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      “Would you just stop, already?” I hissed softly, flummoxed with the object of my ire.

      A nurse who’d been typing away at her station up the hall stood and leaned over the counter. I held my breath, pulling Gunnarson’s invisibility cloak around myself quickly enough to slap the hem against my seat. The nurse’s gaze swept up and down the corridor, searching for the source of the disturbance. Seeing nothing of concern and hearing naught but the beep of heart monitors and the odd cry of babes signaling their own personal feeding time, she ducked out of sight once more.

      As soon as I heard the click-clack of fingers hitting a keyboard again, I exhaled heavily. “Look,” I whispered, at an almost inaudible volume. “I don’t like this any more than you do, but I have a job to do. Since you belong to me now by rights, that means you do too. Let’s just try to be civil and get through this in one piece, shall we?”

      Gunnarson’s cloak rustled slightly, then it snapped a corner against my exposed ankle like a high school bully whipping a wet towel at another kid’s ass. I stifled a yelp, because damn it if it didn’t sting. Generally speaking, magic artifacts can pack a wallop, and the cloak was no exception. I made a mental note to toss it in a cremation kiln later. For now, it would have the last laugh, because the job I was on required that I possess true invisibility if I were to have any chance of success.

      “If I ever run into Siegfried’s ghost, me and him are going to have words,” I muttered.

      The cloak shook itself gently, as if laughing at my response to its antics. It had never liked me, since the moment I took it from its former owner. He’d inherited the damned thing, while I’d more or less looted it from Gunnarson’s corpse. The thing gave me hell at turns, tricking me into thinking it had accepted me as being worthy of possessing it, only to reveal my presence to my enemies at the worst possible times.

      What was even more frustrating was that it loved Hemi. Hell, the big Maori got along great with it, and never once did he report it failing him or giving him grief when he’d borrowed it from me. I figured the cloak was cooperating with my best friend out of spite, but then again, everyone loved Hemi. He was a likable guy.

      Once the cloak settled down, I scanned the hallway—first with my mundane sight, then in the magical spectrum. As for what I was doing in a maternity ward at three o’clock in the morning, I’d come here at Click’s insistence to get intel on Eris. He’d seemed to be in one of his more cogent and sober moods when he made his request, which was why I’d obliged him.

      Er, that was partly why I’d obliged him. The other half was that a newborn had gone missing from the hospital the night prior and Click insisted the culprit was of the supernatural persuasion. He didn’t much seem to care about the child’s disposition one way or the other; immortality tended to engender certain callous traits in a person. For a quasi-god like Click, kids went missing all the time, people died, the world turned. He didn’t mean anything by being more concerned about the mission than the collateral damage. It was just his way.

      Me, on the other hand? I wanted to get that kid back—if he was still alive. Nabbing Eris’ lackey was secondary to that goal, in my book.

      If Click’s hunch was on point, the culprit would return to the scene of the crime. Her kind tended to hunt familiar ground, and they liked easy prey. The cops who had been posted in the halls and the extra security at the hospital entrances wouldn’t stop her—nor could they, if they tried. She’d enter undetected and leave the same way, with the mundanes ne’er the wiser until they found another child gone.

      After waiting all night I’d seen neither hide nor hair of the strix, even though Click had insisted she’d be back. He had it on good authority she would, from a satyr he’d boozed with at Rocko’s joint. Go figure.

      On a whim, I renewed my sensory-enhancing cantrip, then I inhaled deeply. My sense of smell revealed nothing but the slightly bitter chemical odor of disinfectants, as well as various organic odors—blood, urine, and baby poo.

      Ew—I guess someone needs to be changed.

      I stood from the bench just long enough to check the nursery across the hall. Spotting nothing out of order in both spectrums—magical and mundane—I sank back onto my seat, softly, silently, so as not to disturb the environment and tip any lurking creatures off as to my presence.

      When it cooperated, the cloak provided as foolproof an invisibility field as could be had by magical means. Siegfried’s cloak was truly one of the most powerful magical artifacts spoken of in myth and legend. I’d been on the other side of its impressive effects when I faced Gunnarson down at his ranch a couple of years prior. Had I not recently gained a few new and very useful druid skills, I’d never have detected his presence, and I definitely would not have survived that fight.

      As long as I didn’t accidentally bump a trash can or drop something out of my pockets—and so long as the cloak didn’t arbitrarily stop working—there was no way I’d be detected. The spell it projected over the wearer completely deleted all sight, smell, and sound created by that person, and no counter-spell could penetrate the effects. The only thing I’d seen that could come close was Click’s own invisibility spell. For all I knew, he’d stolen the knowledge to cast it from the cloak’s maker. He was a trickster, after all.

      Just before I finished scanning the hallway for the hundredth time that evening, the nurse poked her head out from her station again. I froze, concerned that perhaps the cloak had decided to reveal me. But no, her gaze swept past me, down to the end of the hall where a uniformed cop stood watch, and back to the other end of the corridor where her counterpart was busy attending to a mother who’d called for assistance.

      Nothing was out of place—I could’ve told her that. Yet, something in the way the nurse’s eyes narrowed as they passed over the nursery window made me perk up. The nurse pulled her head back inside the station, then she exited her post. Rather than carrying her medical records tablet, or a medication tray, or her stethoscope, she held an odd burlap sack in her left hand.

      Trash, maybe?

      No, not likely. There was a garbage can inside their station—I’d noted it on my way into the ward. However, there was also a biohazard receptacle halfway down the hall, between where I was posted and the elevators. Maybe the bag was something she’d brought with her that had been soiled beyond its worth, and she was tossing it to save herself the trouble of washing it?

      Nope. She went right by the biohazard waste can, making a beeline for the newborn nursery. As she passed me, she paused for a moment, crinkling her nose and sniffing the air. I froze, worried she might sense me. But she continued on, entering the room where the babies slept while their mothers recovered from the ordeal of childbirth.

      Out of curiosity, I examined the burlap sack as she crossed the threshold to the room. To mundane eyes it appeared in all respects to be nothing special—a hemp drawstring bag that a person might buy to carry groceries or laundry. But to a magician’s eyes, or a druid’s, well… I certainly knew a magically expanding bag when I saw one.

      Go time it is.

      I stood, adjusting Dyrnwyn on my back and loosening the blade in its sheath as I crossed the hall. Moving with supernatural speed and grace, I checked to ensure that the spells I’d prepared earlier were still viable and waiting to be triggered. Finally, I slipped into the nursery before the door swung shut, stepping to the side as I waited to see what the nurse was about.
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        * * *

      

      To this point, I’d not taken the time to note much about the nurse, other than her presence and the fact that she hadn’t noted mine. Now, however, I examined her more closely. She stood about five-foot-seven, with brown eyes, olive skin, and a classically Greek face framed by curly brown locks pulled into a ponytail that reached to the collar of her pink scrub shirt. She was stoutly built, but not fat, with the functional figure of someone who had done physical labor most of their life.

      Until now, her movements had been smooth and quite human-like. But as she surveyed the half-dozen babies that dozed in the nursery, her mannerisms changed. Suddenly, she became more furtive, and rather than sweeping her gaze back and forth, she swung her head, ever so slowly, as she examined each crib in turn.

      Even more disturbing were her eyes, which changed color from brown to a bright, burnished orange. What really made me cringe, however, was that she stood in the center of the nursery, yet she turned her head nearly three hundred sixty degrees to take in every single bed and child in the room. Once she’d swiveled her gaze one way, she reversed course and swept it fully in the other direction, reversing again at the apex to stop at about forty-five degrees to her front. Those orange, eerie eyes rested on a single crib where a babe lay sleeping, swaddled in a light pink blankie, all snug and warm.

      The nurse shook herself like a predatory bird ruffling and settling its feathers. She stepped toward the bed she’d chosen, rocking back and forth now like one who was not accustomed to bipedal movement on flat land. When she finally stood next to the crib, she reached forth with one finger extended. A talon slowly sprouted from the end of that digit, stretching toward the babe as the imposter moved, ever so slowly, to gently hook the corner of the child’s blankets and pull them away, exposing her resting form.

      She opened her bag, and my mystical sense felt something change in the local atmosphere. I knew that feeling well, because I experienced it several times a day when I reached into my own Craneskin Bag. My Bag was likely the prototype for all other such devices in existence, and I knew quite well what it felt like when a portal into a pocket dimension opened in close proximity. It was nothing anyone might normally notice, but those sensitive to the supernatural would feel it, like a gateway to an infinite emptiness had appeared close by.

      The strix—because it was clear by now that’s who she was—hung her bag on the two corners of the frame that held the hospital crib, then she reached forward to snag the child. Having seen enough, I drew Dyrnwyn. The sword burst into brilliant white flame along its length, its natural reaction in the presence of such evil.

      Activating the weapon was more than enough to alert the strix to my presence, and she shrank away from me. Yet she couldn’t be certain as to where I stood or even the cause for her concern, since the cloak still concealed my exact location.

      The temptation to strike her down was nearly impossible to resist, but I needed to take her alive. According to Click, she knew exactly where the Apple of Discord was being kept. This was the sole lead we’d turned up during weeks of searching, and I wasn’t about to spoil it simply because the creature’s presence offended me. Instead, I extended my sword arm until the blade was within easy striking range, then I tossed the cloak’s hood back with my other hand.

      “I think that’s quite enough,” I said. The strix’s eyes darted side to side, and she crouched slightly as if ready to bolt. “Ah, ah—none of that. One flick of this blade and I’ll sever your head clean off.”

      She cocked her head, first one way then the other, as she regarded me. The movement was creepy as hell in its owlishness. Rather than tilting her head side to side, her skull rotated in place in a manner no human neck could manage.

      “Slay me and suffer the wrath of my grandsire,” she stated softly. “Even Hermes was loath to spark his ire, though he acted at the behest of Zeus himself.”

      “‘Behest’? Who talks like that?” I scoffed. She raised a single, owl-like brow. I waved away my own question, dismissing it as rhetorical rather than imperative in nature. “Never mind, don’t answer that. Frankly, I don’t care who your grandfather is—some god or other, I take it—so, don’t think I won’t cut you down and laugh about it later.”

      She pursed her lips in a manner that made them appear quite beak-like. “It seems a lot to risk for the sake of one child, hero. The enmity of Olympus is not a burden lightly taken.”

      “Again, fuck if I care. You’re not taking this kid or any other. No, what you’re going to do is march your happy ass right out of here and into that supply closet across the way at sword point. Without alerting the cops at either end of the hall, I might add.”

      “And then?” she asked in an almost amused tone.

      “Then, we have a nice little chat, after which I turn you over to Queen Maeve. I’m sure she’ll be very interested in why a minor player in the Greek pantheon decided to hunt humans in her demesne. Oh, don’t worry—she won’t kill you. But you will likely end up in her dungeons until she works out arrangements with your betters back in Greece.”

      The strix’s eyes narrowed at me. “You will regret this.”

      Without taking my eyes off her, I flicked Dyrnwyn’s white hot point at the door. “Nope, don’t think so. Now, move.”

      Just as she was about to comply, I heard the door open, followed by the sound of a female voice gasping and something heavy and plastic clattering on the floor. I took my eyes off the counterfeit nurse for a split second, long enough to see the other nurse standing in the doorway with her hands covering her mouth. By the time I looked back, the strix had abandoned her abduction attempt. She vaulted over a nearby crib toward the observation window, fleeing with all due haste.

      The witch shifted while in midair, transforming instantly from her human form into the biggest owl I’d ever seen. Her feathers were dark and dirty, her head large and out of proportion to her body, her wingspan massive, and her talons as long as daggers. With one snap of her wings, she crashed through the glass to swoop off down the hall.

      “Shit!” I hissed.

      I had the wherewithal to grab the burlap bag from the bedframe, first intending to toss it inside my own Bag, then thinking better of it. All I needed was to violate some paradox of quantum physics by placing a pocket dimension inside a pocket dimension. For all I knew, that would trigger the formation of a black hole that’d swallow the hospital and most of downtown Austin.

      Instead, I wadded it up and shoved it into my cargo pocket, then I darted around the cribs which held several now very awake and crying babies. Vaulting the window frame and avoiding the remaining bits of safety glass along the ledge, I sprinted off down the hallway after the giant owl-witch’s fleeing form.
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        * * *

      

      The strix flew down the hall and past the cop with me close on her heels—or, rather, tail feathers. The look on the cop’s face was priceless as the giant owl passed, her wingtips brushing the walls and his face as she zoomed by him. I’d pulled the hood on the cloak back up, so he couldn’t see me. That was just as well, since I’d been on APD’s radar for years, and I saw no need to associate my name and face with yet another instance of high strangeness in our city.

      As for the chase, it wasn’t going as well as I’d expected. I could move pretty damned fast when I was stealth-shifted, faster than most young ’thropes and almost as fast as a vampire. Yet once we hit a straightaway down a long hall in an adjacent ward, she began to pull away from me.

      Shit, she’s quick. No way those wings are pulling her that fast—she’s barely flapping them. Flight magic is weird.

      Carrying the sword in hand was slowing me down, so I sheathed it on the move and put on a little more steam. After gaining a step or two, I was almost in lunging range when the strix hooked a left, straight through another window. Going through the safety glass back in the nursery was one thing, but busting through an exterior window on a high rise was another. Those things were made to last, and despite what was depicted on television you couldn’t just jump through one, even with a decent running start.

      We were seven floors up, but of course I had to jump or I’d lose her. That meant shifting fully, so I pulled off the cloak, stuffing it in my Bag along with my boots, pants, and t-shirt. Doing all that while the strix widened the gap was sheer mental torture, but I’d learned over the years that buying a new wardrobe time and again sucked.

      My boots had zippered laces, my pants were loose, my belt was a quick-release riggers belt, and my t-shirt loose Lycra. I could disrobe and shift in under ten seconds, all while keeping an eye on a target, which was exactly what I did.

      Unfortunately, the cloak wasn’t large enough to keep me hidden in my full Fomorian form, and now I was exposed for all the world to see. It was late and the hall was empty, but it wouldn’t be for long. If it wasn’t one of the cops, it would be a nosy patient sticking their head out of their room, and then I’d have a situation on my hands. Before that could happen, I crawled out the window, hanging from my fingertips before kicking off the side of the building into empty space.

