
the freedom she needed to do her gate guarding job. 
 
The problem was how to get into the Mount Olympus 
armory to steal a lightning bolt. 
 
Zeus never parted with them willingly. He scratched his 
head. That was it. He needed to borrow Hades’ Helmet 
of Invisibility. That could work. Easy... He sighed… as 
easy as stealing eggs from a cobra’s nest. 
 
 
 
Hades’ Lair: The Helmet of Invisibility 
 
The Fates were on Hermes’s side, because Hades was at 
this moment in Tartarus, reinforcing security. A minor 
demigod, a hireling to Ares, tried to gain the Titan’s 
allegiance with a failed jailbreak, which meant the 
Helmet of Invisibility was still in Hades’ personal vault. 
 
Hades’ lair was on the far side of the Elysian Fields. The 
Tartarus crisis should preoccupy Hades’s OCD 
compulsive disorders for hours. 
 
Hermes had worn the Helmet of Invisibility at least 
twice before, but not since the death of Hippolytus, 
after which Hades had laid claim and kept it locked up 
ever since. 
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Truth was, he had no need of the helmet until now, and 
no need to deal with Hades’ psychotic paranoia. 
 
Hermes had no trouble navigating the Underworld. One 
of his titles and duties involved escorting souls to 
Hades. He was, in fact, in service to the realm, much like 
Calista, Charon, and a few others. 
 
The Harpies that guarded the passage to Hades’ 
personal domain hovered in the air between him and 
the entrance, shrieking. They did not attack, but neither 
did they retreat. Hermes flew up to their level. 
 
“You know me. Hades has sent me to retrieve the 
helmet.” It was a lie he gambled they would believe. 
 
They let him pass, but one of them could not resist 
taking a final swipe at him, scratching his arm. It swelled 
at once and without treatment it could diminish him. 
 
He traveled the craggy cliff-side ledge to the great doors 
of Hades’ sanctuary. He used his god strength to push 
them open. They slammed shut behind him with a 
resounding gong throughout the domicile. 
 
Surrounded by opulence and rare treasures, Hermes 
only had a moment to appreciate Hades’ den before he 
passed out. 
 
He awoke in a bed floating on air with Persephone 
leaning over him. She insisted he drink the liquid 
ambrosia full of healing properties that she had 
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obviously used to tend the poisonous scratch on his 
arm. 
 
“Foolish Hermes, you should know not to get so close to 
the Harpies.” 
 
He sat up. “Yes, my mistake. Thank you, Persephone, for 
tending my wound.” 
 
“You are welcome. Did you bring me a message from 
Hades?” 
 
“In a way... I have come to retrieve the Helmet of 
Invisibility for him.” Once more, he risked a believable 
lie. 
 
She scoffed. “Hades uses that thing to avoid his duties 
all the time. He is a serial voyager. The only thing he is 
addicted to more is me.” 
 
“So true, beautiful Persephone, but I must make haste. I 
am already in enough trouble with him.” 
 
“How are the puppies?” 
 
“Well. But mama is having separation issues. We are 
working on that.” 
 
“I am sure you will figure out something. You are 
already halfway there. Cerberus only lets Hades and I 
pet them for short times, so the fact that she lets you 
near is a good sign.” 
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She stood and walked to the vault, inserting two 
jeweled keys. The vault unlocked. “Take it and go, 
before Hades comes looking for it himself. It is rather 
nice to have the place to myself for a time.” 
 
Hermes didn’t wait for another invitation. He retrieved 
the Helmet of Invisibility and left. 
 
 
Mount Olympus Armory 
 
City of the gods. Mount Olympus was extraordinary to 
behold, from its crystal-clear waterfalls that flowed in 
rivers through the city, to majestic buildings atop 
floating daises in the sky. 
 
The golden halls of the throne room never changed. The 
deceptiveness of the living stone guards might allow 
you to believe the palace was unguarded, but you 
would be wrong to assume that. 
 
The guards paid little attention to the gods that lived 
there. They expected their coming and goings, and odd 
occurrences at times. 
 
The first person he met was Artemis. 
 
“I don’t have time, Hermes. I am on my way to a hunt. 
My patrons honor me. I decided to grace them with my 
appearance.” 
 
Hermes got straight to the point. “Where is Zeus?” 
 
“Missing. Hera has gone to look for him.” 
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Hermes smiled. What that meant in god-speak was that 
Zeus was having a tryst with mortals, and Hera was 
spying on him. “And where is the rest of the Pantheon?” 
 
Artemis rolled her eyes. “Everyone else is attending the 
annual Feast of Dionysus in the mortal realm. Any 
excuse to party. If you have messages, you will have to 
hunt them down there or wait for their return.” 
 
“Thanks, Arty.” 
 
“Don’t call me that.” She didn’t wait for a response, but 
made her exit. She hated that nickname, which is why 
he had used it. 
 
He did a little dance. That meant he had free rein of the 
palace. Fate was on his side. 
 
The hard part would be getting past Zeus’s eagle, Ares’s 
woodpecker, and Artemis’s buzzard hawk, who 
occupied perches over the armory when in residence, 
not to mention Dionysus’s panther next door in the 
winery. 
 
Good thing he had borrowed Hades’s Helmet of 
Invisibility. 
 
Hermes entered the armory through an open arch 
window. The birds squawked, sensing a disturbance, 
but, after searching the area, settled back on their 
perches. 
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Zeus’s lightning bolts covered two walls. Grouped 
together like that, they created small perennial storm 
clouds that covered one whole section of the armory, 
making visibility low when on that side. 
 
Hephaestus had made a special rack to hold the bolts, 
so their heat did not melt through everything and fall to 
Earth below. The slots, when empty, would regenerate, 
so the armory was always full. 
 
Zeus kept the master lightning bolt that ruled them all 
with him always. 
 
Hermes selected a special umbrella, created for 
navigating through the static generated by the small 
storm clouds, and to avoid random static strikes. 
 
He knew the birds couldn’t see the movement, because 
anything he held or touched was invisible while he wore 
the Helmet of Invisibility. 
 
Lightning particle gloves allowed him to handle the six 
lightning bolts without activating them while he 
removed them from the rack, packing them into an 
insulated backpack for transport. 
 
He took six of the umbrellas for the metal to use as 
conductors for his fence. Time to go and see 
Hephaestus. 
 

*** 
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Hermes did not factor in Dionysus’s black panther’s 
sense of smell when he had planned this. He exited the 
armory feeling safe in his invisibility. 
 
The low rumble of Bacchus’s kitty alerted him to his 
misjudgment. 
 
Hermes jumped into flight, but not before the panther 
managed to snag one foot with a claw. He felt blood 
drip from his foot as he took to the air. The cat still 
tracked him, keeping pace. 
 
He didn’t worry about it, much, until the eagle, the 
woodpecker and the buzzard joined the chase. Most 
birds did not have a good sense of smell, except 
seabirds, kiwis, parrots and vultures. The buzzard took 
the lead. 
 
He made a sharp right turn into the throne room. The 
buzzard was right above him. The big bird dive bombed 
him, knocking him toward the ground. The animals 
worked as a team. The panther pounced. 
 
Since they could not see him, the panther only knocked 
against him, but hard enough to send him sliding across 
the slick floor out of control. 
 
He slammed into the wall, knocking a silver peacock 
loose from its perch. The wall shimmered and absorbed 
him. The panther screamed, hitting the wall with a 
thump. The eagle screeched. 
 
It took him a moment to realize the animals couldn’t get 
through. Examining his surroundings, he realized the 
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wall was a two-way mirror, which meant he could see 
out, but no one could see in. So, the rumors about 
Hera’s secret room were true. 
 
The wall behind the throne housed a wondrous world. 
Inside, glorious foliage and wondrous waters weaved 
among magnificent artworks. The land appeared to go 
as far as the eye could see. 
 
It should be impossible that something like this could 
exist under Zeus’s nose, and he remain unaware of it, 
but Hera was cunning. Hermes walked further along the 
path away from the throne room. 
 
Wild peacocks and other wildlife roamed the grounds, 
and in its center a shimmering doorway hung 
suspended in air, a portal, a way off Olympus without 
having to go back through the palace. 
 
 
 
The Lost Isle of Grail – Hephaestus 
 
He had arrived. Hermes said the ancient words of 
power given to him centuries ago. The veil between the 
mortal world and the invisible world parted. He could 
see the lost Isle of Grail hidden off the coast of Lemnos. 
 
The volcano rumbled. Hephaestus’s ironworks were at 
full force. An eruption was imminent, not that it would 
affect the god of fire and volcanos. The inventor and 
metalworker lived for his art. 
 
Although rumors of late implied he had retired. 
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What Hermes had not expected was the dragon. The 
beast rose from the lower regions, the flap of its giant 
wingspan audible, even from a distance. 
 
Hermes flew higher. The dragon followed, despite the 
fact that Hermes wore the Helmet of Invisibility. 
 
The dragon knew he was there, which posed a problem; 
the fire of a dragon might not kill him, but it would hurt 
and incapacitate him, with a painful recovery. 
 
Hermes found the crack behind the mountainous walls, 
an optical illusion that hid the tunnels to Hephaestus’s 
lair. 
 
The dragon was closing in. It roared and blew fire. Too 
close. 
 
He did a reckless dance of darting in and out as the 
labyrinth walls shifted, closed and moved; a trap to the 
uninvited. Hermes knew the way in, as did the dragon. 
 
He shot out from the walls into an open cavern filled 
with colossal cogs and wheels. The room was at the 
heart of the mountain and at its center a furnace to 
rival the Titans. 
 
This was the courtyard to Hephaestus’s inner sanctum. 
Hermes waited, but the dragon never appeared. He 
removed the helmet. 
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Hermes followed the path that led to an enclave, cut 
into the center stone wall. He pulled the lever next to 
the inner door. 
 
The stone door reverberated, shaking tiny rocks loose 
as it opened, revealing an iron elevator within with 
intricate patterns and holes cut into its iron lattice. 
 
He stepped inside. The iron box dropped for a full 
minute, coming to a jarring halt that forced Hermes to 
hold on to keep his balance. The door opened. 
 
All kinds of metal contraptions littered the path and 
room, some in half stages, others finished. Hephaestus 
was a serious hoarder. Hermes found his own path 
through to the small inner office on the far side the 
cavern. 
 
Hephaestus was absent, but in his stead sat the dragon. 
 
The dragon shifted into a more human-like form. “What 
is your business here, Messenger of the gods?” 
 
“I need to speak to Hephaestus. Where is he?” 
 
“He is not here.” The dragon settled back into his chair. 
 
Hermes shook off his irritation and stepped closer. 
“Hephaestus doesn’t leave this island. Tell me where to 
find him.” 
 
“You enter cloaked and make demands? And before 
you ask, I could smell you.” 
 



 185 

“What is your role here?” Hermes paused, eyes 
narrowing. “Are you his security system?” 
 
The dragon laughed. “Not quite. This is my island now. 
Hephaestus has retired.” 
 
“He can’t retire. He’s a god.” 
 
“Indeed. Yet retired he has.” 
 
“Where can I find him?” 
 
The dragon scratched his chin, watching Hermes. “The 
last card I received from him had a return address of 
Hawaii. I believe that is in the United States.” 
 
“Is that so? Then who is that up there?” Hermes 
pointed to the upper quadrant of the room on the third 
level. He could see the back of a man seated at a 
workstation. 
 
“That is Hephaestus’s son, Spinter. The one that was 
cast away by his mother like Hera did Hephaestus. This 
is the only home he has known. His staying was a 
condition of my acquiring the island.” 
 
“Maybe he can tell me how to find his father.” 
 
“He cannot. And it would do you no good. Hephaestus’s 
power has waned. He has chosen to live, rather than be 
a hermit, for whatever remaining years he may have.” 
 
“And who are you?” 
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“I am Draco, last of the dragons. This island is now my 
lair, my home.” 
 
“I thought you were a constellation.” 
 
“I am. An essence of me still exists up there. The wizard 
Merlin’s doing. It made humans of the era feel safer and 
hopeful.” Silence. Draco didn’t blink. “Maybe I can help 
you.” 
 
“Can a dragon make three collars for three giant 
Cerberus pups, using Zeus’s lightning bolts as the 
activator switch?” Hermes sighed. “I am afraid I will 
need a metalworker and god power, other than my 
own, to break the bolts in pieces to fit a collar.” 
 
The dragon pointed at himself. “Metalworker, 
particularly precious metals.” Then he pointed at the 
man above them. “God power. He is Hephaestus’s son.” 
 
“And what do you want for this help?” 
 
The dragon gave a sly smile. “The veil that hides this 
island from the mortal world also blocks out all satellite 
signals. Internet and three computers, so I can stay in 
touch with the rest of the world.” 
 
“That’s it?” 
 
The dragon cocked his head, lifting one brow. “Well 
okay, I also want cable TV, the latest PlayStation and all 
the games, my own library that can produce any book I 
want, two jet skis and…” 
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“Done.” 
 
 
 
The Underworld: The Cerberus Pups 
 
The return to the Underworld was a bit anticlimactic. 
The pups were glad to see him, tackling him to the 
ground and scattering his packages. 
 
One of the little beasties smelled the treats he had 
brought back for use in training. The pup tore into one 
of the packages, slinging treats all over the ground. 
 
The other two pups abandoned Hermes to fight over 
who got the most treats, until Mama Cerberus roared, 
scaring him and the pups. They left the remaining 
treats, scampering back to mama whining. 
 
Hermes gathered his packages. He carefully unwrapped 
each one, setting out his precious cargo. 
 
He then stripped the umbrellas bare down to the pole 
and paced off the pen. He made sure to give the pups 
room to play, yet it was far enough away from Charon’s 
boat to make the ferryman less grouchy. 
 
Hermes carried one of the collars over to Mama 
Cerberus and let her smell and examine it until she lost 
interest. He did the same for each pup. 
 
He spent time searching the Underworld for materials 
to create beds for the pups and Mama. A space all their 
own. 
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He visited a Troll burial ground, scavenging for bones 
large enough to make satisfying chew toys. Hades might 
object, at least until he saw the benefits of the 
diversion. 
 
Back at the gate, the pups had curled up on the collars 
and fallen asleep. He got to work on the pen. 
 
Hermes made the mistake of activating the fence before 
he put the collars on the pups. The shock threw him 
across the cavern, slamming him into a rock wall and 
leaving singe marks on his tunic. 
 
 

*** 
 

 
Once Hermes had the last of the nine collars on the 
pups, he let Mama Cerberus inspect them. Satisfied, she 
lay down to feed the pups. 
 
That was when he heard it. The soft whining. The three 
suckling pups growled fiercely, roughing up mama’s 
teats at the sound, which had her nipping at them. 
 
The whimper came again. It was above him. The craggy 
rocks had all kinds of hidden pockets. He flew up to 
investigate. 
 
The whimper grew faint. He pulled a little power, rolling 
it around in his hands until he had a little free-floating 
ball of light. 
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The light revealed another three-headed pup, but it was 
much smaller than its siblings. The runt of the litter. The 
real surprise was that it had wings. That made four. 
 
“Come here, baby…” Hermes offered a hand. 
 
The pup came out a little way, and then darted back to 
its hiding place to peek out. The baby wanted to come 
to him, but it was scared. 
 
Hermes pulled out one of the extra treats he had stuck 
in his pocket. The pup stuck out a head, sniffed, then 
two front feet and finally its body, but it stopped 
halfway to him. 
 
Hermes pretended to take a bite of the treat, making 
yummy noises. The pup scrambled to him and snatched 
the treat. Snuggling close, it still shivered, but not as 
hard, and it was a girl pup. 
 
He whispered soothing words against its head. 
 
On the ground, the pup at once hid behind her mama, 
putting mama between her and her three suckling 
brothers. Cerberus would be weaning them all soon. 
 
When their bellies were full, Hermes lured them away 
with treats, tricks and the start of basic training, which 
gave the little winged one enough time to eat. 
 
He needed three more collars. 
 

*** 
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It was time to return to the Isle of Grail. The dragon 
would like that. He made the surface just as he realized 
he had a tagalong. 
 
“Ah baby, you have to stay here with Mama.” 
 
He held out his hand. The pup came right to him. On the 
ground, he set the winged one next to mama, and the 
others growled, advancing on the little runt, until mama 
slammed down her tail between them with a growl. 
 
Startled, all three yipped and tumbled backwards, 
rolling. 
 