      This form was my most resilient, but it wasn’t without drawbacks. For one, I was huge, nearly ten feet tall and close to a half-ton. I was fairly certain that I was responsible for the rash of Bigfoot sightings in Central Texas over the previous two years, as I tended to draw attention and leave some serious indents in the dirt wherever I went.

      Also, I was ugly as sin, like a cross between Quasimodo and Mr. Hyde, with a bit of The Thing and Hellboy tossed in for good measure. My face was lopsided, my body hirsute, my back hunched, and my right arm was much thicker than the left. Look up the word “boogeyman” in the dictionary, and you’d find my picture beside it.

      I was a tank in this form, a charging rhinoceros, a juggernaut. And, man, could I take some damage. When I landed on the blacktop over seventy feet below, I dented the tarmac while suffering nary a scratch. The strix was still visible but receding rapidly in the distance, so I took off like a freight train, determined to keep her in sight.

      The advantage to following someone or something from afar is that they’ll rarely pick you out from all the background distractions. I was running through mostly empty city streets at speeds in excess of fifty miles per hour, dodging cars and cutting across backyards to avoid being seen. The strix might’ve looked back, but she’d likely thought me to be a human hunter and probably figured she’d shaken me when she busted out of that seventh-story window back at the hospital. So, she flew straight to her destination, never altering course once. That made it easy for me to follow her and keep her in sight.

      Eventually she dropped altitude and headed for the second-story windows of what looked to be an abandoned warehouse in an industrial area on the far east side of town. With any luck, she’d led me to her lair, where I’d be able to corner, capture, and question her at my leisure.

      Click hadn’t mentioned any accomplices or cohorts. No more need for stealth, then. When I reached the building, I took two bounding steps, using the momentum to leap through the window where she’d entered.

      I landed in the middle of a maze of crates and shipping containers, draped in shadow and partially blind while my eyes adjusted to the gloom. Almost immediately, I felt a sort of whoomp in my gut—more of a percussive force than something audible. Instinctively, I knew what that meant. Wards had been triggered all around the perimeter of the building, likely to lock me in while the witch sprang a trap on me.

      I glanced around, spotting her where she roosted on a stack of wooden crates that reached nearly to the roof of the warehouse. The boxes and the floor all around were littered with bones and painted with huge globs of bird shit in various shades of white, green, and brown. On closer inspection, I noticed that some of the bones were those of dogs, cats, and the like.

      Some, but not all. The others were recognizable for what they were—small human bones. Suddenly the Fomorian side of me felt very angry, and the human side more than a little sick.

      “Witch,” I growled. “You should hope to God those are fae bones around your perch.”

      “Hope to gods, you mean?” she replied in a haughty, hooting voice. “What does it matter to you, druid? And why do you choose to defend them? They’d string you up, or lock you away in some laboratory, if they knew what you were.”

      “Ah, you know who I am, then.” My deep, rumbling voice echoed within the warehouse as I spoke. “I take it you meant to lure me here?”

      The strix groomed her wing feathers with her oversized beak as she replied. “I was hired to do so, and paid well for it. My employer knew you could not resist rescuing a babe in peril.”

      “Is the child alive?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “You’ll not live long enough to find out.” She raised her head, turning it nearly all the way around before she called out toward the dark recesses of the building. “Agrios, Oreios—slay him, and bring me his head. You may do with the rest as you please.”

      “Yes, Mother,” a deep, feral voice replied from the darkness behind the strix.

      Two large figures detached themselves from the shadows, striding forward into the dim light cast by the waning moon outside. As they emerged, I noticed several details about them at once. First, they were massive, perhaps twelve feet tall. Second, they were werebears—more properly known as ursathropes. And third, they were twins.

      I recalled something from my recent study of Greek mythology and realized I was dealing with no common monsters here. These three were the original specimens of their respective kinds, cursed by the gods into their forms. Not only that, but they were descended from Ares himself, the Greek god of war.

      Just what I need, Click. Just what I fucking need.
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      Werebears are bizarre creatures—stranger than werewolves and other therianthropes. The reason I say that is because their shifted, non-human form remains so bear-like. One popular theory said the extent of their transformation was rudimentary because bears can go bipedal, and their anatomy allows them to move like humans when they want.

      However, I think it’s because ursathropes are more feral than most ’thropes. Except for wereboars, ursine shifters are about as close to nature in their personalities and habits as you could get.

      Like their animal counterparts, ursathropes tended to be solitary, but when left to their own devices they regressed toward their bestial nature. Those who wanted to integrate into society joined packs, because the influence of an alpha kept them nice and mellow. Since werebears cared little for politics and leadership, packs generally welcomed them into their ranks.

      But the loners? They were trouble. It didn’t take long for a lone bear to go mad with bloodlust, and when they did, they usually left a stack of bodies in their wake. Think “Cocaine Bear” on steroids, and you’ll have an idea of the absolute butchery a feral werebear could commit without the calming influence of an alpha to keep them in Baloo mode.

      Feral ’thropes like wereboars and werebears could endanger a pack if their tendencies got the better of them. Each pack had their own territory, and they guarded it jealously. Along with that territorialism came a protectiveness over their privacy and safety. That was probably why you didn’t see many ursathropes outside of packs, what with killing and eating humans being frowned on by the packs and all.

      In some ways I felt sorry for werebears that went feral. Ursathropes couldn’t help it; they were just acting according to their nature. Bears were solitary hunters that were used to being apex predators in the ecosystems they inhabited—it went against their programming to join a pack and submit to the will of an alpha. Doing so meant they had to suppress who they were, and that had to be a difficult thing to do.

      Not that I was making excuses for the atrocities such creatures committed—far from it. If anyone stood as proof that a shifter could overcome their own bestial nature, it was me. But it helped to understand the creatures you fought when you were a hunter. Before I became a full-fledged druid, that’s what I’d done. Finnegas and Maureen had trained me well.

      That was why I knew these were no ordinary ursathropes. Sure, the names tipped me off, but even without that info, I’d have seen it right away. What I faced were two polar bear-sized ’thropes with bodies that were just like a large kodiak or polar bear, just with longer legs and a more oblique hip angle.

      Oh, and opposable thumbs, let’s not forget that. I could see fairly well in the dark—not as good as a ’thrope or vamp, but with decent clarity—so I was also able to make out that one was nearly black, while the other’s fur was a light, almost blond-brown.

      They were obviously used to fighting together, because the black bear dropped to all fours and charged me, while the brown bear remained upright, circling around to flank me while his brother kept me occupied.

      Legend had it that their mother, who I assumed was the strix perched above, had been cursed by Aprodite to lust after bears. Weird, I know, but no one ever said the gods made sense. Being a demigod herself, Polyphonte was able to conceive through that union, and these two bruisers were the result.

      ‘And in this episode of how fucked up is fucked up, meet the Bestiality Brothers.’ Yikes.

      I didn’t even want to know how that worked. What I did know was that I was about to get run over and mauled by 1,500 pounds of charging werebear. To hell with that. Instead of trying to dodge out of the way—and likely right into an attack by brother number two—I planted my feet and swung for the fences.

      Maybe I mentioned it before, but it bears saying that my right fist was a battering ram, at least in the figurative sense. While my left arm was thinner and the hand more claw-like, my right arm was thick with muscle, and it ended in a fist that was nothing but mineral deposits and callouses, the size of a basketball and weighted like a wrecking ball.

      I was also hellaciously strong in this form, nearly the match of legendary gods and demigods like Heracles and Thor. So, when my uppercut connected with the underside of the black bear’s jaw, the resulting impact snapped his head back and up, causing his body to continue forward on a straight line.

      The werebear’s neck snapped with a loud crack as his body collided into me and bowled me over. I rolled with the impact, grabbing the loose flesh and fur on the side of his neck with my other hand. Then, I placed a foot in the bear’s belly, kicking his limp, inert form over my head.

      As luck would have it, brother one flew right into brother two as he was sneaking up to attack my back. The two fell into a stack of wooden crates, knocking them over. I rolled out of the way, springing to my feet as the boxes crashed to the stained concrete floor.

      Clearly, the black bear wouldn’t be out of commission for long. ’Thropes were notoriously difficult to kill, generally requiring decapitation, destruction of the heart, or immolation to destroy. If you didn’t do one of those three, they’d heal up and come right back at you.

      Younger ’thropes took longer to heal, while older ’thropes could repair the most serious injuries within seconds. I’d seen Samson do it, after all. If the ’thrope was well-fed, they could heal unbelievable amounts of damage.

      Considering their legendary status and age, I had no doubts the black one would be on his feet shortly. That was why I decided to give them both something to keep them occupied. While they were still tangled up under a pile of smashed and splintered wood, I tossed a soccer ball-sized fireball in the mix.

      On impact, both fur and wood burst into flames, turning the bear-and-crate pile into a bonfire large enough to make Prometheus proud. With those two temporarily occupied, I turned my attention to the strix.

      “It’s time for us to get acquainted, bird.”

      On seeing that her plan to have her boys tear me limb from limb had been thwarted, she spread her wings to fly away. But despite my bulk, I could move pretty fast in this form.

      Before she could launch herself through the windows I leapt at her, catching one taloned leg and a big fistful of tail feathers. There was no way she was going to lift me and her own weight, magic or no. As I fell, I dragged her with me to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      There were a couple of things I was good at, and a very few I specialized in when it came to magic. I’d always been good with wards and protections, because back when I was a hunter it was the only practical magic that had interested me. I was also decent at nature magic—druidry—although I’d need a few more decades of practice to utilize all the power I had available to me.

      Another thing I had going for me is a resistance to death magic, but only in my full Fomorian form. Something about the Fomorian blood made necromancy and death magic sort of roll right off me. Other types of magic, not so much, but I could survive some nasty death spells in this form.

      When I pulled the strix down to the ground, she released a whopper of a curse on me. I didn’t feel it when I grabbed her, but I felt it hit when my feet touched the floor. That might have been because the spell needed to be grounded—I didn’t really know how death magic works. What I did know was that it was strong enough to weaken my grip and cause me to stumble to my knees.

      When I did, Polyphonte shifted back into her human form—naked now, of course. Since she didn’t have tail feathers in that form, I was left holding on to her ankle, but I was weakened and she possessed demigod strength, so she easily shook me off. Then, she back-kicked me in the face.

      I fell onto my back, causing the ground to shake slightly as I did so. Polyphonte arched one of her upswept eyebrows, then she gestured at me while mumbling something in Greek. I didn’t understand her—all Greek was Greek to me—but it was easy enough to figure out what she’d said when I sank up to my neck through the concrete and into the earth beneath it.

      Damn. That’s one from my own playbook.

      The floor solidified around me, trapping me but good in my weakened state. I appeared to be well and truly fucked, but I had a plan. I always had a plan.

      The witch squatted in front of me, completely unselfconscious about her nakedness. I figured she was either too old or too feral to care about modesty, but I kept my gaze high and centered on her forehead just the same. Besides, I had a girlfriend. Fallyn didn’t smell like rotten pork, and she damned sure didn’t eat human babies.

      I fought the nausea and weakness that Polyphonte’s curse had brought on, and I tried to summon enough magic to turn the tables on my captor. Hopefully that would happen before her sons recovered.

      “You’re not what I expected, druid,” she said as she picked her teeth with a too-long fingernail.

      “Oh?” I rumbled. “You were expecting, what, someone less handsome?”

      She hissed softly. “Heroes. You’re all alike. Feigning nonchalance in the face of certain doom, flaunting death by opposing the gods, slaying those you deem monsters because they do not conform to your moral code. Bah!” She spat, hitting me in the forehead. “That is what I think of your kind.”

      “Lady, there ain’t no kind like my kind.”

      The strix snickered. “Do you really believe you are the last titan to walk the Earth?”

      I tried shrugging on reflex, a useless effort. “I’m among the last of the Fomorians, anyway. What of it?”

      She did that side-to-side head cocking thing again, rotating it in position this way and that. “Merely another branch of the same tree. Sons of Cronus, all. And all have fallen before the gods.”

      “Um, didn’t they curse you? I can’t understand why you’d be such a fan after what they did.”

      It was her turn to shrug. “Ares intervened, and Hermes let me live. We exist only because the gods suffer our existence, and no more. Who am I to question them?”

      “Who indeed, lady—who indeed.” I tried to keep the smile off my face as I wiggled my fingers in the dirt, out of sight. My druid magic was doing its thing. Nice. “It’s almost like you’ve abdicated all personal agency for the sake of simplicity—or maybe just so you can blame them for what you’ve become.”

      “Oh? And what is that?”

      “A sick piece of shit, that’s what. The gods didn’t make you eat human flesh, or feed on children, or learn death magic. You did all that on your own.”

      “Liar!” she screamed, spitting flecks of saliva at me. “Were it not for her curse—”

      “You mean Aphrodite?”

      Polyphonte paused as she appraised me. “Speak not her name, lest you draw her attention. You may find yourself treated as a toy, only to be discarded when your novelty fades.”

      The nausea was fading and the dirt softening, but I tried not to show the relief on my face. Instead, I whispered conspiratorially, turning an ear toward the strix as I replied.

      “C’mon, tell me the truth—is she really as hot as they say?”

      “By ‘hot,’ do you mean attractive?” I nodded. “Then yes, she is. But for all her beauty, she is cold and cruel, quite unlike my mistress, Artemis.”

      “Oh.” I glanced away and back again. “So, Artemis is hotter than Aphrodite?”

      This was a touchy subject for lesser members of the Greek pantheon. As everyone knew, you did not want Aphrodite to hear you saying that another goddess, a demigod, or, Zeus forbid, a human, was better looking than her. The love goddess’ jealousy was legendary, and her spitefulness extraordinary.

      Which was probably why the question flustered Polyphonte so.

      “Why, no—that is to say, they are two different but equally…”

      She stopped herself mid-sentence upon realizing what she’d almost said.

      “Please, go on. You were about to state that Aphrodite and Artemis are equally beautiful.”