Mama Cerberus licked the little girl gently as she looked 
at Hermes, and then at her other three babies. Her gaze 
wavered between the four, until she reluctantly scooted 
the winged baby toward him. 
 
“What’s this?” 
 
She pushed the little one all the way to his feet, turned 
and went back to the other three. 
 
“You want me to take her? Hades won’t be happy about 
this.” Yet Hermes knew the pup would not survive the 
bigger three siblings, at least not yet. 
 
Mama growled and advanced. 
 
Hermes held up his hands. “Okay, okay, I’ll take her for 
now.” 
 
Mama Cerberus lay back down. 
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The pup was happily gnawing on Hermes’s sandals, 
pulling the leather ties loose from his right sandal, and 
yanked out a feather. “Stop that, baby! I need those to 
fly.” 
 
The pup covered its face with its paws and whimpered 
at his tone. Hermes chuckled as he bent and scratched 
it behind the ears and re-laced his sandals. 
 
“It’s okay, little one; you will learn. Let’s go and talk to 

Hades.” 
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Quetzalcoatl was bored. He had lived too long. Now he 
was human… for a while. He had survived more than 
two thousand years of changing shape, species and 
place, undergoing all those pesky cycles of death and 
rebirth that always befell a God who had lost his 
followers. 
 
These days, he ran a small hotel in Guanajuato, city of 
vampires. There were not really any vampires in 
Guanajuato, but Quetzalcoatl liked to imagine there 
were. After all, the city was built over interlocking 
warrens of tunnels, old bricks arcing beneath cobbled 
streets to create mazes. It would be, thought 
Quetzalcoatl, a perfect place for a vampire to live. 
 
There were, or at least had been, more than a few Aztec 
gods who might have been vampires if they had had the 
good, or bad, fortune to belong to different 
mythologies. 
 
Several of the female goddesses had had a taste for 
blood; Coatlicue – serpent skirt, Chihuacoatl – snake 
woman, Itzpapalotl – obsidian knife butterfly, and the 
cihuateteo. 
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Of all the vampiric deities, the cihuateteo, with their 
skeletal faces and eagle claw hands, were Quetzalcoatl’s 
favorite. The cihuateteo were the spirits of women who 
had died in childbirth. These women had refused to 
deliver, holding their babies inside until both mother 
and infant perished in the struggle. As the Aztecs had 
known, childbirth was a battle, its victims, fallen 
warriors. The physical remains of these women 
strengthened soldiers. But their spirits haunted 
crossroads at night, stealing children, causing 
sicknesses, seizures, madness and death. 
 
When not cursing children, the cihuateteo seduced 
men. It was strange, considering their grinning skull 
faces and talon fingers, that men would find them 
attractive. But males are not picky, especially in the 
dark. Many a straying husband explained to his scolding 
wife that he was blameless. Left to his own devices, he 
would never have wandered. 
 
Some things never change, thought Quetzalcoatl. Men 
always blamed evil spirits, the configuration of the stars, 
or the gods for their bad behavior. It was the gods who 
suffered; they weren’t allowed to hold men culpable for 
their faults. A god caught dallying with a human or a 
goddess had to take the fall. 
 
Like vampires, the cihuateteo could not bear daylight. In 
the old days, when the people had believed, food 
offerings were left at crossroads so that greedy 
cihuateteos would gorge themselves and fall into a 
gluttonous stupor. They would lie sleeping until the sun 
rose, killing them with its fiery embrace. But now the 



 194 

cihuateteo were no more, exterminated by lack of 
belief; what the sun had not managed, dearth of faith 
had. 
 
It is a pity, Quetzalcoatl thought. This city, his city, was 
made for the cihuateteo or at least vampires. But the 
few vampires that remained dwelled in Europe, where 
pockets of belief kept them strong. 
 
There were so many tunnels in Guanajuato one might 
get lost and wander forever beneath the city… or at 
least until one ran low on food. You would starve before 
you died of thirst, because parts of the old tunnels 
seeped driblets of water, so rich with minerals that a 
single sip might turn you to stone. Thirsty wanderers 
might lick the walls or catch some of the trickling liquid 
in cupped palms, lifting it to parched lips. They barely 
had time to swallow before the elements ran through 
their bodies, turning blood to boulder. 
 
Sometimes human-shaped pillars were stumbled over 
by wandering tourists. Sometimes they toppled onto 
cars, crashing through windshields or temporarily 
blinding a driver by obscuring his view. The driver might 
careen into one of the towering old brick walls, or plow 
into another car or some unwary pedestrian. Then all 
the bodies, both meat and mineral, were taken to the 
Mummy Museum where tourists paid more than two 
hundred American dollars to wander the halls and stare 
at the dead. 
 
The Mummy Museum was one of the reasons 
Quetzalcoatl had decided to settle in Guanajuato. Any 
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city with the financial acumen to create profit from 
catastrophe was his kind of place. 
 
Not that Quetzalcoatl was mean spirited. It was just that 
he had seen too much and learned too little. Once, he 
had wanted to create a perfect Earth. He had succeeded 
for a while, ruling Tollan, a jewel of a city. But, like so 
many gods before him, sex had been his downfall. Most 
gods, like people, suffer from sibling rivalry, but gods 
are either more vengeful, or perhaps just smarter, than 
men are.  
 
Human siblings usually merely quarrel. They write nasty 
letters or refuse to talk to each other. But gods take 
their squabbles more seriously. Quetzalcoatl’s brother, 
Tezcatlipoca, also known as the Smoking Mirror, had 
got him drunk on pulque. Quetzalcoatl, filled with liquor 
and carnal desires, had taken Quetzalpetatl, a priestess 
belonging to his cult, thus breaking his celibacy. The 
next morning while suffering from the mother of all 
hangovers, he had headed for the sea. He had felt not 
only ill, but unclean and unworthy, so he had built a 
boat out of snakes and sailed toward the setting sun, 
promising the Toltecs to return in the year ‘Ce Acatl’. 
Unfortunately, he had forgotten to pack a calendar and, 
when ‘Ce Acatl’ arrived, he was submerged in a 
backgammon game and missed the boat. Belief in him 
had failed, and, as every god knew, without followers, a 
god was no more than a man with ego issues. Thus had 
begun the endless cycle of birth, death and rebirth. 
 
Now he had to content himself with trying to run a 
perfect hotel. His hotel spanned three buildings, which 
he had painted in brilliant blue, sun yellow and blood 
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red. There were terraced gardens and tinted glass lamps 
that threw colored shadows like rainbows of light on 
the walls. In the living room hung a lion head 
constructed of cardboard and covered in fake white fur. 
Its green glass eyes might follow you into your dreams. 
You would wake, head filled with visions of sharp teeth 
and knowing glances. 
 
Quetzalcoatl was healthy in this incarnation. Every 
morning, before welcoming new guests into the hotel, 
he practiced yoga and dined on fresh ripe mangos 
covered in granola. 
 
His hotel was difficult to find, up green stone stairs, 
through a tiny fountained courtyard and down a 
twisting alleyway. Customers only discovered the hotel 
if Quetzalcoatl wanted. Some clients, he liked; these, 
he’d direct to gardens hidden behind stone walls, places 
where magic might still be possible. Others, he sent 
down narrow streets where the cobbles echoed with 
ghosts and filled their heads with old stories and new 
ideas. 
 
If the guests were rude, he’d misdirect them down blind 
tunnels, assured that soon they would find a more 
permanent residence in the Mummy Museum. 
 
The museum was run by another fallen god, 
Huehuecoyotl, the Old Coyote, also known as the 
Ancient Drum. He was a trickster who delighted in 
pranks, often cruel ones. When people passed through 
the hall of the mummies, he might move a desiccated 
arm, causing nightmares or hallucinations. 
Huehuecoyotl had always relished playing tricks, 
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sometimes on gods as well as humans. But he gave the 
best parties in this world and the spirit realm, so was 
usually forgiven. 
 
The Mummy Museum was the city’s most famous 
tourist attraction. Huehuecoyotl had founded it in 1870. 
The mayor of the city that year had introduced a law 
requiring residents to pay monthly taxes for burial. If 
survivors didn't pay the tax, the bodies were exhumed. 
Once the tax had been established, grave diggers would 
calculate the odds of recompense; the poorer the 
family, the higher the grave. There was no point in 
putting a body six feet under, only to remove it three 
months later. 
 
When excavated, the diggers had discovered that about 
one in one hundred of the disinterred had mummified. 
Some believed that these were the cadavers of people 
who had been buried alive. As a sign of their pain, these 
tortured souls had been turned to mummies. Others 
claimed the desiccation was due to the minerals in the 
soil or the dryness in the air. No one realized that many 
of the dead sported modern footwear or had been 
guests at the Hotel Quetzalcoatl. 
 
At first, Huehuecoyotl had stored the corpses in a 
tunnel that visitors entered with a torch or candle. Early 
sightseers were allowed to touch the mummies and 
break off pieces for souvenirs. Many of the dead babies 
were dressed as angels, if girls, or as saints, if boys, to 
indicate their assured entrance into Heaven. But neither 
Quetzalcoatl nor Huehuecoyotl believed in Heaven. 
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It gave Quetzalcoatl tremendous pleasure to direct 
cantankerous guests into dead-end alleyways or curving 
underground tunnels, knowing that they would soon be 
housed in a hotel with no checkout. 
 
“Try complaining about the linens or lack of hot water 
to Huehuecoyotl,” Quetzalcoatl would mutter to 
departing tourists. 
 
And so, the museum grew. Soon, it housed the largest 
collection of dried corpses on the planet. Huehuecoyotl 
was invited all around the world to lecture on 
maintaining a successful collection.  
 
No one noticed, or at least no one complained, that 
many a cranky traveler never returned home from their 
Mexican vacation. 
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Anubis tuned out the incessant whining of the other 
gods of the Egyptian pantheon. He didn’t need to hear 
how they were forgotten, or worse, misremembered by 
mortals. He still had an important job to do: escorting 
the dead, tending to funeral rites, and other excellent 
things concerning death. He especially liked attending 
funerals in New Orleans – those mortals knew how to 
celebrate death! 
 
“Oh, my back won’t stop aching!” 
 
“My headaches are worse than ever.” 
 
Anubis stopped walking. The unlikely pair of Horus and 
Set was standing with the king of the dead – and, 
sometimes, the gods – in the Hall of Judgement. 
 
“Try having both,” the blue-skinned Osiris said to his 
companions. 
 
Anubis rolled his eyes. The lot of them had taken to 
complaining about everything lately. 
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“Pain is a sign that you’re still alive,” he said, throwing a 
steak at Ammit, her crocodile jaws snapping it from the 
air before she turned around, showing her 
hippopotamus hindquarters as she lay down to enjoy 
her snack. 
 
“What would a death deity know about being alive?” 
Set asked and stood straight, pain forgotten as he 
sneered at Anubis. 
 
“At least I’m not wearing pink.” He looked pointedly at 
Set’s suit. The god of disorder became as red as the 
colour he was usually known by. Clearly, the mortals 
were rebranding him. Again. 
 
“Smug. That’s unbecoming,” Horus said. “I–” 
 
He was cut off by a ghost appearing before them on the 
back of a harpy, of all things. She snapped her beak in 
the direction of the eagle-headed Horus. 
 
“Anubis,” the ghost said, looking up from an electronic 
tablet to the black-clad god before him. “And other 
gods,” he added when he saw the other occupants of 
the room. “You are no longer needed to fill the role of 
funeral god, death escort, etcetera.” He squinted at the 
other gods. “And you lot aren’t required to do whatever 
it is you do.” He looked back at Anubis. “Your job has 
been outsourced to a no-name brand. It’s cheaper. And 
no one really cares about your brand anymore – just 
price.” 
 
“And if I refuse?” Anubis asked. 
 



 201 

“We can’t stop you, of course, but competition will be 
stiff. No pun intended. There are many others who will 
do the job without the…” He gestured to the Hall of 
Judgement, the Scales of Ma’at and Ammit. “Theatrics. 
Sign here that you’ve received this message.” He held 
out the tablet. “With your finger.” 
 
Anubis shrugged and signed the line. “Good day.” 
 
With a flash and the acrid smell of burning feathers, the 
ghost and harpy disappeared. 
 
“The nerve! Doesn’t he know how important we are?” 
Horus yelled and slammed his fist into a pillar. 
 
“He didn’t even recognise us…” Set said with a hitch in 
his voice. 
 
“I’m in charge here and he only spoke to the dog,” 
Osiris added, seething. 
 
“Jackal,” Anubis corrected automatically. 
 
“Impudence!” 
 
Anubis looked at the three gods waning in power year 
after year, yet clinging to their titles. He looked around 
the Hall of Judgement, noting the empty seats of 
forgotten gods. 
 
“I’m out of here.” 
 
“What?” All three stopped hurling various insults at 
him. 
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“Seeing as I’m no longer needed – and you lot don’t 
want me around anyway – I’m going on a well-deserved 
break.” 
 
“You can’t!” 
 
“We have an obligation to protect the Duat!” 
 
“What about duty and honour?” 
 
Anubis held up a hand. “You’ve told me since the 
Middle Kingdom that I’m nothing more than a tour 
guide. You lot can keep doing whatever it is you do.” 
 
With that, Anubis turned his back on them and walked 
away into the darkness of the Duat, changing his jackal 
head into something more acceptable for the human 
realm. 
 
 

*** 
 

 
Anubis stretched out on a deckchair beneath an 
umbrella, his skin slathered in sunscreen to protect it 
from Ra’s rays that he hadn’t felt in millennia. His 
sunglasses matched his black board shorts. The sight of 
the fruity umbrella drink in his hand made him grin as 
he thought about what the reactions of the other gods 
would be if they saw him. 
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He felt relaxed. The waves crashing gently on the sandy 
beach made him sleepy. For the first time in forever, he 
didn’t have to worry about anything. 
 
The smell of something delicious in the air made his 
stomach grumble. He opened his eyes and looked 
around for the source. He couldn’t see where the scent 
of smoked meat came from – gorgeous mortals of every 
colour, shape and size surrounded him, drinking fruity 
umbrella drinks – so he stood up, following his nose and 
stomach. 
 
He weaved through the mortals sipping their drinks, 
playing beach games without him – he had had his fill 
already – and seducing new playmates. He had never 
been accused of being fun-loving, sensual or easy-going. 
Now it wouldn’t be so much of an accusation as a 
statement of fact. In all the millennia he’d been around 
– serving the dead and keeping peace among the gods, 
old and new – he had never taken time off from work. 
Never. Even the social gatherings he had attended had 
been about work: he socialised with death deities from 
other pantheons to stay up-to-date on the latest trends 
among mortals and thus stay relevant. Something the 
others refused to do… 
 
He cut off that train of thought. There! 
 
A wood and palm leaf hut stood on the fringe of the 
beach. It wasn’t as sparkly and attractive as the other 
stalls he had got various drinks from. But the smell! His 
stomach grumbled audibly. He entered the hut, 
surprised to find that part of the roof was open to allow 
Ra’s rays to illuminate the space. 
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“Can I help you?” an old woman asked him, her sharp 
eyes quickly taking his measure as he came to a stop 
behind the counter. 
 
“A helping of whatever that delicious smell is.” 
 
She grunted and turned her back on him, doing 
something on the large table covered with various food 
stuff that he didn’t recognise. She placed a plate in front 
of him. He had never seen something so beautiful in his 
entire existence. 
 
“What is it?” 
 
She raised her eyebrows. “A bacon, cheese, tomato and 
mushroom toasted sandwich.” 
 
“Amazing!” 
 
He picked it up and took a bite. All his senses came 
alive. He had never tasted anything so scrumptious and 
sensational in, well, ever. 
 
“Wow.” 
 
She smiled, nodded and turned away. He finally 
understood what the mortals meant when they said 
they missed the taste of food the most in the afterlife. 
 
Three sandwiches later, he left for the beach party. 
Shirtless men danced, their muscles rippling with each 
movement, for the entertainment of all. Someone 
offered him a tray full of various shooters – he downed 
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two. People were cheering and laughing. He felt the 
infectious pull of the party raging around him. He 
allowed a woman to pull off his shirt – he knew that his 
defined shape made even the eye candy on the dance 
floor look merely okay. 
 
Thoughts about previous centuries and parties tried to 
force their way to the fore. He concentrated on the cool 
evening air, the music, the mortal in his arms and the 
other things making up that moment. He was alive. He 
was on a permanent vacation. He didn’t have a worry in 
this world. 
 