      “They’re not—rather, I was not about to say such a thing. The goddesses are each unique in their own way, and each possesses qualities—”

      “Yeah, but which one is better looking?”

      “Why does it matter?” she asked, tossing her claw-like hands in the air.

      “It matters to Aphrodite, I can tell you that.”

      “Certainly,” she sputtered, now fully caught in a trap of her own making. “But comparing the two is like comparing…”

      “The sun and the moon?”

      “Exactly!” She looked relieved for a second, then mortified, and she shook her head as she realized that was not what she’d meant to say at all. “Maláka! Why are you trying to confuse me?”

      “Well, you’re the one who said Artemis was warmer than Aphrodite. Warm, hot—surely you understand my confusion, no?”

      Of course, I was only being obtuse to hack her off. Why? I needed her good and distracted while I finished softening the earth to create space around my body.

      Unfortunately, I’d been a bit too annoying, and it seemed I’d finally pushed the strix to the edge. To prove it, she struck me hard enough to snap my head to the side.

      “Silence! I’ll no longer entertain this line of discussion.”

      I tongued a tooth she’d loosened. That chick could hit hard. “Ah, so Artemis is more attractive, then. Got it.”

      “You bore me, druid.” Suddenly, Polyphonte glanced past me as she rocked back on her heels. “Look, my sons have emerged unharmed. All your effort was for naught.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” I said, thrusting my arm through the thin, brittle concrete floor to choke her scrawny neck. “Right now, it looks like it was for something after all.”
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        * * *

      

      I felt a gathering of magic beneath my fingers, indicating Polyphonte was spooling up another curse. “Ah, ah, ah—none of that now. One false move, and I’ll squeeze your head off your neck like a grape from the vine.”

      “My sons—” she began before I cut her off.

      “Those bruisers will do nothing but stand back and watch, or else I will make good on my threat.” I glanced over my shoulder, where the scorched-looking but very whole brothers stood glaring at me. “Tell them. Now.”

      The witch scowled, then she gulped with some effort and nodded. “Stand away, my sweet ones. Mother will be with you shortly.”

      I withheld a chuckle at that, because I wanted her cooperation—for the moment, at least. Holding on to the witch while I wriggled out of the ground was no mean feat, but I managed. When I was halfway out of the dirt, I sensed movement behind me, so I squeezed harder.

      Polyphonte gurgled and gasped as I glanced over my shoulder at the one who moved, the light-colored bear. I didn’t know which was which, so I addressed him as I knew how.

      “Uh-uh, Binky—I don’t think so. Up against the wall, the both of you.”

      “You’ll pay for this, magician,” the dark one growled.

      “That’s Druid to you, buddy. Now move.”

      They did as I asked, and by this time I was out of the ground. I dangled their mother off the floor, choking her for a few seconds before I began to question her. When I was satisfied regarding her compliance, I lowered her so her toes just barely touched the floor—enough to allow her a few gasping breaths, nothing more.

      “Now, we talk. First question. Where’s the kid?”

      “In my belly, you shit-sniffling—”

      I lifted and tightened my grip. “Shit-sniffler, that’s a good one. I’ll have to remember that.” I waited until her olive skin turned ashen, then I lowered her and eased up on her neck. “Ready to try again? I know you don’t eat the bones, and I don’t see any fresh skeletons here. That tells me the kid has to be alive.”

      One of the werebears—the blond—was opening and closing his mouth. I looked at him askance, waiting to see if he’d speak.

      “Quiet, fool!” his brother snarled.

      “Go ahead, Binky,” I purred. “You were saying?”

      “Inside one of the crates in back. Mother was saving it for a ritual, to contact the goddess and beg her favor.” His eyes darted to the rear of the warehouse. “I can take you there. Just don’t harm her.”

      I smiled broadly, displaying my full set of very crooked, horrifyingly inhuman teeth. “Who, me? Wouldn’t dream of it. But you have about twenty seconds to fetch that kid, intact. Try anything, or threaten it in any way, and Mom here gets it.”

      I’d never seen a ’thrope that big move so fast in my life. He was gone and back with the child before I’d counted to fifteen-one-thousand.

      “Here,” he said, setting the baby down gently on a nearby crate. The babe’s breathing was slow and steady, which I hoped was a good sign. “Now, let Mother go.”

      “Nope, not yet.” I looked at his mom again. “Next question. Where’s the Apple of Discord?”

      She feigned surprise. “What do I know of such matters? I—”

      I pressed with my thumb this time, putting pressure on her windpipe. She hacked and coughed, making little strangling noises in the back of her throat. I eased up again, arching an eyebrow.

      “I only know what I heard, and that is all,” she gasped.

      “Go on,” I said, cocking my head.

      “A few days ago, one of the Erinyes came calling, asking for my help. She said her mistress needed me to kill a demi-titan druid. I accepted the job.”

      “And?”

      “And she provided me with an address where I might deliver your head and collect my pay after. I can only assume that’s where Eris hides, and where the Apple is being stored.”

      “Well, that’s not exactly conclusive, is it?” I paused to consider facts. “Tell me, what’s my head worth?”

      She dropped her gaze. “I’d rather not say.”

      “Polly, I thought we were friends,” I crooned, just before I tightened my grip.

      “Yes! Just stop, please.” Her gaze darted to her sons, who looked ready to rip my arms off. “She promised to make them fully human—or, at least, as human as a demigod can be.”

      “Mother!” The dark-haired one exclaimed.

      “Why?” The blond asked. “Are you so ashamed of your children that you must change our very nature?”

      Polyphonte sobbed, and I almost felt sorry for her—almost. “You are the result of a curse—Aphrodite’s curse. You should have been born smooth-skinned and bare, the grandsons of mighty Ares, god of war. Not in these twisted forms you inhabit now.”

      “It’s true,” the dark-haired werebear whispered. “You are ashamed of us.”

      “I only want the best for you, my dear, dear boys,” she said softly.

      The blonde one turned his back on her. “We are as we were born Mother, as the gods made us.”

      “They made you even more hideous than I,” she muttered. “And I am to blame.”

      “Whelp, this is all very touching and shit,” I interrupted. “But I need that paper with the address on it. Like, now.”

      “I shall fetch it,” Binky said. He shuffled through a pile of trash, producing a stained slip of parchment. “Here,” he said as he handed it over.

      I snagged it and glanced at it, noting a random address in Vegas written on a page torn from a Caesar’s notepad. I slipped the note in my Bag, then I gestured for the werebear to back off. It was time to end this gig and get away clean.

      Polyphonte knew the score, even if her idiot cannibal kids didn’t. “At least let them go, druid,” she said, pleading with a look of concern and dread only a mother could muster. “They mean no harm, and only act according to their nature.”

      “Nature,” I grumbled. “That’s your excuse? As if you couldn’t have taught them better.”

      I squeezed, hard and fast, even as she tried shifting back into her owl form in an attempt to escape. Her efforts were no use, however. All it took was a bit of flexing and a snap of my wrist, and her vertebrae separated beneath my fingers.

      “No!” one of the ursathropes shouted in response to the sound of her neck snapping.

      I tossed the limp, lifeless body at them, half-shifted as it was. Polyphonte had died in a grotesque half-human, half-owl form. The blond one jumped forward to catch his mother’s body, while the black bear lunged toward me.

      My left hand was already reaching in my Bag when he came after me. Thankfully, the werebear’s advance was slowed somewhat by his brother’s efforts, and he had to step around the other two members of his family to reach me. That gave me an extra moment to draw Orna’s handle out of the Bag, passing it to my right hand.

      From the angle at which I stood, it was likely difficult for the werebear to see what I held in my hand. I had the hilt tucked against and under my arm, partially concealing it. Besides, he was so enraged nothing was going to stop him from charging at me. He bounded across the warehouse on all fours, slavering and snarling, then leaping at me with jaws wide and forepaws extended.

      My sword master for the previous year or so was an expert in Japanese systems. Hideie was a tengu, a creature out of Asian myth whose skill with a blade was legendary. Chief among the techniques he’d drilled with me, over and over again, were those from iaijitsu, the art of drawing and cutting.

      Similar to the Western art of the quickdraw, an iaijitsu master could unsheathe her sword and cut an opponent down in the blink of an eye. Anyone who’d seen a Kurosawa film had witnessed such skills in action on the silver or small screen. Yet, as impressive as those fight scenes were, it was nothing compared to the results in real life.

      As the werebear flew toward me, I pulled the giant, Fomorian-sized greatsword free from the Bag. In the same motion, I cut in a cross body, left to right, diagonal direction. Unlike Dyrnwyn, Orna possessed no useful magical abilities other than being razor sharp and hard enough to cut through most anything. And, the blade was heavy, with a heft that gave its strokes the sort of power I couldn’t achieve with the longsword.

      As for the sword’s less utilitarian abilities, it liked to talk—a lot. It had been enchanted with intelligence, specifically for the purpose of recounting its bearer’s exploits. Personally, I found this quirk to be particularly annoying. If it wasn’t so difficult to find magical swords that were suited for a giant’s hands, I’d have tossed it in a smelter long ago.

      Yet, I couldn’t complain about the sword’s performance. Orna passed cleanly through the werebear, slicing him in two starting under his right armpit, through his chest, and out his body just under the left side of his jaw. It wasn’t exactly a decapitation, but it’d do. Unfortunately, the cut didn’t stop the werebear’s forward momentum, and it collided with me just the same.

      The force of impact knocked me back a few feet, but I’d been prepared for it. I only stumbled slightly, slipping in the spray of blood that hit me and the floor as the two halves of the ursathrope’s corpse tumbled to the ground to my left and right.

      “Well done, master!” the sword exclaimed cheerfully.

      “Shut up, Orna,” I commanded.

      “Yes, master,” the sword replied with quite a bit less enthusiasm in its voice.

      Shockingly, the blond werebear didn’t attack while I was off balance. Instead, he surprised me by standing his ground as he cradled his mother’s corpse. The giant beast glared at me with tears in his eyes as he rumbled a curse.

      “You’ll pay for this, titan. This I swear.” Then, he did a one-eighty and ran through the metal exterior wall of the building with his mother’s body still in his arms.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. I guess one of them did have some brains.”

      I sauntered over to the huge, gaping hole his exit had left in the building, locating the retreating werebear immediately as he navigated the rusting stacks of structural metal and shipping containers that dotted the lot behind the warehouse. The giant bear-human hybrid was hard to miss, and he’d likely be easy to track. However, I was feeling too lazy to chase him, and I didn’t want to let him get out of my sight.

      “Time to pull out the big guns,” I muttered as I tossed Orna back in my Bag.

      Extending my arm, I pointed at the werebear’s retreating form as I muttered a few words in Gaelic. A pulse of magic emanated from my center, rushing through my body, down my arm, and out my hand.

      Mogh’s Scythe was a powerful spell. I cast it with enough force to cover a wide berth, because I didn’t want to miss. My knees weakened as most of my endogenous magical reserves drained in one go. Yet I remained upright, keeping my eyes on the ursathrope as he ran in a straight line away from me.

      “Idiot,” I grumbled.

      The invisible, micro-thin sheet of compressed air molecules shot across the space between us like a bullet. I hit my target alright, but I’d miscalculated. Instead of bisecting him at the waist, the spell struck him at the knees, crippling the giant but failing to kill him in a single fell swoop.

      “Ah, damn—looks like I’ll have to chase him down after all.”

      I strolled across the lot, whistling a tune as I neared the blood trail left when the werebear dragged himself across the pavement. He’d ditched his mother’s body, of course, self-preservation being his chief concern. I pulled Orna from my Bag again, resting the flat on my shoulder as I walked around in front of the huge werebear.

      He stopped crawling as soon as he realized it was hopeless. The ursathrope glanced down at the ground resignedly, then he looked up, meeting my gaze with a confused, quizzical expression.

      “Why?” he asked. “Why kill us, when you’re just as cursed and hideous as we are?”

      I thrust my lower lip out as I considered my reply. “On the outside, sure. But I decided long ago that I wouldn’t let my nature be my destiny. You three have had millennia to come to that conclusion, to make that choice. And in all this time, you didn’t.”

      “I’ll change, I swear,” he said, sobbing. “Just let me go.”

      I didn’t even grace his request with a response. Instead, I skipped forward, Happy Madison style, and I chopped his head off like I was going for a long drive down the eighteenth fairway. The werebear’s head rolled away, coming to rest on its side about ten feet from his twitching, crippled body. His eyes were opened wide, his mouth agape as if ready to pose a question he’d never get the opportunity to ask.

      “I’ll be damned,” I said, thinking out loud. “Piece of shit still had the nerve to look surprised that I killed him. Fucking monsters—go figure.”
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      After making certain that both mother and son were dead, I dragged their bodies back to the warehouse. I quickly washed myself off, then I secured the baby, who appeared to be unharmed and dozing away under Polyphonte’s sleeping spell. Next, I shifted back to my half-Fomorian, very human-looking form, and donned Gunnarson’s cloak again, this time with little fuss from the garment.

      “What do you know, the cloak has a soft spot for newborns,” I observed, getting whipped about my calves by the cloak’s hem in response. I tucked the babe within the cloak, noting that it pulled itself around the child to keep it warm.

      A magic cloak that likes kids. Wonders never cease.

      Once the child was safe and the bodies hidden inside the warehouse, I called Maeve’s manse. She never answered her phones—the queen was too important for such mundane matters, apparently—but one of her people answered on the third ring.

      “I have three bodies here that need to be disposed of, pronto.”

      “This is the druid, I presume?” a nasally, snide-sounding male voice replied.

      “Well, I ain’t the Good Humor man, that’s for damned sure. You can tell Maeve she has three fewer Greek demigods killing humans in her demesne.”

      The line was silent for several moments. “I’ll convey the message. Is the location secure?”

      “It will be when I leave. But be quick. I’m about to return a missing child, and I have a feeling that the cops are going to be all over this area soon.”

      “Noted. Is that all?”

      “Yep. I—” The line went dead. I pulled the phone away from my ear, staring at it like it had offended me instead of the fae I’d been speaking with. “Prick.”