He breathed in the perfume of mortals and the human 
realm before giving in to the pull on his senses. 
 

*** 
 
The days blurred together. What had been fun and 
exciting became terribly dull. Anubis even missed the 
bickering of Osiris, Horus and Set. He shivered. That was 
not a feeling he ever thought he would have. 
 
He enjoyed the avocado toast he was having for lunch 
in his favourite hut under the watchful gaze of the only 
constant in his life: the wonderful grandmotherly Fey. 
She made sure he ate a variety of food and not just 
bacon sandwiches. 
 
But even bacon, the crispy, delicious meat that made 
life worth living, wasn’t as good as the first time he had 
tasted it. The sun was losing its brilliance, the mortals 
their appeal and… His head shot up. 
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He looked at the sun. It was losing brilliance. He 
stepped into the first layers of the Duat, becoming 
invisible to mortals, changing his appearance back to 
the jackal-headed god, and observed his surroundings. 
 
Ra was alone in the sky; no one else had travelled with 
him for protection on his barque. And he was battling 
part of the giant Snake of Chaos. Alone! 
 
Anubis looked out at the ocean. There! The snake was 
coiled in the water, rearing its head in the sky at Ra. 
 
“Idiots!” 
 
Part of him felt more alive at the realisation that the 
world might end than he had felt in a very, very long 
time. Another part of him was seething at the hubris 
and stupidity of others that had brought his vacation to 
an end. 
 
Anubis pulled his potion kit from the recesses of the 
Duat. Acacia twigs and bark, scarab shells, rose oil and 
an ostrich feather – the symbol of Ma’at. 
 
He crushed the acacia and shells together, then 
sprinkled the oil over it while intoning a spell and 
waving the feather. 
 
“What are you playing at, Anubis?” 
 
He looked up at the great crocodile god, Sobek. Others 
from the water realm surrounded him. 
 
“Take a look for yourself.” 
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He continued with the spell. 
 
“What in the name of the pharaohs…?” 
 
Anubis rolled his eyes while continuing the spell. He 
didn’t have time for Sobek’s outrage. 
 
“Why are you intoning a war-protection spell, Anubis?” 
Isis asked. 
 
Anubis merely pointed at the sky. 
 
“Oh, dear. Sobek! Stop your blustering and marshal 
your troops for an aquatic attack.” 
 
He felt her hand on his shoulder. “Keep at it. I’ll rally the 
rest to protect our world.” 
 
He nodded and she left. Though Isis could be petty, 
haughty and power hungry, she was also loyal. And 
fiercely protective over what she considered hers. 
 
His potion ingredients were smoking. He knew it 
wouldn’t be long before the spell was complete – and 
he was bound to it until the conclusion of the battle. 
But if that was what was necessary to protect the 
world, he would happily offer his very essence to save 
Ma’at from the destruction of Chaos. 
 
He looked at the battle raging in the ocean and sky. 
Three gods were conspicuous in their absence. 
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He pulled a crook and flail set from his potion kit along 
with red clay and a hawk feather. Adding his own blood 
to the mixture and the smoking spell, he waved the 
feather of Ma’at and a shining hieroglyph burst into 
flaming existence, the two potions disappearing in 
smoke as the hieroglyph faded. 
 
“Why would you do that?” 
 
He glared at Osiris, Horus and Set as they watched the 
fading hieroglyph forlornly. 
 
“Go and fight alongside Lord Ra against the 
abomination!” The way they looked at him – with fear 
and awe – would have felt great millennia ago. At that 
moment, it merely irked him. “Now!” 
 
Horus turned into a hawk and flew into the sky. Set 
whistled and a monstrous beast – the Set animal – 
appeared and took him to the barque in the sky. Osiris 
stepped into the shadows of the Duat with Anubis and 
they appeared next to their king and the Snake of 
Chaos. 
 
“You will not win, Apep!” Anubis yelled as he stopped 
the snake from beheading Ra. 
 
The barque shook as the snake coiled around it. 
 
Horus, still in hawk form, pecked at Apep’s eyes. They 
could all hear the snake scream in anguish inside their 
heads. Set and his creature clambered and clawed all 
over the snake, knives and claws catching Ra’s light as 
they gashed through the scales to the exposed body 
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beneath. Osiris fought the snake’s head with his crook 
and flail. Anubis would’ve called it impressive if he 
wasn’t so enraged. As it was, only the sweeping gashes 
on the snake, left behind by Ra’s sunlight and staff, 
impressed him. 
 
But it wasn’t enough. 
 
He looked down at the rest of the pantheon fighting 
against the chaos emanating from the snake’s body. He 
could feel the effects of Chaos against his protection 
spell. Deep within the Duat, where the very tip of the 
snake’s tail still rested between the forces of Ma’at and 
Chaos, he could see a vortex of destruction. 
 
It had to end. 
 
He took out the ostrich feather and the last of the rose 
oil. He poured the oil over the feather, ignited the 
symbols of Ma’at and courage with Ra’s light – then 
swallowed it. 
 
He inhaled through his nose, feeling Order, courage and 
power surge through him. He released the power over 
death he kept locked up inside. 
 
And the dead rose from the Duat. 
 
“Attack the Destroyer!” he ordered. 
 
The dead obeyed. They gnawed at the snake’s body, 
scratched, kicked, punched and attacked with any 
weapon they could – including each other’s body parts. 
Some were merely skeletons, others were ghosts, more 
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took on the form of decaying corpses, while the 
mummified from millennia past looked terrifying in 
their tomb-best. The snake flickered in and out of 
existence under the swarm of millennia’s’ worth of the 
dead. 
 
He felt himself shiver. 
 
“Anubis!” Ra shook his shoulder. “Stop it! This is not 
your battle to fight alone!” 
 
Though the words made sense, they were vague against 
the power coursing through him. His mouth tasted 
metallic, like gold and other precious metals– 
 
Water splashed his face. 
 
“Enough.” 
 
He shook his head. Charon stood before him like a 
shadow, floating on his own boat on a current of one of 
the rivers of Hades. He looked even more emaciated 
than ever, his dark eyes pools of the abyss so close to 
Ra’s rays. 
 
“You are leeching my dead! Not cool.” 
 
The water dripping into Anubis’s mouth tasted old. 
 
“What was that?” 
 
“Oh, water from the River Styx. Relax! It only affects 
those from the Greek pantheon – and mortals.” 
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“Nice segue, but what about the current threat?” 
 
“Let me deal with it,” Ra said and rejoined the fight. 
 
The Snake of Chaos was at a loss as to whom he should 
be fighting. When Ra smacked him over the head with 
his staff, the snake recoiled and fell back into the depths 
of the Duat without further struggle. 
 
“Until next time, Ra!” Apep hissed as all traces of him 
disappeared. 
 
“Charon, would you like to do the honours?” Anubis 
asked. 
 
“Sure.” He whistled and black dogs appeared, chasing 
the dead back to their respective afterlives. “Yeah, you 
can explain to her why we needed her pets,” Charon 
said before sailing away. 
 
Anubis hoped that the Keeper of the Veil didn’t come 
calling… He would hate to have to tell her what he had 
done to save everyone. She wasn’t one for breaking 
rules – or allowing others to borrow her precious grims. 
 
“Time for the sun to set. You four, come with me,” Ra 
said to Anubis and the three gods who had taken so 
long to join the battle. 
 
“That was an exciting day!” Set said as they sailed into 
the Duat and into the first room of night. 
 
Horus and Osiris joined in celebrating their victory. 
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“You idiots!” Anubis exploded. “Why in the name of all 
the pharaohs would you leave Lord Ra unprotected?” 
 
The three of them looked at Ra, but the sun god was 
staring off to the banks of the river. 
 
“You heard that ghost: we weren’t needed anymore,” 
Osiris explained. 
 
“Just because someone else can do your job, doesn’t 
mean you should let them!” Anubis could feel his blood 
boil. 
 
“You’re one to talk. You went off on vacation the 
moment you could,” Horus said and kicked at a splinter 
on the deck. 
 
“Because there truly were others to take up the slack! 
Charon from the Greek pantheon and I had made a 
deal: I take vacation for the next decade and then we’ll 
switch. We weren’t going to let our charges go to the 
‘no-name brand’ guides just because they could!” 
 