      After putting the phone in my Bag, I locked the place up with a ward that would stop any mundanes from entering—but not Maeve’s fixers. Earlier, I’d seen a fire station six blocks over. I headed that direction, pulling the cloak’s hood up as I got near the place.

      I snuck into the kitchen, where I knew there’d be plenty of traffic all day long. That’s where I left the kid, asleep on the dining table swaddled up. Just in case, I left a hastily scrawled note saying the child had been found in a dumpster near the hospital, and that I wanted to remain anonymous because reasons.

      Finally, I lifted the sleep spell, then I stepped aside until the kid started crying. Poor thing was likely hungry as hell, and maybe a little dehydrated. The paramedics would take care of that, of course. As soon as one of the firefighters arrived, I split.

      The Druidmobile was parked a few blocks from the hospital, on the ground floor of a parking garage, concealed by my wards. I got in and drove off, only pulling back the cloak’s hood when I was out of downtown and far from all the closed-circuit cameras and shit around there. By that time, I was sorely in need of caffeine and chocolate, so I headed to Luther’s, parking around back where my car was less likely to be spotted.

      I walked out the back door three minutes later, mocha in hand, sipping liquid manna as I mentally patted myself on the back for a job well done. Just when I was ready to wind down and believe that, for at least a moment, everything in the world was right, a chill ran down my spine.

      Call it intuition, or my “Spidey sense,” or whatever, but I felt like I was being watched. Hell if I was about to go to my car when I was under surveillance. That thing was spelled up nine ways to Sunday, and cars that seemingly appeared out of nowhere tended to freak mundanes out.

      That was if I was being watched by a mundane, but I had my doubts. It was best that I kept walking until I identified the tail, then I could choose to confront them or shake them and circle back to the car. Without missing a beat, I headed out of the parking lot and down the alley, hooking a right on a side street and a left on Congress.

      My tail popped out on the same side street when I was about halfway up the block. She was in her late-twenties, tall, and built like a model—all straight lines, narrow hips, and high cheekbones. She had shimmering, dark brown hair cut in a wedge that was probably way out of style, but somehow it looked at home on her.

      As for clothing, the tail wore an expensive-looking pink pastel blazer with the sleeves pushed up over a matching striped blouse and fitted white pants. Sensible braided leather flats rounded out her outfit, along with a pair of dark sunglasses that made her look exotic in that early sixties, Liz Taylor kind of way.

      Bottom line? She blended in easily with the young, tragically hip, upwardly mobile crowd present this time of day. Hell, the place was rife with people shopping and power-lunching up and down South Congress on this typical Saturday morning in Austin.

      I noted all this as I stopped to look in a storefront window, checking her out with my peripheral vision just like Maureen had taught me. What was weird was that the lady wasn’t really trying to hide the fact she was following me. Even with the dark shades on, I could tell she was eye-fucking me from half a block away. At least she’d had the decency to pause when I did, choosing to keep her distance and avoid a confrontation around all these people.

      Instead of peeking and letting her know I’d spotted her, I turned and continued on. As I looked both ways to cross over to the next block, I glanced back. Sure enough, she was still there. That’s when I noticed something peculiar about her gait. She walked with a sort of limp, almost as if one leg were longer than the other.

      No, that wasn’t it—it was like one leg functioned differently than the other. And, her footsteps made a strange sound with her every step, a sort of metallic tong when her left foot hit, and a clop when her right foot landed.

      It was odd as hell, and she was giving me the creeps. But fuck if I was going to be spooked by some rando tailing me in my own town. I just didn’t want to confront her around a crowd. So, I took an abrupt left, ducking between two buildings and heading for what I hoped would be a back parking lot.

      When I exited the little breezeway, I came out into an alley that was just big enough for a garbage truck to pass by. It was not the ideal place to start a fight, especially considering I had no idea what this chick was or what she wanted. After glancing around, I spotted a drainpipe on the side of the building and decided to turn the tables on my tail.

      Doing so was a simple matter of climbing the pipe to the roof of the building while hidden by the cloak. Apparently, it was still feeling favorably disposed toward me after my good deed at the firehouse. Whatever. I was more concerned with surveilling the mystery woman at the moment than I was in making nice with the cloak from hell.

      Keeping the garment pulled tight around me, I watched from on high as the woman tonk-clopped the long way around the edifice. She probably thought she’d cut me off that way, but to her surprise, I was nowhere to be found when she entered the alley. My pursuer spent a few seconds glancing left, right, and all around, then she smiled knowingly and headed back the way she came.

      From the roof, I followed her around the building, shifting my vision into the magical spectrum as I did so. She wore a glamour, that much was clear, but I couldn’t pierce it. That told me either she was one hell of a good hand at casting glamours, or my magical eyesight was slipping. I was betting on the former. Even so, I did catch a gleam of something yellow and shiny at her ankle, just between the hem of her pants and the edge of her shoe.

      Odd—looks metallic, almost. Is she wearing armor?

      It wouldn’t surprise me, especially if she was a bounty hunter of some sort. Eris really wanted me dead, and she’d placed a price on my head shortly after we foiled Lyssa a few weeks prior. I’d had run-ins with a handful of creatures from the Greek pantheon since, including a minotaur, a team of centaurs, and a lamia who brought her very own trained basilisk to assist her.

      All said comers were dead and feeding trees in the local parks and the fish in Ladybird Lake. That’s where this chick would end up if she turned up again. For now, however, I wanted to get home and bathe, then take a nice long nap in the Grove before I showed that slip of paper to Click.

      Rather than tail her to see where she’d come from, I watched her go, taking note of every detail I could to make it easy to spot her the next time around. After she’d disappeared around the corner of a building a block past Luther’s, I waited another half hour, then I headed back to my car by the most circuitous route possible, still wearing the cloak for good measure. By the time I reached the Druidmobile, it became apparent that our truce had ended, because the damned thing was chafing my neck and snapping at my legs with every step.

      I slung the thing off me, keeping it in hand as I slid behind the wheel of the Gremlin. Holding it up at face level, I scrunched it into a ball to avoid being smacked in the eye by a loose corner. It had happened before.

      “You’re lucky you’re useful. One of these days, though, I’m going to lose my patience and throw you in a cremation incinerator,” I said. The cloak wriggled and squirmed in my hands, as if daring me to try. I held it at arm’s length with one hand as I summoned a small fireball in the other. “Oh yeah? Just try me.”

      The cloak rustled a bit, then it stilled itself long enough for me to shove it inside my Bag. I brushed my hands off in the most self-congratulatory manner possible.

      “That’s what I thought,” I muttered. It was then I realized I was talking to myself, after having had an argument with an article of clothing. I crossed my wrists and rested my head on the steering wheel as I exhaled slowly. “Man, do I need a vacation.”
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        * * *

      

      After shaking the tail and winning my argument with a glorified fashion accessory, I headed straight back to the junkyard—and then to the Grove. Normally, I’d be able to teleport directly into my Grove from anywhere on the same plane of existence. However, since my Oak had been damaged in a fight with Cerberus, I’d been forced to travel there by physical contact.

      The Dagda had left a sapling in the yard for that express purpose, after he’d taken the Oak to the Grove to heal, chrysalis and all. It was an inconvenience, but only a minor one. In truth, I was just happy my Oak had survived being burned to a crisp by a fire wizard.

      If I had known the Oak would sacrifice itself to save me, I’d likely have ordered it to flee to the Grove as soon as that fight had started. Little did I know, the sentient tree saw me as its literal parent, as did the Grove. The two entities were like brother and sister, one a dimension-hopping tracheophyte, the other a benevolent pocket dimension that acted as my own personal haven and home.

      It should have been plain to me from the start, as I’d grown to feel similarly for the pair. I was as protective of the Oak and Grove as any parent for their child, and worried about them in equal measure. Yet, until a few weeks prior, I hadn’t quite made the leap from thinking of them as less evolved sentient beings to entities with developing personalities and actual self-awareness.

      No sooner had I entered the Grove than it began to send me a series of mental images—because that was how the Oak and Grove communicated with me. Images of food—had I eaten? An image of a doe and fawn at rest in a quiet, shaded glade—was I getting enough sleep? Then, an image of a butterfly emerging from a cocoon, followed by the sun and moon each rising and setting, over and over again.

      “No, I haven’t eaten, and I’m starving. Not really, I’m just hungry. And I definitely need a nap, thanks for asking. But I really don’t know when he’ll emerge. We just have to wait and see.”

      I’d started referring to the Oak as a “he,” and the Grove as a “she,” and they didn’t seem to mind. That was how I’d always pictured them, based on their natures and personalities, but before I hadn’t bothered using gendered language because it seemed superfluous. Now, I needed a way to delineate between them when using pronouns, and those seemed to fit. It made it easier for me to keep them straight when speaking with others, anyway.

      When I marched by my little Keebler cottage—a small studio apartment housed inside the trunk of a huge tree—an array of fresh fruit sat on the windowsill. I grabbed a breadfruit, which the Grove had somehow managed to cook for me, as it was still warm, and a honeydew melon. Using the hunting knife I kept on my belt at all times, I sliced them up, juggling the pieces and nibbling at them as I made my way to my favorite swimming hole.

      The Grove was sentient, but it was a place as well as a person. It existed within its own pocket dimension, but that dimension could travel to places such as The Void, a vast emptiness that existed outside of normal time and space. It was all very confusing. Lacking an intimate knowledge of Superstring Theory and quantum physics, I simply accepted that it existed, potentially in several places at once, and that was that.

      However, when I was within the Grove it appeared to be a specific place with physical properties, including limits on the space it occupied, and presumably its mass. That said, it—she—had grown considerably since I’d first visited here after her birth. She was practically a small planet now, and I could hardly keep up with her ever-increasing expansions.

      Only a few weeks prior, she’d started adding wetlands to her ecosystems. Now, there was a large body of freshwater bordering at least one side of the central landmass here. I described it as “one side” because the place had grown too large for me to easily probe the entirety through the connection we shared.

      Early on, I’d been able to sense where everything was and what had been added with a thought. Presently, that was impossible, and large swathes of the pocket dimension remained unexplored, simply because I had neither the inclination nor a good reason to do so. I’d not taken the time to explore the opposite direction on foot, so for all I knew I’d hit a large body of water if I traveled that way as well.

      Where she got the raw materials for these expansions was anyone’s guess. I assumed they came from some dead planet somewhere in outer space, a place where it wouldn’t hurt living creatures to extract raw materials for repurposing here. Water was a relatively abundant substance in space, so I assumed that was also where it came from.

      At least, I hoped it did, and not that the water was being taken from ponds and lakes across the globe. I’d feel really bad if I found out some farmer in central Nebraska lost his stock pond just so my sentient pocket dimension could have her own personal ocean. Or, worse, that my Grove was responsible for draining Lake Mead.

      These thoughts and more swam through my mind unbidden as I floated peacefully in the clear, cool waters of the swimming hole. After a time, I began reflecting on the task at hand, namely locating the Apple of Discord so we could steal it and foil Eris’ plans. The stakes were high, considering that Eris was one of the gods who wished to return to their former glory on Earth.

      If she succeeded in becoming an icon and solidifying her base of worshippers, surely others would follow suit. Based on what I’d seen of the gods and goddesses who craved that sort of comeback, I didn’t relish the idea. As a general rule, the gods were petty and fickle, capricious and cruel—even those who might be considered “good.” The last thing humankind needed was to have large numbers of people worshipping the gods again, which was reason number one why Eris needed to be stopped.

      Although I’d been the one to sell the tricksters on the idea of a heist, I didn’t intend to involve myself further in the plot. We’d mostly removed Eris’ operatives from Austin. While her influence still hung over the city, that would dissipate once the Apple was removed from her possession.

      I’d had enough of involving myself in their affairs, and I felt that it was time I stepped away from the action. Let the actual gods deal with their own for a change. That was my take on it.

      Yet, if they failed… I didn’t want to think about the consequences. Although I wasn’t sure of the exact mechanics, the gods seemed to draw a certain amount of power from worship. This went beyond the psychological influence they could exert on their worshippers, having something to do with the portion of the population they controlled.

      Magic was weird, and deific magic was weirder. While I didn’t understand the implications fully, I trusted Click when he said it was best to prevent any rekindling of belief in the old gods. But again, I felt it was time to let them police their own. I needed a break, not only for the rest, but because I had tasks of my own that needed attending.

      For starters, my Oak might require my attention when it recovered. I’d recently discovered instructions that my druid master had left for me, indicating that he intended for me to revive the druid order. Those instructions were vague at best, and well-hidden in the margins of the tomes, grimoires, and journals he’d left me.

      Once I’d pieced the message together his intentions became clear. Finnegas wanted me to plant more druid oaks, to create more groves, and to train the next generation of druids. “Druids,” emphasis on the plural form.

      Ages ago, the gods had grown to fear the power the druids were amassing, and that led them to conspire with the Romans to destroy the groves and kill off the druids. All but two druids had been killed, and only Finnegas and the Dark Druid were left after the purge. My master had proven either too smart or too powerful for the gods to kill, so eventually they’d called a truce and made some compromises.

      Ultimately, the “war”—if you could call it that, since it had been rather one-sided from the beginning—between the gods and druidkind ended. As part of the peace agreement, Finnegas had been limited to taking on just one pupil at a time from that day forth. Unfortunately, his students tended to die prematurely, with none of them living long enough to achieve any real skill in druidry.

      Thus did the gods and fae prevent the return of the druids.

      Little did I know when I started my training with Finnegas, but my birth was the result of careful planning. The scheme had been hatched by Finnegas, a half-kelpie named Maureen, and my mother, the Fomorian warrior Eithleann, also known as Ethniu, Lugh’s mother. By combining the bloodline of the goddess Niamh and Oisín McCool with Fomori genetics, they hoped to produce a child who would survive long enough to become a druid master.

      Sadly—for me, anyway—their plan worked a little too well. My Fomorian nature emerged earlier than Finnegas had anticipated, triggered by a rather nasty fight with the Caoránach, a legendary demoness. That was how I discovered that I suffered from the same curse as Lugh’s son Cú Chulainn—the so-called ríastrad.

      When it came over me for the first time, I shifted into my full Fomorian form, but with my feral, Fomorian side in complete control. And, like Cú Chulainn, I accidentally killed someone near and dear to me: my girlfriend, Jesse. That event eventually led to me turning my back on druidry and magic for a time. Eventually, Finnegas and I reconciled, and I took up the study once more.

      Yet the old man died before he could pass on his complete knowledge. And while he arranged ways for me to ascend to druid mastery, losing Finnegas before my training was complete meant that I had to piece a lot of things together on my own. It also meant that Finnegas never had the chance to explain the entirety of his grand plan to me.

      Thus, I’d been discovering it, bit by bit, as time went on. Nevertheless, I felt the old man’s loss keenly and regretted the time I’d wasted on bitterness and regret. Presently, I intended to make up for that by following through on his wishes.

      To do so, I would restore the druid order to its former glory. How? By planting as many druid oaks and training as many druids as possible. I just needed to find a way to do it without the gods’ knowledge.

      It was a huge and daunting task, but I was committed. Now, I’d finally reached a point when I could take a breather and focus on my own shit. As soon as I turned that address over to Click, I intended to get started on my plan immediately.

      That was the only thing on my mind when I emerged from the swimming hole. As I lay down on a soft, warm bed of grass on the bank, I considered how I’d put my own wants and needs aside for far too long.

      Let the gods take care of their own messes. Me? It’s high time I stopped doing their dirty work and started securing a future for druidry. But first, I think I’ll take a nap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke an indeterminate amount of time later to a great deal of ruckus. There were storm clouds overhead, something I’d rarely seen inside the Grove. Lightning flashed repeatedly from those clouds in rapid-fire fashion, hitting a spot somewhere in the distance, near the point at which I usually entered this place.

      Take me there, now, I commanded the Grove.

      Simultaneously, I drew on its magic to fuel the preparation of several offensive and defensive spells. The transition from my nap spot to the disturbance was instantaneous, and when I arrived, I crouched in a fighting stance, spells at the ready in case I had to defend the Grove and Oak from some sort of breach by hostile forces.

      What I found were intruders—two of them, in fact. Before me, Loki and Click stood in the middle of a sort of elemental prison.

      Lightning flashed and struck the ground at rapid intervals, creating a barrier around the two deities. A whirlwind circled around the outside of that inner perimeter, carrying within it all manner of rocks and other debris, some as large as a small car. Finally, a wall of fire had erupted from the ground outside of the whirlwind, creating yet a third barrier to pen the two in and prevent them from gaining further access to my Grove.

      Of course, my line of sight was obscured by the elemental barriers the Grove had created. However, she’d sent me images of the two, who stood inside the small circle of safe space at the center. Loki looked bored, dressed as he was in surf shorts and a Thrasher t-shirt with his arms crossed over his chest, arching an eyebrow beneath his wayfarer sunglasses.

      Click, on the other hand, was beside himself. He kept tossing spells at the barriers, only to have the magic converted into elemental energy. The Grove threw that energy back at him in the form of sparks and embers that shocked and burned his feet, causing him to dance from foot to foot.

      “Stop that, ya’ overgrown weed patch from hell,” he groused, just as a smoldering ember struck him on his ankle.

      The glowing coal of elemental magic burned through his pants and boot leather underneath, singeing his skin and causing him to grab his ankle with both hands. The immortal magician formerly known as Gwydion hopped about on one leg, clinging to his foot and blowing on his pant leg to put it out.

      Why he didn’t simply use magic to do it was beyond me. Click was more than a little crazy, and the things he did routinely defied all logic and common sense. I cleared my throat, hoping to get their attention, but the noise of the lightning, wind, and fire drowned me out completely.

      “It’s okay, you can drop the spells now,” I said. The Grove sent me an image of a cow chasing a coyote away from her calf. “I appreciate the concern, and I get that you’re upset they showed up uninvited. But it’s probably best if you let me handle this.”

      I sensed more than a little reluctance on the Grove’s part, but a few seconds later she complied and banished the lightning, maelstrom, and fire barrier spells. Click was still hopping on one foot, waving his hand back and forth over the charred hole in his pants. Loki glanced in my direction, acknowledging me with a single nod before shaking his head at his companion.

      “I told you we should’ve asked before coming here,” Loki said. “It’s poor form to walk into another trickster’s domain unannounced.”

      The Norse god combed his long black hair out of his boyishly handsome face with his fingers, his usual shit-eating grin firmly in place. For the first time, I noticed that he wasn’t nearly as pale or sickly-looking as he’d been when I first met him in Iceland.

      Click slapped his pants leg a few times, then he set his foot down again. “Pfah, I’ve been ‘ere afore. S’not like this glorified garden don’t know who I am.” Lightning flashed and struck the ground near Click’s feet, causing him to jump. “Gah!”

      “That’ll be enough—I can take it from here.” The sky rumbled for several seconds, then the clouds cleared, leaving blue skies and sunshine in their wake. I nodded at the intruders. “Loki, Click. You might have called before you barged into my Grove.”

      Loki pulled his glasses down on his nose. “And you might have put some pants on before you answered the door.”

      It was then I realized I was still naked as the day I was born. I resisted the urge to look down, instead choosing to maintain my composure and pretend I’d known it all along.

      “I was napping when you two showed up. If I would’ve have been expecting company, I might’ve gotten dressed before you arrived.”

      Loki glanced sideways at Click. “See? I told you this was rude.”

      Click was too preoccupied with looking for the Grove’s next attack to answer. He stood in a semi-crouch, arms crossed over his chest in a karate chop manner, brow knitted in concentration. “Jest try it, ya’ flippin’ produce department on steroids, an’ see what happens.”

      “Relax, Click. I already called the Grove off.” I shifted my gaze to lock eyes with Loki. “Give me a sec, will you?”

      He waved as if to say, “Do your thing.” I had the Grove take me back to my Keebler cottage, where I snagged a fresh change of clothes, my Craneskin Bag, and more fruit. Then, I teleported back to where Click and Loki waited.

      “Well?” Click asked.

      “Well, what?” I replied, acting dumb.

      “Didja’ get it, lad?” the quasi-god said in a high-pitched voice.

      “Of course.” I reached into the Bag, digging around until I located the slip of paper with the address on it. I held it high before handing it to Click. “Here.”

      Click glanced at it, scowling, then he showed it to Loki.

      “Well, that’s not good,” Loki said.

      “Why’s that?” I asked as I munched on an apple.

      “Should I tell him?” the Norse trickster asked his friend. Click’s scowl deepened as he gave a backward flick of his hand. Loki turned to me with a sigh. “Here’s the deal, kid. The Greeks own Caesar’s, which means that Olympus has decided to back Eris’ play. Their heavy hitters might not be actively involved, but they’ve at least offered her passive support if that’s where she’s hiding out.”

      “So? If they aren’t directly interfering on her behalf, I don’t see how that complicates matters.”

      Loki smiled in the manner of an adult explaining the facts of life to a child. “Oh, but it does. Now she has access to Hephaestus’ vault inside the casino.”

      “And that’s bad?” I asked.

      “Bad?” Click cried. “’Tis terrible. Complicates matters fer’ ya’ considerably.”

      “Whoa, hold up,” I said, waving my hands back and forth. “What do you mean, ‘for me’? You told me that all I needed to do was convince the other tricksters to go along with the scheme. Nobody ever said anything about me having to pull the job.”

      Click raised an index finger in the air. “We ne’er said ‘twas all ya’ had ta’ do.”

      I hung my head and ran a hand over my face, then I met each of their gazes in turn. “No.”

      Loki looked at Click. “Did he just say, ‘no’?”

      “Aye,” Click replied. “He’s been known ta’ do that on occasion.”

      The two immortals looked at me expectantly. Loki in particular stared over the frame of his sunglasses, like a teacher chastising a tardy pupil rushing into the middle of a lecture. I looked at Click, who cocked his head quizzically.

      “Oh, come on!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands in the air. “I thought you two had this covered.”

      “Sure, kid, we could pull it off,” Loki said in his West coast, neo-surfer accent. “But look, man, it’s a political thing. Now that Olympus has tossed its hat into the ring, we trickster gods can’t get involved. I mean, there’s no telling what sort of mayhem would result if Zeus and Hera found out I was opposing their favorite little god of discord.”

      “But a demigod, on ta’ other hand—” Click continued, gesturing at me like a model showing off a new car, “—a lad such as yerself, could get away with it.”

      I regarded them both beneath hooded eyes. “What you mean to say is that my ass is always in a sling with the gods anyway, so what’s one more pantheon to piss off?”

      “Precisely,” Click replied with a broad smile.

      “Honestly, man, you’re a neutral party,” Loki said. “You don’t owe allegiance to any particular pantheon, especially not since you started bumping off the Celts like a cat on a curio shelf.”

      “Hey, I haven’t killed even half of the gods everyone says I have,” I countered.

      Loki shrugged. “Still, your reputation precedes you. And let’s be honest—a lot of the gods are scared shitless of you. That mystique goes a long way toward keeping all the two-bit players and second stringers out of your way.”

      “Right,” I replied, crossing my arms over my chest as I looked away. “I’m a regular scourge of the gods these days.”

      The Norse trickster held both hands up. “Hey, you said it, not me. Anyway, you already have a bone to pick with Eris, and you’re a freelancer. If you come out against her, nobody can call foul. But if I did it? Odin would shit a brick.”

      I lowered my chin to glare at my mentor. “What about you, Click? It’s not like you have a Zeus or Odin to answer to.”

      Click shook his head. “Tis’ precisely the issue, lad. The Welsh pantheon, er what remains o’ it, lacks a certain gravitas.”

      Loki poked a thumb in Click’s direction. “What he means to say is, nobody’s afraid of his people.”

      “But there’s only one of me,” I countered.

      “Yeah, but you’re scarier and more powerful than you think.” Loki pulled his sunglasses off and twirled them by the earpiece. “Plus, you’ve gotten a rep for being just a little bit crazy.”

      “P’raps ‘unpredictable’ is the more favorable term,” Click added.

      “Whatever. The kid’s a loose cannon in a large caliber,” Loki replied. “It’ll make ’em think twice before they get involved.”

      I hung my head, shaking it ruefully. “I should never have gotten involved with you two in the first place. The old man warned me, and I didn’t listen.”

      “So, dozzat’ mean yer’ in?” Click asked as a hopeful smirk played at the corners of his mouth.

      “Something tells me I’m going to regret this.”

      “Told you he’d come around,” Loki said.

      The fact was, I still owed Eris an ass-kicking, if only because she was responsible for the injury to my Oak. Also, what Loki had said about the lesser gods being scared of me hit a nerve. Machiavelli said it was better to be feared than loved, and the gods were some Machiavellian motherfuckers. Considering what I had planned, I needed to cement that reputation. Doing so would keep the minor players off my back so I had fewer enemies to worry about.

      “Fine, I’ll do it, but only on two conditions,” I added. “First, you guys have to help me behind the scenes.”

      “O’ course, lad,” Click agreed, perhaps a bit too quickly. “I’d not leave ya’ ta’ yer’ own designs.”

      “Done,” Loki said. “What else?”

      “After this, I’m out. From now on, you two can do your own dirty work. If I’m the Swiss Guard of the deific world, then it’s time I saw to my own shit. I can’t afford to be pulled into these petty ass squabbles anymore—not for you two, not for Maeve, not for anyone. I’m Switzerland and The Vatican rolled into one, from here on out.”

      “It’s an odd combination and reference, but I feel you,” Loki said. “Fine, do this job and then you’re an independent faction.”

      Click’s brow furrowed as he responded to my final demand. “Are ya’ sure, lad? That’s what ya’ want?”

      “Yep. It’s time I stood on my own.”

      The immortal magician frowned. “I s’pose ‘tis settled, then.”

      “Oh, and I almost forgot—I get to keep any and all profit I get from pulling this job.”

      A broad grin split Loki’s face. “Would ya’ look at that—our boy’s all grown up.”

      Click wiped a fake tear from his eye with a knuckle. “Next thing ya’ know, he’ll be settin’ up his own cult an’ assassinatin’ the heads of the Celtic pantheon in an attempted coup.”

      “Man, fuck you guys,” I growled. “Now, tell me what comes next.”

      Loki chuckled with a sparkle in his eye. “Now, you assemble your crew. And I know just where to start.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Whoa, hold on a sec. I’m not about to take off on some wild-assed goose chase just because you two chuckleheads say so. At least, not without tying up some loose ends first.”

      “Chuckleheads?” Click asked of his partner in crime.

      “He’s emotional,” Loki observed. “I’ll let it slide.”

      The Norse trickster turned his gaze on me, his expression wavering between sympathy and irritation. When he addressed me, his frat boy persona vacated the premises in favor of a more serious tone.

      “The longer we wait, the more likely that Eris solidifies her position on the earthly plane. Remember, boy, we have only a vague notion of her intended goal based on her actions so far. As far as her plan is concerned, that’s a tossup. Waiting could result in consequences none of us anticipated.”

      “Understood,” I replied. “Just give me until tomorrow, Earth time, to implement whatever you have in mind.”

      “Fair enough.” Loki turned to Click, who was busy casting a spell to repair the hole in his pants and boot. “C’mon. If we hurry, we can still make the buffet at the cabaret.”

      Click glanced at him momentarily before returning his attention to his charred ankle. “I can’t understand why ya’ insist on eatin’ there. Food’s not that great. And them beggarin’ floozies always ruin the experience fer’ me.”

      Loki rolled his eyes behind Click’s back. “I promise to tell the girls to leave you alone this time.”

      “I s’pose. Their fettuccine is pretty decent.”

      The two tricksters disappeared from the Grove with zero fanfare, leaving me wondering whether the food at a strip joint really was that good. It just seemed kind of, I dunno, unsanitary to me, eating with all that bare ass running around everywhere.

      The greater question on my mind was what Loki and Click were up to. I didn’t completely buy their story about wanting to avoid an inter-pantheon incident. Since when did tricksters give a shit about such things, anyway?