“But you left,” Set said in his most petulant voice. 
 
“Because you were constantly having a go at me. I 
needed a break.” 
 
“But–” 
 
“Enough,” Ra said from his throne in the middle of the 
barque. “He is much older, much wiser and much more 
popular with the mortals than any of you are. Yet 
you’ve disrespected him from the moment of your 
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existence. Enough. He has had the sense to make 
himself remembered by the mortals through the ages, 
understanding that he needed to remind them of his 
existence and power. What have you done? Nothing. 
Look at your disgraceful pigeon beak, Horus! And the 
pink of your outfit, Set. Not to mention the various 
shades of your skin, Osiris.” 
 
The three of them had the decency to look ashamed of 
themselves. Quiet enfolded them as they left the first 
room of night and entered the second. Anubis felt his 
chest expand at the knowledge that someone had taken 
notice of his hard work. Rapids made them stay on 
guard, just in case agents of Chaos decided to have 
another go at Ra. 
 
Adrenaline rushed through Anubis and he felt the after-
effects of the day’s battle burn through him. He had 
known that the spells he had done were risky, but he 
had done them anyway. He tasted ash. He caught Ra’s 
gaze on him. 
 
“You need rest in a place of power,” the king of the 
gods spoke into his mind. “Maybe that nice, yet 
disturbing tomb filled with mummified canines?”  
 
Anubis inclined his head. He knew that the best place, 
besides a great funeral in New Orleans, to restore his 
essence was a place humans had built to honour him. 
 
The rapids decreased until the river became smooth 
once more. The barque veered off course to the side 
and they drew up to the riverbank. 
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“You may go, Anubis. These three have much to learn, 
and we have all night.” 
 
“Thank you, Lord Ra.” Anubis bowed and stepped into 
the shadows that led him to other places in the Duat. 
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Asterion rested his head in his hands as he stared at the 
plain silver goblet on the table in front of him. The 
golden liquid it contained swirled, clearly of magical 
origin. 
 
“Are you going to drink it?” asked the greying Hathor, 
the cow-headed Egyptian goddess of love, festivity and 
motherhood. 
 
Asterion glared at the goblet his father had given him. 
“What if it’s not a painkiller?” 
 
Of late, Asterion’s arthritis had been causing him great 
pain, but why would his father care? Why would his 
father, the first King of Crete, son of Zeus and Europa, 
the demigod Minos, suddenly start caring now? 
 
“Surely he wouldn’t dare drug you here, in Greenkeep? 
We all signed an agreement before being allowed to 
retire here, remember?” Hathor reminded him. 
 
“He would be kicked out – sent to the Underworld,” 
added Chac Chel, the Mayan goddess of birth and 
creation, death and destruction. 
 
“Only if he’s caught,” Asterion muttered. 
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“How could he not be caught?” asked Hathor. “Apsu 
and Tiamat see everything. They would know.” Her 
slender body began to morph into full cow form in 
irritation at her friend’s paranoia. It took a few seconds 
before she regained control, keeping only the cow’s 
head, as she preferred. 
 
“Looks like it’s getting harder for you to control that,” 
commented Chac Chel, sarcasm lacing her voice. 
 
Hathor snapped, “I can control my shapeshifting 
perfectly well, thank you very much! At least I don’t 
stink up the place!” She referred to her frenemy’s 
recent loss of control over her bowels. 
 
Chac Chel opened her mouth to respond, but a 
coughing fit stopped her. The ancient, but still-powerful 
goddess slammed a paw on the table, her spotted 
jaguar ears flat against her head. 
 
“Really?” Asterion asked, his soft, gentle voice belying 
his tremendous size and supernatural power, even at 
his ripe old age. “You two are going to have a go at each 
other now? When I’m about to be poisoned or drugged 
or… something.” 
 
The two goddesses had the grace to look guilty and 
apologetic. 
 
Asterion sighed. “It’s not like I don’t have reason to be 
suspicious of this.” He gestured to the goblet. “When 
has my father ever been kind to me? Why start now? 
What if it’s the same drug he gave me when I was a 
child?” 
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Long ago, before their retirement to Greenkeep, a 
retirement home for deities, King Minos had drugged 
Asterion and imprisoned him in a maze from which 
there was no escape – or so the King of Crete had 
thought. His father had insisted that the bull-headed 
demigod to whom his wife had given birth could not 
possibly be his offspring; Asterion was far too hideous 
and looked nothing like him. The drugs had induced a 
blind rage in Asterion, rendering him bloodthirsty and 
ravenous. 
 
Although he was commonly known as a ‘bull-headed 
monster’ – or the Minotaur – Asterion was actually a 
gentle soul. The memory of all those he had killed and 
eaten while in his drug-induced rage often had him 
retching late at night when he was alone with his 
thoughts. Not only that, but his father had started a 
rumour that he was ‘not incredibly bright’ and it had 
stuck. Even here, in the retirement home, everyone 
treated him as if he was dim-witted; something he 
hadn’t bothered to prove wrong, because he felt he 
deserved some sort of punishment for all the murders 
he had committed. 
 
Thor, the Norse god of thunder, had been 
eavesdropping at the next table. “Give it to someone 
else to drink.” He displayed a gap-toothed grin and his 
last, thin patch of grey hair fell across his blue eyes as 
he guffawed. 
 
Chac Chel’s twisted serpent headdress almost fell off as 
she swivelled to scowl at Thor. “Mind your own 
business, you old fart!” 
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“Look who’s talking,” Thor scoffed as he got up to leave. 
 
Asterion picked up the goblet and turned to throw the 
contents into a nearby flowerpot. 
 
Hathor stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Seriously, 
Asterion, even if he wanted to, he knows he would 
never get away with it. He wouldn’t dare.” 
 
Asterion’s arthritis-twisted fingers cramped and he put 
down the goblet. 
 
Centeotl, the Aztec god of maize, hobbled over to their 
table and sat down, the maize cob sprouting from his 
headdress flapping limply with each movement of his 
head. 
 
Asterion tried not to glare at the intrusion. The last 
thing he was in the mood for right now was a crazy old 
coot who thought he was still on ‘active duty’, 
constantly trying to grow maize everywhere – including 
in other residents’ beds and showers. Still, he was a 
sweet old god, hardly ever grumpy, and Asterion liked 
him despite all this. 
 
“What are we talking about?” asked Centeotl. 
 
Chac Chel gestured to the silver goblet. “Trying to figure 
out if this is poison or a painkiller.” She gave him a 
knowing look. “Asterion’s father gave it to him.” 
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Centeotl stroked his wrinkled chin with bony fingers, 
then his watery blue eyes lit up. “Apis! Oh Apis! Here 
boy!” 
 
An old black bull dragged his feet over to the group. The 
deity could easily have been mistaken for a normal bull, 
save for his super-thick tail, the white triangle on his 
forehead, the image of a vulture with outstretched 
wings on his back, and the crescent moon shape on his 
right flank. Before dementia had claimed his mind, Apis 
had been the most highly regarded bull deity in Ancient 
Egypt, representing the balance of the universe and 
eternity itself. 
 
Hathor’s emerald-green eyes narrowed into slits. “What 
do you want with my son, Centeotl?” Just the previous 
week, the ‘Maize Cob Lord’ had tried to grow maize 
from someone’s ears. 
 
Apis licked his mother’s hand affectionately, briefly 
displaying the scarab-shaped mark under his tongue. He 
turned to Centeotl, mouth wide in an innocent smile. 
 
So fast that not even Hermes, the fastest of the Greek 
gods, would have been able to stop him, Centeotl 
snatched up the silver goblet and poured its contents 
into the bull’s open mouth. Apis swallowed greedily. 
 
Horror temporarily immobilised Asterion. 
 
Time seemed to stand still, and then Hathor knocked 
the goblet from Centeotl’s hand. Very little of the liquid 
remained to spill onto the tiled floor, Asterion noted, 
his gut clenching in fear for the bull. 
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Morphing into full cow form, Hathor angrily stamped 
her hoof on Centeotl’s foot. “What have you done?” she 
half-shrieked, half-mooed, unable to fully control her 
voice in her anger. 
 
“Owwww!” yelped the god of maize. “What was that 
for?” 
 