      The answer? Since never. Well, Click had mentioned it once or twice in the past, but it never stopped us from fucking a god’s shit up, that was for sure. Also, Loki was way too agreeable when it came to meeting my demands. I’d have to make it a point to keep an eye on those two, and Loki especially, as events developed.

      All questions of culinary hygiene and deific hijinks aside, my first order of business was checking in with Fallyn before I split town. There was no telling how long I’d be gone this time, and I wanted to make sure I held up my end of our agreement before I left. After getting dressed, I had the Grove send me to the junkyard so I could make the call.

      Fallyn answered her phone on the second ring. “Don’t tell me, you got roped into solving the gods’ problems for them, and you want my blessing to leave.”

      “Wait—what?” I huffed in indignation for effect. “Have I really become that predictable?”

      She chuckled. “I’m tempted to be all mysterious and cite ‘a woman’s intuition’ or werewolf skills, but honestly, it’s common sense. You just came off that job surveilling the hospital nursery—I saw the kid was found, congrats on that by the way—and now you’re calling me right after. Did you even manage to get any sleep this time out?”

      “I napped in the Grove.”

      “You’re only half superhuman, Colin, remember that. Even supes like us need to eat and get our beauty rest.” She paused for several beats, clicking her tongue before continuing. “Alright, so, what gives?”

      Meaning, what did I get myself mixed up in this time. “Click and Loki—”

      “Aw, shit—that guy’s involved? I already don’t like this. He’s a complete perv, and entirely not on the level.”

      “No arguments here. He’s also a powerful god that I don’t want to piss off. I need the tricksters on my side, remember? Anyway, those two say they can’t go after Eris directly now because Olympus has thrown their hat in the ring. I guess Hera and Zeus are backing their girl. So, they need a freelancer to do the deed.”

      “Meaning, you’re stuck mucking out their stalls once again.”

      I chortled. “I see what you did there. Speaking of, I should probably ask Heracles for some advice on this one.”

      “Uh-uh, that’s a bad idea,” Fallyn countered. “Think about it. He has obligations and loyalties that might work against you, should you let him know what’s up. Even if he does hate that bitch’s guts, you’re on your own here when it comes to taking Eris down.”

      “Eh, you’re probably right.” I kicked at a rusty header bolt that was half-embedded in the dirt in the yard. “Think your mom would have any words of wisdom for me?”

      “Besides ‘I’ll pay you handsomely to stay away from my daughter’? Yeah, I know what she’ll say. Don’t do it.”

      “Too late, I’m committed. On both counts.”

      “Ooh, well-played, druid,” she cooed. “Do you have time to hang out before you go?”

      “Yeah, I have until tomorrow morning. When can I pick you up?”

      “Give me thirty minutes to wrap up what I’m doing. Got a Pack thing to take care of, then I’ll be able to cut away for a bit.”

      “Roger that. Where should I get you?”

      “The old clubhouse, in the shed out back.”

      I tried to keep the disapproval from my voice. “Oh, so it’s that kind of business.”

      “Like you never tuned anyone up before to get a point across,” she replied. “Anyway, it’s not like that at all. I just don’t want anyone seeing me disappear. That shit freaks some of these people out.”

      “Turn into a werewolf? No problem. Use a little magic? Everyone loses their minds. I don’t get werewolves sometimes.”

      She snorted softly. “No offense, but—”

      “But I’m the one who freaks them out. Got it. The shed it is.”

      “Aw, don’t be all butt-hurt about it. I’ll make it up to you later, I promise.”

      That did make me feel better. “I will hold you to that, Miss Randolph.”

      “Oh, and one last thing—none of that vegan bullshit this time. I realize you live like a hippy, but I’m a fucking carnivore. Either you pick up some barbecue for dinner, or I’m going home.”

      “Consider it done. I’ll swing by Black’s on the way.”

      “And don’t forget my banana pudding,” she added.

      “Yes, o’ mighty hunter. See you in a few.”

      She hung up without saying goodbye. That was the sort of relationship we had. Not a lot of shmoop, ’cause we didn’t need it. The love between us went unsaid, and that was cool by me.

      I patted my pockets, making certain I had my wallet on me. Then, I touched the sapling, heading back to the Grove to give her very specific instructions on where to teleport me, and when.

      Teleportation was the Oak’s domain primarily, but with it out of commission the Grove was my only option. Unfortunately, she wasn’t very good at it, at least not when it came to taxiing me around. I had to be super-clear on what I needed her to do, else I’d end up in Lubbock or some equally horrendous destination.

      Once that was taken care of, I headed out to fetch my dinner date, druid style. But as I signaled the Grove to teleport me to the barbecue joint, I couldn’t help but wonder if this coming mission would be tougher than it seemed.

      Meh, it’s basically a smash and grab. How hard can it be?
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      I’d instructed the Grove to drop me off behind Terry Black’s on Barton Springs, behind their pits. Black’s sat at the foot of a cliff below a residential area, so I was kind of concerned that the Grove would accidentally teleport me into thirty feet of limestone, but she got it right. When I walked out front, I was pleased to find I’d beaten the crowds. At lunchtime during the week and dinner on the weekends, the line could wrap around the building and down the street.

      The smell of smoked brisket and ribs made my mouth water, and I resolved to order some burnt ends to enjoy on the spot. Just as I was about to head up the steps and into the restaurant, I heard a sound that set my teeth on edge.

      Tong-clop. Tong-clop. Tong-clop.

      I turned my head at an angle, glancing over my shoulder without looking too conspicuous. Of course, it was the lady who’d tailed me coming out of Luther’s earlier, walking across the parking lot directly at me with that funny-assed gait. I checked her out in the magical spectrum, but all I saw was the same woman, walking toward me with a hitch in her step and a weird gleam in her eye.

      What the fuck? Am I in It Follows or some shit?

      Obviously she was here for me, and something about this chick had cray-cray written all over it. Hell if I was about to start a brawl inside my favorite BBQ joint, though. With a soft hiss and a shake of my head, I turned around and headed across Barton Springs Road, past the Dougherty Arts Center and through Butler Park.

      There were plenty of people out and about, but I wasn’t planning on being caught. The idea was to break line of sight, cast a chameleon spell on myself, and lose her in the park. Then I’d double back, grab my food, and get to the pick-up spot in time to have the Grove teleport me to the Pack clubhouse, where Fallyn would be waiting.

      That was the main issue I had right now—transportation. If my Oak was well, I could have it teleport me wherever I wanted to go with a thought. But, like I said, the Grove wasn’t as good at handling travel arrangements. For that reason, I had to give her explicit instructions in advance, making sure I made it to the pick-up spot on schedule at the time I gave her.

      Not that the Grove was dumb; far from it. She just didn’t have the ability to “see” the earthside realm firsthand like the Oak did. The Oak was her eyes and ears here, leaving her at a disadvantage without having her sibling on this side of the planar rainbow.

      Despite the fact that I was jogging at a decent clip, somehow Ms. Keyser Söze was gaining on me. I put all thoughts of missing my ride aside, focusing instead on losing my tail so I could grab my grub and split.

      Once I was inside the park, I hooked a left and headed for the creek, figuring I could drop down the bank and slip away from there. As I was crossing an open area, I turned around to see where she was, but all I saw was bupkis. When I turned back around, my view was filled with a size seven women’s leather sole flying straight at my face. The shoe was moving fast, as was the foot inside it and the leg behind it, so it connected before I could react.

      Tong!

      The sound the kick made when it connected was reminiscent of a church bell ringing, like a hollow brass bowl being struck with a hammer. Except, the “hammer” happened to be my skull. The kick knocked me off my feet, with me flying one way and a tooth flying another. I landed on my back in the grass, shoulders first like I’d been clotheslined, which was pretty much the case.

      Was I stunned? Sure, but I’d been cold-cocked before. Knowing that the ground was no place to be in a fight against a standing assailant, I rolled to my right, just as Shaolin Soccer stomped a hole in the grass where my balls had been. Despite the daze I was in, I had the wherewithal to notice that the footprint wasn’t human-shaped. Instead, it looked as though a cloven-hoofed animal had stepped there.

      Demon of some kind—has to be. Shit.

      I hated dealing with demonkind. For starters, they were incredibly resilient, because generally speaking, pain didn’t affect them the way it did other creatures. They either didn’t feel it, or they liked it—and either way, it was weird.

      Demons typically inhabited another creature’s body when they traversed this plane of existence. Being the diabolical creatures they were, they didn’t much care what happened to their host’s body. In fact, demons often seemed to like it when their hosts were injured.

      My working theory was that they had complete control over the host organism, allowing them to shut off pain receptors and so on. Either that, or the theory about demons liking pain was the answer. Again, it was bizarre and creepy as hell either way.

      Honestly, I had no idea what this demon wanted or why it was after me, I only knew she was fucking with my date night. Staying on the ground when someone was trying to stomp your face in was bullshit, so I needed to even the score. That left two choices, either get back to my feet or bring her down to the ground with me. I chose the latter.

      I waited until she stepped toward me, then I did half a revolution of a roll, stopping it mid-movement when I was facing the ground. I spun quickly, using my hands to maneuver onto a knee, lashing out with my other leg to sweep the demon off her feet. I caught her halfway between her knees and her ankles with the back of my leg, connecting with the leg she had most of her weight on.

      That leg felt like it was made of flesh, if not human flesh, and the kick did as intended when I followed through. However, when my leg connected with her other leg, it felt like I was kicking a lead pipe.

      Good thing she didn’t have all her weight on the other leg. I might’ve ended up with a broken ankle. Sheesh.

      The demon’s legs flew up in the air and she landed on her ass. Normally I’d have taken the time to crawl atop her, gain position, and either beat her senseless or choke her into oblivion. But my girlfriend was waiting for me, and the Grove was going to be transporting me to her place in about five minutes. So, I used a little druid magic to order the grass to lengthen and entangle my attacker, causing the blades of grass to thicken and plait together to ensure the demon didn’t immediately break free.

      “Sorry, I’d like to stay and chat, but I gotta’ run,” I said, offering the mystery demon a mock salute as I sprinted away.

      Strangely, she didn’t say a single word, not during the entire encounter. Neither did she speak when I addressed her. Instead, she simply glared at me, baring her teeth in a silent snarl. Was she mute? Hell if I knew. I had food to buy and a date to catch.

      I checked my watch as I ran across the street to Black’s. There was no time to run inside, go through the line, and grab everything I needed. I might make my dinner date, but I was going to be a failure as far as the “dinner” part was concerned.

      Shit.

      As I was turning the corner around the pits on my way to the designated pick-up spot, I had a bit of inspiration. After looking around to make sure no one was watching, I cast a chameleon spell on myself, then I snuck through the screen door to the pits where they smoked their meat.

      On checking a few of the pits, I found a smallish brisket that looked like it had some good bark on it. After wrapping it in butcher paper, I peeled off three hundreds and left them under an aluminum seasoning shaker on a nearby table. Then, I headed out the door and back to the spot where the Grove was supposed to pick me up.

      Damn it, now I have no sides and no dessert. Meh, she’s a werewolf. All she really cares about is the meat.
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        * * *

      

      When I showed up at the shack behind the clubhouse, Fallyn was waiting for me. There I stood, holding a football-sized package wrapped in butcher paper and dripping with grease, smelling of woodsmoke and covered in grass and dirt. She looked at the package, then at me, then at the package again.

      “No sides or dessert?” she asked as she tucked her auburn hair behind one of her cute, elfin ears.

      I sighed inwardly. Even after all this time, apparently I still didn’t understand women at all. “Sorry. I got a little sidetracked.”

      “Well, at least you got the important stuff. Gimme.” I handed over the brisket. She held it up to her straight, slightly upturned nose and sniffed it, hazel eyes closed, like a tobacco aficionado evaluating fine cigar. “Mmm, yummy. Hang on, I’ll go get some stuff from the bar. Be right back.”

      The alpha left and returned minutes later carrying a plastic grocery bag filled with various items. She sat the bag next to an Igloo cooler I hadn’t previously noticed that was sitting just inside the entrance to the shack. Fallyn knelt and began digging through the bag, pulling each item out and displaying it briefly as she stuck them in the cooler.

      “Potato salad, beans, coleslaw. We had all this stuff left over from a Pack meeting earlier. Sledge made the potato salad and slaw—killer stuff. He’s going to make some woman a good wife someday.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Don’t tell him I said that. Oh, and I have some beers as well.”

      “Good thing someone was prepared.”

      She shrugged and stood, then she grabbed the large cooler by the handles, hefting it as if it was empty. “The cooler was intended for beer only. You got lucky on the other items. Now, are you going to tell me what happened or what?”

      I smiled and hooked my arm in hers, checking my watch as I spoke. “After we get to the Grove. Hang on.”

      The Grove was anything if not punctual. How she kept time, I’d never know, but she was accurate to the second. At the designated time, we were transported to the grassy knoll next to my swimming hole, and there we set up our spread. There was no need for a blanket, as the grass was soft as socks and the local insects were subject to my command.

      Fallyn popped the tops off two longnecks with a flick of her thumbnail, handing me one before taking a swig and leaning back on her elbows. “So, who’d you piss off this time?”

      “That’s just it—I have no idea. Some female demon with a metal leg. Kicks like a mule, with feet to match.”

      My girl lounged with her eyes closed, tilting her head back to bathe in the warm faux sun. She stretched, providing me a glimpse of her taut, tanned stomach, all while inadvertently showing off the definition in her decathlete’s arms. I took a moment to enjoy seeing her so relaxed, and to fully appreciate our time together in this peaceful setting.

      “Think she’s one of Eris’ crew?” she asked as she settled back into the grass.

      I sipped my beer before answering. “Definitely. I’d never seen her before in my life, and she didn’t speak at all. At first, I suspected she was deaf or mute, but now I’m wondering if she simply didn’t speak English.”

      “Kinda rare, considering how long those things live.”

      “Not if this was her first time in the US.” I placed my beer in the grass next to me, ordering the grass to hold it upright by weaving a sort of cupholder-slash-koozie for me. “But enough of that talk—let’s eat.”

      I sliced the meat atop the cooler, after Fallyn had pulled out the side dishes and two more beers. We ate it off the butcher paper, using plastic spoons and forks to munch on the side dishes from the containers. The brisket was moist, tender, and smoky, with the perfect amount of rub on the outside and that salty, unctuous character within.

      “Damn, golden boy,” Fallyn said between bites of meat. “You’re right. It is better than Franklin’s.”

      “Where do you think Aaron learned to smoke meat? Well, actually he used to work for Mueller—the Austin joint that closed, not the original in Taylor. Eh, to be fair, he grew up working in his parent’s smokehouse. But the reality is, there’s a lot of good BBQ to be had in Central Texas besides Franklin’s.”

      Fallyn gave me a cockeyed, amused grin. “Sheesh, what do you have against Franklin’s?”

      “Nothing,” I shrugged. “It just gets me miffed when the revival tent gets more attention than the cathedral.”

      “Guess that’s one way to put it.” She chuckled as she tossed a last bite of brisket in her mouth. “Now, tell me what Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Fuckboi have you mixed up in this time.”

      “Give me a sec’—this story requires more alcohol to tell properly.” I downed the beer in my hand, then I grabbed my spare from the grass beside me. “We’re stealing the Apple of Discord.”

      “Hang on,” she said as she waved a greasy hand back and forth. “I thought they were supposed to handle that. Them and the other tricksters, I mean.”

      I tossed her a roll of paper towels, which she set aside in favor of licking her fingers clean. Who could blame her? It’d be a total waste of brisket fat to wipe it off and toss it away.

      “They were—at least, that was the original plan. But with Olympus backing Eris’ play, now they say they can’t get involved. Not directly, anyway. So, it’s up to me to find a crew and plan the heist.”

      That last part had caught her mid-swig, and she nearly spat her beer out when I said it. “Seriously? Colin, what do you know about running a heist?”

      “Not much, which is why I insisted that Loki help me with the recruiting and planning phases.”

      And why I’m starting to suspect I’m the patsy here.

      I didn’t tell Fallyn that because I didn’t want to upset her. But the more I thought about it, and the longer I talked it out, the more apparent that possibility became.

      She nodded slowly. “Smart. He might be a sleaze-bag, but he’s a slick sleaze-bag. Just don’t let him leave you holding the bag if things go sideways.”

      I chuckled softly. As usual, my girl was two steps ahead of me. “Meh, things always go sideways. Don’t worry, though. I’ll have insurance.”

      “Do, please.” She laid supine in the grass, fingers intertwined over her tummy, eyes closed with a smile on her face. “Now, give my werewolf metabolism about twenty minutes to digest the feast we just had, then we can discuss whether I still owe you for the dessert you failed to get.”

      “Er... I can always run down to the corner store for fruit pies and ice cream.”

      Her smile broadened. “Better hurry. Right now, you have a fifty-fifty chance of either finding me naked or asleep when you get back.”

      I was back in the junkyard and sprinting for the parking lot almost before she’d finished that sentence.
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        * * *

      

      Fallyn and I spent the remainder of our date as I would have liked, ending it with our customary swim and nap. When I awoke, she was gone, having had the Grove send her back to the Pack clubhouse, where her duties as alpha awaited. When I headed earthside, I found a text from her waiting for me.

      Call me if you need me. Be safe. And if you can’t be safe, then be dangerous.

      That was why I loved the woman. She understood… well, just about everything.

      Another thing waiting for me was a handwritten note from Loki, stuck on my door—that door being the entrance to the bedroom I kept in the warehouse. I maintained the room mostly for appearances these days, although it was probably time to get an apartment in the city.

      The note read:

      I’ll be here in the morning. Have coffee and be ready to work. —The Lokester

      I don’t know if anyone had ever called him “The Lokester,” and I damned sure wasn’t going to start. For all I knew it meant “I like to have sex with frost giants” in Old Norse. That’d be just like Loki, to get me saying something embarrassing over and over again, just for kicks.

      I’d had plenty of sleep while I was in the Grove with Fallyn, but I was still beat. My fatigue had a lot to do with my Oak, as I’d been using druidry whenever I could to help it heal. I couldn’t say whether my efforts were of any use, considering that the Grove was overseeing the Oak’s recovery. Still, I hoped the tree would notice my presence while it hibernated and recovered.

      Speaking of which, I needed to check in on it. I was just about to head back when I heard a noise coming from the parking lot.

      Tock-clop. Tock-clop. Tock-clop.

      After casting a chameleon spell on myself, I walked across the yard toward the office, which faced the parking lot. Instead of exposing myself by approaching the gate in the open, I entered through the back entrance of the office. That way, I could observe the lot from inside where I wouldn’t be seen.

      Our recent run-in with Cerberus had taught me to be cautious, even on my own turf. They’d raided the junkyard, busting through my wards using some sort of techno-magic breaching charge. I’d since shored up my wards—and the gate—but I wasn’t taking any chances. Using all the stealth I could muster, I snuck to the window and peeked out the blinds.

      Oh, you have got to be shitting me.

      Across the lot, there was the same demon woman who’d followed me outside of Luther’s, and who jumped me at Terry Black’s. She stood still as a statue, arms at her sides, staring right at me. Despite the fact that I was shrouded in magic and shadows, I could’ve sworn she knew I was there. When a wicked smile split her face, I was certain of it.

      How in the hell she was tracking me, I had no idea, but it was starting to piss me off. I was sorely tempted to trot my ass out there and confront her with Dyrnwyn in hand. Yet, that’s what I’d done when Cerberus attacked us, and look what had happened.

      Almost got the Oak killed that time. This is a demon, an inter-dimensional being. What if she breached the wards, like Mendoza and his goons?

      I thought about the sapling in the yard—the one The Dagda had left to allow me to access the Grove from here. Could a demon use it to get inside my lair? I didn’t even want to think about it, and I damned sure wasn’t going to risk it.

      Nope, I was safe inside here, and so was my Oak and Grove. Until I knew exactly what I was dealing with, I was going to stay as far away from her as possible. Anyway, something told me she’d be long gone before Loki arrived in the morning. In the meantime, I’d spend the night setting demon traps and tuning my wards to repel the same.

      Yet the demon’s appearance here brought a rather scary thought to mind. What if a hostile force entered the junkyard while I was gone? What if they knew what the sapling did, and where it led? What if they used it to harm my Oak and Grove?

      It was the same weakness that had proved to be the undoing of the druids millennia ago; their oaks had been stationary. While the druids of old could travel from grove to grove via their oaks, the trees themselves were vulnerable. Eventually I’d need to find some way to remain in contact with the Grove while the Oak was healing. I wondered, could I take the sapling with me without killing it?

      The idea was sound, but I’d need time to experiment before I could make it happen. Until I could do so, I needed to deal with the most immediate threats, and that meant keeping unwanteds out of my junkyard.

      Time to get to work.

      Ignoring the presence of the demonic bounty hunter outside my front gate, I focused instead on hardening the defenses around my sanctuary. This consisted of laying hidden traps in the form of rune wards and druid snares tuned to trigger in the presence of demonkind. Not that my wards weren’t already robust as hell—it’s just that I wasn’t taking any chances.

      The druid snares were easy, as they consisted of latent plant life I’d infused with druidic magic. When tripped, the seeds I’d planted would grow at an insane rate, sprouting vines and thorns that would entangle any demons that were physically present. They’d then drag said creature or creatures to a nearby demon trap.

      The demon traps took a bit more time and effort to set up, but they were a necessary evil. Essentially, they consisted of a containment circle integrated with banishment runes. I designed them so a demon could get in, but not get out.

      It took the better part of two hours to place such traps in key locations around the junkyard. Once that chore was finished, I spent another thirty minutes strengthening the perimeter wards and adding glyphs specific to repelling demons. The entire time I worked, I considered the current situation and what I’d have to do to resolve it.

      While I hated to use it, I did have a bit of fae magic at my disposal that could help clear things up. As Fionn MacCumhaill’s lone heir, I’d inherited a sliver of the magical insight he’d gained from eating the Salmon of Wisdom. I decided now might be a good time to swallow my pride and see if the Salmon’s magic might help me piece this puzzle together.

      Activating the magic was as simple as sucking my thumb, a symbolic act designed to emulate the method by which Fionn had “stolen” the salmon’s wisdom in the first place. Early on, I’d realized that people reacted strangely to anyone over the age of four who engaged in thumb-sucking. Instead, I chewed on my thumbnail, which was pretty much the same thing and a lot less embarrassing.

      As the magic started flowing, a strange mental clarity came over me. I imagined this must be what it was like to take so-called “smart drugs.” It didn’t quite give me Limitless level intelligence, but it did make it easier to spot connections between seemingly unrelated events.

      Thus, I began to consider the problems I faced, piece by piece. Eris was obviously the primary issue. She was a powerful trickster deity and a formidable foe. Unlike Lyssa, who seemed to dislike using her powers, Eris apparently loved to sow discord and chaos.

      But I didn’t believe for a second that she was acting for the sheer enjoyment of it. My sword master had once said that in order to defeat an opponent, you first had to understand them. That was part of the problem, because I’d had a hard time figuring the deity of discord out.

      The more I thought about it, the more I was baffled by just how random her actions had been thus far. First, she’d showed up at the Trickster’s Local meeting where Click proposed my induction, seeming friendly enough at the time. Then, she tried to assassinate me in an alternate timeline by sending a Celtic river goddess after me.

      Once I got that straightened out, I’d come back to my own timeline only to find my city in chaos. Austin had been placed under a curse, Maeve was missing in action, and the other factions were close to outright war.

      She’d placed Lyssa, the Greek goddess of insanity, in charge of that operation. At first blush, it seemed as though Austin might have been a trial run for what Eris had planned for the country at large. Yet I failed to see what she might gain from causing that sort of chaos.

      These gods fed off the worship they received from mortals, that much had been made clear to me. Could it be that Greek deities derived pleasure or power from promoting the elemental forces they represented? That would make sense, after all. Ares would feed off war, Aphrodite off lust, Dionysus from partying, and so on. It seemed a bit on the nose, though.

      There was also the possibility that Eris gained something more mundane from throwing the city into turmoil. While my theory involving deities feeding off primal forces was very neat and tidy, Occam’s Razor dictated that the real answer was likely simpler to deduce. That being, Eris needed the factions to be preoccupied and distracted so she could accomplish some personal goal without their interference.

      The question was, why lock Maeve in her manse while leaving the other factions relatively unhindered? Besides the obvious reason, of course, which was to get the local goddess out of the way. But was there more to it than that?

      The more I pulled on that string, the more it made sense to me. One of the first things I intended to ask Loki in the morning was what advantage Eris might gain by getting Maeve out of the picture temporarily. Then, I intended to have a discussion with the queen herself.
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      When Loki showed up the next day, the first thing he said was, “Hmm, smells like demon around here. Does the Colster have a succubus in the stable I don’t know about?”

      He said it wearing his typical smarmy smile, all smug about his lecherous suggestion as if we were both in on the secret.

      “Who hurt you?” I asked in all sincerity. “Just show me where the bad man touched you, and I’ll make him pay.”

      “Hah! That’s a good one, Col-o-rama.”

      Loki stretched and yawned, and it was then I noticed his ridiculous ensemble. He wore a pink Tri-Delt t-shirt that was way too small, plaid pajama bottoms that were way too large, pink-furred house slippers, Elton John rhinestone sunglasses, and a bright fuchsia feather boa. I cocked my head sideways as I took it all in.

      “The outfit,” I said as I gestured at him, head to toe. “Do I even want to know?”

      “We ran into some Greeks at the club, and I ended up back at their place. Woo-hoo—what a night. Lost my clothes and had to borrow some on my way out.” He glanced around the office, scanning until his gaze landed on the coffee machine. “Is that a fresh pot?”

      “You demanded coffee, and coffee you shall have. Freshly ground, too. The beans are—”

      He cut me off with a chop of his hand as he bustled past, heading around the counter in a beeline to the machine. “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure the story behind it is fascinating. Fucking ’ay, druid, but you are such a geek. It’s a wonder you ever get laid.”

      “I’ve never really had problems attracting women,” I said, shrugging sheepishly. “I guess I’m just lucky in that area.”

      He chuckled as he poured himself a tall cup of the black stuff, adding nothing to it as he held it up to his nose. “Mmm, smells like caffeine and manhood.”

      He took a sip as he turned around. The god frowned and then produced a stainless-steel whiskey flask out of thin air, pouring its contents into the cup. After another swig, Loki smiled, then he plopped into Maureen’s chair, kicking his feet up on the lower counter.

      “Lucky? Luck’s got nothing to do with it, kid,” he said, cradling the cup of joe in his lap. “You might not realize this, but chicks dig that thing you have going on.”

      “What thing?” I asked.

      “You really don’t know, do you?” He shrugged. “The whole washboard abs, plus I don’t give a fuck attitude, with a healthy dash of heroism, and scads of self-effacing humility. If Paul Rudd, Ryan Reynolds, and Brad Pitt had a baby, the little fucker would be your twin.”

      “I didn’t need that imagery in my head, but okay.” I took a sip of my mocha, leaning with my elbows on the counter. “So, are we going to get started or what?”

      “Straight to the point, I like it.” He drummed his fingers on his coffee cup, eyes narrowed as he stared off into space for several seconds. Finally, he turned his gaze on me, brows lifted. “What do you know about putting together a crew for a heist?”

      “Nothing, absolutely squat. That’s why I asked for your help when I agreed to do this. Honestly, I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      He nodded. “That’s good, actually—admitting you don’t know shit is the first step.”

      “The first step toward what?”

      He smirked. “Toward not getting your ass handed to you by whatever Eris has guarding the Apple. See, most dudes would go into this thing thinking it’s a piece of cake, just a smash and grab and BAM! Job done. But I can see you’ve realized there’s more to pulling something like this off than muscle and guts.”

      I decided against mentioning how I’d thought exactly the former when I took the job. “Um, right. So, where should we start?”

      He balanced his coffee cup on the arm of the chair, steeping his fingers as he drummed the tips together. “Well, first you need to assemble a crew.”

      “Again, I wouldn’t know the first thing about that. Like, what kind of crew? A bunch of thieves? Mercenaries? Celebrity dog trainers?”