“Hang on a second…” Asterion gave Hathor a narrow-
eyed stare. “You were just trying to convince me that it 
can’t be poison, so what are you so worried about?” 
 
Hathor’s shoulders slumped. Her voice unnaturally high-
pitched, she said, “But he’s my son!” As if that explained 
it all. 
 
She morphed back into her cow-headed human form 
and wrapped her arms around Apis. 
 
Asterion clasped his hands over his head and stared at 
Apis. “Well, for his sake, I hope it really was a 
painkiller.” 
 

*** 
 
The group watched Apis for just on two hours – with the 
exception of Centeotl, who had been banished to his 
room after trying to grow maize from Chac Chel’s 
butthole. The Mayan goddess had been emphatically 
unimpressed. 
 
They had moved to the gardens about an hour ago, and 
Asterion sat hunched at the pond’s edge examining his 
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reflection. As old and ailing as he was, he still presented 
a formidable figure. Though arthritis stooped him a bit, 
the fur on his bull’s head was just as brown as the day 
he’d been born. Despite the arthritis, he looked strong. 
He was strong. 
 
Hathor’s panicked voice snapped him out of his 
thoughts. “He’s awake!” 
 
Asterion rose to his feet and strode over to Hathor and 
Chac Chel, who were kneeling on the grass next to Apis, 
who had been napping. The bull’s brown eyes were 
rolled back in his head and the poor thing took long, 
gasping breaths as if struggling to breathe. 
 
“What’s happening?” Hathor asked. “Is it poison?” 
 
Asterion’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe. How must I know?” 
 
“You have experience with that sort of thing!” she 
snapped. 
 
His lips curled down in irritation. “It would help if 
Asclepius would hurry up,” he grumbled, ignoring her 
insult. 
 
They had summoned Asclepius, the Greek god of 
healing, an hour and a half ago. The ancient demigod 
should have arrived ages ago. No doubt he had 
forgotten he’d been summoned. 
 
Without warning, Apis sprang to his feet and dashed off 
past the nearby rose bushes. When he saw they were 
following him, he stopped and turned back, stamped a 
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hoof and bared his teeth. His snarl stopped them in 
their tracks. Apis had never been known to be 
aggressive. Not ever. 
 
Hathor strode up to him, as determined and fearless as 
only a mother could be under the circumstances, and 
grabbed him by both horns, forcing his head up to look 
at her. “You must wait for Asclepius! We think you have 
been pois–” 
 
Apis twisted his horns from her grasp and bit her, then 
gave her a glare and trotted off haughtily, his head held 
high, as if he’d had every right to bite his mother. 
 
“He bit me!” Hathor squeaked, gaping at her bleeding 
hand in astonishment. 
 
Asterion felt ill at the sight of the blood, even though 
Hathor’s hand wasn’t bleeding all that much. It was 
clear that Apis had not wanted to actually hurt her. 
 
Hathor pointed a shaky finger at Asterion. “This is your 
fault!” 
 
He gawked at her. “What? How is it my fault?” 
 
She opened her mouth, then, seemingly at a loss for 
words, stomped off, probably to find Apis. 
 
Chac Chel and Asterion watched her leave, then the 
Mayan goddess said, “We should go and see what’s 
keeping Asclepius.” 
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They found the god of healing in the gymnasium, using 
toilet rolls as hand weights. Sweat beaded his brow, as 
if the toilet rolls were heavy. 
 
“Minotaur!” Asclepius enthused when he saw them. 
 
Asterion flinched. He hated the name Minotaur. 
 
With great care, Asclepius added the two toilet rolls to 
the stack of hand weights piled against the wall. 
“Shew,” he gasped as he straightened. He looked 
Asterion up and down. “Looking good, Minotaur!” 
 
Asterion grated, “Stop calling me that.” 
 
Asclepius seemed surprised. “But it’s your name.” 
 
“My name is Asterion.” 
 
The god of healing shook his head. “But King Minos calls 
you Minotaur.” 
 
Asterion bared his teeth. “He hasn’t been king for a long 
time.” 
 
Asclepius shrugged. 
 
Chac Chel got to the point. “Apis has been poisoned. 
We need you to heal him.” 
 
Asclepius stared at her as if noticing her for the first 
time. “Who would want to poison that sweet old bull?” 
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“The poison was meant for me,” Asterion said. “Apis 
drank it.” 
 
Asclepius’ jaw dropped. “So that’s what King Minos 
meant when he said he was going to get rid of you!” 
 
“What else could he have possibly meant?” Asterion 
shouted. “And you didn’t think to warn me?” 
 
“He said he was going to give you a drug to anger you, 
so you would act in a way that got you kicked out of 
Greenkeep.” The demigod shrugged again. “It wasn’t 
like he was plotting your death.” 
 
Asterion clenched his hands. “No, just the death of 
others.” 
 
Chac Chel asked, “Do you really not know Asterion’s 
history?” 
 
Asclepius shook his head. 
 
Chac Chel said, “Long story short, Minos gave this drug 
to Asterion when he was just a child. It turned him into 
a mindless monster.” 
 
Asterion winced as his nails dug into his palms. 
 
“He killed everyone who came near him. It only stopped 
when the mortal warrior Theseus conspired with 
Asterion’s sister, Ariadne, to help him escape the maze 
in which Minos had imprisoned him.” 
 
“My, my, that’s not how I heard it,” Asclepius said. 
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“Let me guess!” Asterion snapped. “My father told you 
that I am not his son, but rather the son of a bull, and 
that I turned mad and dangerous as I grew older, and he 
was ‘forced’ to trap me in that blasted maze for safety 
reasons!” 
 
“Well, that too,” Asclepius admitted, “but I’m talking 
about Theseus – I thought he killed you?” 
 
Asterion growled at him. “Clearly not, huh!” 
 
That was the story they had spread so that Asterion 
could live out the rest of his days in peace. In reality, he 
had died naturally of ancient age, in his sleep, after 
which he had been offered the choice of ‘retiring’ to 
Greenkeep or joining the other deities in Valhalla, as the 
Norse called it. 
 
Chac Chel cleared her throat. “Back to the point of our 
visit… We need you to heal Apis.” 
 
Asclepius turned to leave the gym and they followed. 
 
“I don’t do that stuff anymore. I’m retired.” 
 
“But you can still do it, can’t you?” Chac Chel persisted. 
“You want to help the ‘sweet old bull’, don’t you?” 
 
“Sweet!” Asclepius spat. “That thing stepped on my 
toes the other day! It still hurts!” He began to limp as 
they entered the rec room. 
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The demigod was losing his marbles… or had already 
lost them, most likely. 
 
“You like Hathor, don’t you?” asked Asterion, 
remembering how Asclepius had been making eyes at 
her recently. 
 
“Of course. She’s never stepped on my toes.” 
 
Asterion wasn’t sure if he meant that literally or 
figuratively. 
 
“Well, Apis is her son and she wants him healed. So will 
you do it?” 
 
Asclepius gave an exaggerated sigh. “Okay fine. If it will 
make Hathor happy.” 
 

*** 
 
They found Apis dozing in a far corner of the garden, 
Hathor watching over him – from a distance. 
 
Asclepius examined the black bull and then sat back on 
his haunches with a smile. “Good news. Because he’s 
full bull and not just half bull like you, Minotaur, he 
hasn’t been affected the same way. He was never in any 
danger of killing anyone. It just made him exceptionally 
grumpy and all that the poor thing wanted was to be 
left alone.” 
 
“Why do you insist on calling me that?” Asterion 
growled. 
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Asclepius raised two fingers in a peace sign. “Old habits. 
Just old habits.” 
 
Hathor glowered. “Minos will pay for this.” 
 
She turned to leave, but Asterion stopped her. 
 
“Wait,” he said. “What if we don’t tell my father that 
Apis drank the drug instead of me?” 
 
“Why would we do that?” asked Chac Chel. 
 
“So that we can teach him a lesson.” 
 
“I can teach him a lesson without lying,” Hathor said. 
 
“He will forget a beating. He’s thick-skinned like that. I 
have an idea that will teach him a lesson he will never 
forget.” Asterion grinned. “We will need Anubis and Ah 
Puch, and Anansi, and some of the other gods we don’t 
usually associate with, and a very special type of 
sleeping drug.” 
 
“He is too clever to be tricked,” said Chac Chel. 
 
“We will see about that.” Asterion’s grin widened. 
 

*** 
 
“Help! Help!” 
 
Minos, first King of Crete, looked up from the book he 
was reading as Thor raced into his room. 
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“What is going on?” Minos asked, rising unsteadily from 
his armchair and taking off his reading glasses. 
 
Eavesdropping outside the room, Asterion could hear 
the barely contained hint of glee in his father’s voice – 
the old god thought his drug must have kicked in and 
the Minotaur was once again on the rampage, for why 
else would the mighty Thor be shouting for help? 
Despite his great age and myriad health ailments, the 
Norse god of thunder still retained much of his power 
and was surely still a force to be reckoned with. 
 
Thor ran his hand through what little remained of his 
shoulder-length blond hair. “It’s… It’s Asterion! He’s 
gone mad!” 
 
Asterion could sense the grin that must want to escape 
his father’s lips. 
 
“We’re all a little mad here,” Minos commented. 
 
“He’s killing everyone!” 
 
“I told them this would happen,” Minos said knowingly. 
“What else could possibly be the outcome when you 
retire a bloodthirsty animal in the company of gods?” 
 
“You must stop him!” Thor begged, putting on a good 
show. 
 
“How exactly do you expect me to do that?” 
 
In on the charade, two stick-thin goddesses raced past 
the door shrieking. Moments later, the African spider 



 229 

god, Anansi, stumbled into the room. Being not only a 
trickster god, but also the god of stories, Anansi would 
be quite competent at acting out a story – and Asterion 
had given him a good one. 
 
In the form of a spider with a human face, Anansi 
staggered around the room like a drunken man, 
knocking over a lamp on a nearby side table. There was 
a nasty ‘wound’ just beneath his face, with plenty of 
‘ripped flesh’ for good effect, and most of his hairy body 
was wet with ‘blood’. 
 
“This is your fault!” the spider god gasped. “I know 
what…” He wheezed and coughed up ‘blood’. “…You 
did…” He clutched his ‘wound’ with two hands and 
flailed another four dramatically, knocking some 
magazines off the coffee table as he lurched around on 
only two legs. “…To your son…” 
 
On cue, Asterion bellowed, so loud that the windows 
vibrated. He let out a fierce snarl, took a deep breath, 
raised his head high and charged into the room. His 
eyes fixed on Anansi as if he didn’t even see his father 
and Thor, and, quick as lightning, he lowered his head 
and impaled the spider on his sharp horns – an excellent 
illusion on the trickster god’s part. Asterion shook his 
head and the spider was flung from his horns to land in 
a tangled heap at Minos’ feet. 
 
Anansi clutched Minos’ bony ankle. “You will pay for 
this,” he said, then ‘died’ in a dramatic thrashing of legs. 
 
Asterion, acting his part as the bloodthirsty Minotaur, 
lowered his head again and charged at Minos. 
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It took mere seconds for the sleeping drug coating 
Anansi’s hand to work its magic, and Minos slumped to 
the carpet just as Asterion’s horns touched his neck. 
Luckily, Asclepius had been able to conjure a sleeping 
drug that would not affect the spider god; otherwise, 
drugging Minos without him noticing would have been 
rather difficult, if not impossible. 
 
Anubis, Egyptian god of the dead, and Ah Puch, Mayan 
god of the dead, entered the room chuckling. Hathor 
and Chac Chel followed a moment later. Hathor looked 
smug. 
 
“That went down better than I expected,” commented 
the jackal-headed Anubis, baring his sharp teeth in a 
grin. 
 
“Can we get on with it?” Ah Puch grumbled. “I have 
things to do.” 
 
Anansi rose on all eight legs, no longer unsteady. “I 
haven’t had this much fun in… well, since I arrived at 
Greenkeep, actually.” 
 
Ah Puch cleared his throat in annoyance. 
 
Anansi weaved intricate patterns in the air with his legs. 
As his illusion took hold, the room shimmered and took 
on the appearance of an underground passage – a 
maze, to be specific. Just like the one in which Minos 
had imprisoned Asterion when his son was just a child. 
To complete his illusion, Anansi made all but Anubis and 
Ah Puch invisible to Minos’ eyes. 
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“There, that should do it.” The spider god beamed. 
 
A few minutes later, Minos groaned and came to. His 
eyes widened as he recalled that he had been gored by 
the Minotaur, and a gaunt hand shot up to his neck. His 
fear turned to confusion when he felt no wound, then 
back to fear as he looked up and saw where he was. 
 
“No…” the old demigod whispered. “It cannot be…” 
 
Ah Puch cleared his throat. He presented a terrifying 
figure. His belly, grossly bloated despite his skeletal 
form, wobbled from side to side as he approached to 
tower over the cowering Minos. The Mayan god of 
death was the epitome of decay, with sizeable black 
spots covering most of his body, which appeared to be 
in various stages of rot. 
 
“You know where you are,” Ah Puch stated, his tone 
conversational, as if he was advising that tea was about 
to be served. “You are dead – again – and this is your 
punishment for trying to get your son kicked out of 
Greenkeep. Do you know how many residents he 
killed?” 
 
Minos took a deep breath. “I did not think anyone 
would die. He’s so old now… I thought he would only 
break a few things, get kicked out, and then I wouldn’t 
have to see him ever again.” 
 
“Well,” said Anubis, stepping from the shadows. “Even 
the best-laid plans can go wrong…” 
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Minos’ lips twisted in anger. “How dare you? I don’t 
belong here! I am King Minos, first King of–” 
 
“You are king of nothing!” interrupted Ah Puch. 
 
Anubis added, “We, gods of the dead, will decide where 
you belong!” 
 
Minos tried to rise to his feet, but sank back when 
Anubis gave him a fierce snarl. 
 
Ah Puch said, “You have been judged. Your punishment 
is to remain here, in the maze you had Daedalus create, 
eternally hunted by the savage monster you created.” 
 
The Minotaur’s angry roar echoed up and down the 
stone passage. 
 
Anubis smirked. “Better start running.” 
 

*** 
 
Asterion and his cohorts watched in mirth as Minos 
hurtled through the retirement home – to his eyes, 
passages in the maze. In his mind-numbing fear of the 
Minotaur, Minos did not even seem to notice that he 
was stumbling over and bumping into things he could 
not see. The King of Nothing tripped over Apis, who was 
dozing in a corner of the rec room. Startled awake, the 
old black bull bellowed. At the sound, Minos screamed 
a rather ungodly scream and ran straight into Tiamat, 
who had come to see what the uproar was about. The 
Mesopotamian creator goddess and part-owner of 
Greenkeep hated noise. 
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Tiamat’s bright blue eyes flashed in indignation as she 
was almost bowled over. She steadied herself on a 
nearby table, patted down her rippling cobalt dress and 
straightened her pitch-black hair. Probably the oldest of 
all of them, she looked the youngest, Asterion thought 
with envy. 
 
“Minos!” Tiamat snapped. “What has got into you?” 
 
Minos stepped back… onto Apis’ long, fluffy tail. Apis bit 
him on his scrawny ankle. A dark patch spread between 
Minos’ legs and he whimpered, then whipped around 
and charged out of the rec room – via the closed French 
doors leading to the garden. The glass doors shattered 
as he broke through, spraying anyone unfortunate 
enough to be in the vicinity. 
 
Tiamat shook glass from her hair. “Apsu!” she 
thundered. 
 
Her companion and co-owner of Greenkeep, the 
Mesopotamian creator god Apsu, appeared in a flash of 
turquoise light. 
 
“I cannot tolerate this!” Tiamat yelled. “Just look!” She 
swept out her arm to show the chaotic state of the rec 
room and the broken French doors, then pointed 
outside at Minos, who raced around a rose bush and 
back towards the building as if his life depended on it. “I 
always knew he was the aggressive one and not his 
Minotaur son, poor thing. That’s why he hated being 
retired to the same place as Asterion; he was scared his 
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secret would come out. And now look at the chaos he 
has caused!” Her pretty face darkened. “He has to go.” 
 
Apsu’s dark blue fringe fell across his face as he nodded. 
“Consider it done, my dear.” 
 
Relief flooded Asterion. His father would be sent to the 
Underworld. Minos would get his wish – a wish shared 
by both father and son, Minotaur and first King of Crete: 
to never lay eyes on the other again. 