      “Naw. Cesar’s semi-retired, and anyhow there’s no way we could get a pack of hellhounds in time. Mercs would be fine if we were doing a bank job, where we could go in guns blazing and force the staff to hand over whatever they had on hand. Lotta’ risk for not a lot of cash, though. But thieves? Yeah, we’ll need one or two.”

      I set my cup on the counter as I stood up straight. “Hang on—how big does this crew need to be?”

      “Let’s see,” he said, his gaze drifting up to the ceiling as he counted off on his fingers. “You’re going to need a mastermind—that’s you, by the way, not me. Then, you need a right-hand man to delegate things to, which’ll free you up to worry about all the unexpected shit that will come up. And believe me, it will.”

      “That’s two,” I observed.

      “You’ll also need someone on the inside to get the intel you’ll need to plan the heist. Probably want a security specialist, someone who’s good with magic and electronics. Possibly even computer systems, depending on what Eris has in place.”

      I nodded as if my opinion mattered. “Sounds reasonable.”

      “Then you’ll need a roper, a second-story man, a dip, and a yeggman.”

      “Say what?” I asked, genuinely perplexed by the terms he was throwing around.

      The trickster flashed a crooked grin. “Ah, I forget that cons aren’t necessarily your cup of tea. A roper is a con artist who reels in the mark. A second-story man is a burglar, someone who’s good at getting into places you aren’t supposed to get into. A dip? That’s a pickpocket.”

      “And an egg man?”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “Yegg-man, not egg man. We’re not farmers, we’re tricksters, for Frigg’s sakes. A yeggman is a safecracker, but the term denotes more than that. It refers to someone who’s generally good with explosives and getting into places using both force and finesse, depending on what the job calls for.”

      I frowned, furrowing my brow. “C’mon, you have to be making all these names and stuff up.”

      The Norse god spread his arms wide. “What—you thought I wouldn’t know how to speak con artist? Thieves’ cant existed for a reason, Coli-roni. Sometimes you have to relay information in front of others, and it’s best if they don’t get what you’re saying.”

      I still thought he was pulling my leg, but I decided to let it go, for now. “I count eight, so far.”

      He leaned back in the chair with his fingers laced behind his head, oblivious to the fact that his coffee cup was wobbling precariously on the chair’s arm. I could’ve said something, but I didn’t. We were five minutes into this job, and Loki was already getting on my nerves. I kept my mouth shut and waited for him to continue.

      “Oh! Then there’s your backer—that’s me, of course. So, a nine-man crew.” I frowned, and Loki threw his hands up in exasperation. “What?”

      “What’s to say we won’t recruit any women?”

      He threw his hands in the air. “Of course we’ll hire a few chicks. Why wouldn’t we?”

      “Then why say, ‘a nine-man crew’? Why not, ‘nine-person crew,’ or just say, ‘a team of nine’?”

      Without looking, Loki caught his coffee cup as it finally tipped off its perch. He scowled, shaking his head. “For the sake of expediency. Odin’s great bushy ball sack, it’s just us two here. Why would I want to burden a conversation with awkward language, just so I don’t offend someone who isn’t even here?”

      “If I’m going to be in charge, I’m just saying—we need to make sure this is an equal opportunity heist.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me right now? That’s what you’re worried about?”

      I scratched the side of my head. “Not exclusively, no. But I do want to make sure that everyone on the team feels welcome.”

      He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Fine, we’re about to assemble a ‘team of nine.’ Happy?”

      “It’s a start.”

      He shook his head. “This is going to be a clusterfuck. I can tell already.”

      “Things will go smoother if everyone feels equally respected.”

      He chewed his lip and snort-chuckled. “Whatever you say, Dr. Phil. It’s your show.”

      I resisted the urge to gloat as I asked my next question. “Now that we know what kind of team we need to recruit, where do we start?”

      Loki stabbed an index finger at me as he sat up again. “You start by picking your righthand… um, person.”

      “Makes sense, but how do I choose? What am I looking for in my second in command?”

      “It has to be someone you trust, a person who can take orders who also isn’t afraid to tell people what to do,” he said as he downed his coffee. Instead of holding onto the cup, he tossed it over his shoulder, hitting the trash can without looking. “Gotta be someone who commands respect, too. If they look like they can put a boot up someone’s ass, so much the better.”

      After taking about two seconds to consider the task, I tsked. “I have just the person in mind. Then what?”

      “Then, the fun starts.” He rubbed his hands together. “Once your second agrees to come on board, then you and I are going to pick the rest of the crew.”

      “Gotcha,” I said as I headed for the door. Halfway there, I remembered my question from the previous evening. “Say, Loki… there’s just one last thing I need to ask.”

      “Sure thing, Coli-rooster. Shoot.”

      “What would Eris gain by locking Maeve in her manse while the city burned?”

      “Figured that out, did you?” He sniffed and pursed his lips. “She needed Maeve out of the way for good reason. What it is, I haven’t been able to figure out yet.”

      “Have you asked Maeve?”

      “Hah! The answer to that question would be, ‘no.’ She and I are not on speaking terms. But the old nag definitely owes you a favor or four. Might not hurt to stop by and ask her yourself.”

      “Got it. I’ll be back when I’m done recruiting my lieutenant.”

      I downed my own cup of joe, turning to toss it in the trash with quite a bit less panache than Loki had shown. When I turned back around, I saw that Loki now had a red and white trucker hat pulled over his eyes that said, I’m Not A Gynecologist But I’ll Take A Look. He’d leaned back in the chair once more, fingers laced over his stomach with his feet on the counter.

      “I’ll just be here, resting my eyes,” he mumbled. “Bring back some breakfast tacos, alright?”
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        * * *

      

      Rather than calling ahead, I decided I’d simply pop in on Maeve while I was on my way to Hemi’s place. It wasn’t actually “on the way,” but two birds and all that.

      If I called first, one of her underlings would just blow me off without telling her. On the other hand, the queen knew everything that happened on the grounds around her home. By showing up in person, her flunkies wouldn’t be able to turn me away without Maeve’s knowledge.

      There was no way she’d refuse to see me, not after what I’d done for her. She owed me, and she’d said as much when she requested that I deal with Lyssa. However, I didn’t intend to remind her just yet; it was better that I save that favor for a rainy day.

      When I pulled up in front of Maeve’s manse, I immediately noticed things had changed around the place. For starters, there were major, active wards around the perimeter. Sure, she’d always protected the place with magic, but it was mostly passive stuff. She definitely didn’t want to draw attention to herself by accidentally frying some neighborhood kid or homeless person with an elemental trap.

      Instead, she’d mostly used look away, go away spells and the like to keep undesirables out. As for active protections against supernatural beings, there had been no need. Who’d be crazy enough to attack a fae queen on her own property, right?

      That was until Eris and Lyssa decided to declare war on Austin. Presently, when I looked at Maeve’s place in the magical spectrum, it lit up like the Northern lights. It must be taking a hell of a lot of juice to be powering all those protection spells, so I assumed either she’d busted out an artifact she’d been keeping in reserve, or she’d figured out a way to tap into Underhill’s magic again.

      That’s another thing I need to do—tap into Mag Mell’s power.

      So much to do, so little time. Which was ironic, considering that I had all the time in the world while I was in the Grove. I shook my head, reminding myself that once this job was done, I’d be able to drop out for a while and see to my own affairs—Druid affairs.

      As I refocused my attention on the present, I noticed another thing that had changed here. Maeve had actual, physical security on the premises. As in, human guards, manning a guardhouse at the gate, and patrolling the grounds. I knew they were human by the way they moved—athletic but lacking the effortless grace the high fae could never seem to hide, even with the best glamour.

      As I approached the gate, I was stopped by a stocky Asian guy in a black suit wearing dark shades and an earpiece. He and another, nearly identical guard flanked the garden entry, but I hadn’t noticed until I was on top of them. Maeve’s ability to cast glamours and illusions was legendary, so it was no surprise that I couldn’t pierce them all.

      “Stop right there,” the guard in the suit commanded. “State your name and business, please.”

      Stifling a put-upon sigh, I forced a smile instead. “I’m here to see Maeve, on official justiciar business.”

      “One moment.” He tapped his earpiece, yet he didn’t say a word as he did so. After several seconds, he nodded. “Understood.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      I couldn’t tell where he’d been looking, so I assumed he was speaking to me. He lifted his chin, and I realized he’d been talking to someone on the other end of the earpiece. “You may enter, but we’ll need to search you first.”

      The other guard produced a metal detector wand, which he waved over my body, up one side and down the other. It beeped at my waist, and I produced my keys and my hunting knife. As I didn’t normally carry any other weapons on me—they were all in my Bag—the guards found nothing else of note. I allowed them to keep the knife while I was inside, and I entered the gate.

      I paused to look around once inside and immediately noticed even more cameras and guards. All the security guards were identically dressed, and all were human, but they varied regarding their ethnicities and whether they were male or female. I counted at least ten, not including the two outside and the one manning the guardhouse at the driveway gate.

      The guards outside had telltale bulges at their hips. Inside, many of the guards carried submachine guns or M4 rifles. There was also a team of two stationed atop Maeve’s roof on a lookout walkway, one bearing a Remington 700 fitted with what looked to be a midrange scope, the other carrying an M4 marksman rifle.

      Maeve is not fucking around, that’s for sure.

      While I stood there gawking, an athletic female guard with close-cropped brown hair approached. “This way, Mr. McCool.”

      She took off without waiting for me to respond, and I followed her. As I did, I noticed that at least one of the sniper team on the roof tracked me the entire time. The guard led me into Maeve’s garden proper, where the queen sat in a gazebo that was hidden from external view by three hedgerows that hadn’t been there on previous visits.

      Three rather large Irish wolfhounds rested nearby. All three perked up as I approached, watching me with ears perked but giving no other indication of aggression. As soon as Maeve acknowledged my presence by nodding at a seat across from her, the dogs settled back down again, resting their heads on their forepaws.

      “Maeve, you’re looking well,” I said, meaning it.

      She might have been my great-grandmother forty or fifty generations removed, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t give her a compliment. Most of the time Maeve chose to look human, adopting an appearance that I would describe as “well-heeled soccer mom”—a sort of Giada meets Kelly Ripa thing.

      Blonde, with white skin that was tanned in what could only be called a healthy glow; light eyes that often changed from gray to blue to shades of green, depending on the day; short statured, with a figure that bespoke of many hours spent on the treadmill and in Pilates classes. It was an appearance designed to allow her to blend in with the trendy, well-to-do crowd in the city.

      Yet I’d seen her true form, on more than one occasion. In her current identity, she was Maeve, Queen of the Austin Fae. However, I knew what few others did; that this glamour hid the goddess Niamh, daughter of the Celtic sea god, Manannán mac Lir.

      Maeve’s real form was otherworldly and terrible to behold, a vision of alien beauty that’d give the average person nightmares for weeks. Maybe that was why she chose to maintain her glamour most of the time. I suspected that being frightening as hell got tiresome. I know I didn’t enjoy it, and my Hyde-side wasn’t my natural form.

      Presenting as evidence of my theory, the queen wore smart white slacks, a white short-sleeve blouse, and a peach-colored sweater draped over her shoulders. A pair of white fashion tennies adorned her feet, and she’d changed her hair to a timeless, center-parted and smooth style that would’ve looked at home in any decade.

      Perfectly normal, and seemingly harmless.

      She smiled, glancing up from a sheaf of papers she’d been perusing as I approached. The female guard stood by at parade rest, staring off into the distance with more attentiveness than I could muster when I was actually looking at something intently. Maeve shifted her gaze to the guard.

      “That will be all, Alicia.”

      “Yes, Ms. Morgan.”

      I waited for the guard to walk out of earshot before speaking. “‘Ms. Morgan’?”

      The corners of Maeve’s mouth turned down, ever so slightly. “If you think I picked that surname up from some long-dead ex-husband, I am sorry to disappoint. Morgan means ‘sea born.’ I am not without my own peculiar sentimentalities, nor am I above taking amusement where I can find it.”

      Never mind the whole avoiding a lie thing.

      “I suppose it makes sense. Do you ever see him? Your dad, I mean.”

      Her expression went blank. “I assume you came for more than just pleasantries? As a queen, I have duties, you know. If you have business, please proceed so I can get back to my own.”

      I honestly never knew that Manannán was a sore spot with her. Daddy issues, at that age? I guess no one ever really got over their childhood trauma.

      “Right. So, I’ve been thinking—”

      “Dangerous, in your case, but do go on.”

      Wisely, I kept any and all witty retorts to myself. “Eris—why’d she trap you in your house, while leaving the other factions alone?”

      Maeve’s face was a mask. Yet she uncrossed and crossed her legs the opposite way before resting her hands in her lap. If I’d made her fidgety, it meant I was close to something important.

      The fae queen and goddess settled to stillness before answering. “I’d hardly call nearly starting a faction war leaving them alone.”

      “Still, she didn’t trap them where they couldn’t do her people any harm. At first, I thought she was afraid of you—I still do, by the way—but I’m starting to wonder if that wasn’t the only reason.”

      “Well, I certainly appreciate your vote of confidence.”

      Maeve glanced about before tilting her head slightly, as if she’d come to a decision. She snapped her fingers, and a wall of shimmering white light encircled the gazebo. All the background noise disappeared, as did the outside world. I wasn’t sure if she’d cast a protective shield or transported us to another place, and I wasn’t certain I wanted to know. Fae magic was weird, and it could bite you in the ass if you weren’t careful.

      The fae queen leaned in, relaxing her wrist so the papers she held rested against her leg. “Despite my earlier jest, you show a surprising amount of insight at times. I can only assume it’s due to the Salmon’s gift.”

      “C’mon, give me a little credit,” I groused. She failed to respond, choosing instead to stare at me with the barest hint of an amused smile playing at her lips. “Okay, fine—I used it earlier. Happy?”

      “Happy that my descendant is using all the tools at his disposal, instead of stumbling blindly along for no good reason? Certainly. Now, as for your question, yes, she had reason to temporarily neutralize me and my court.”

      I waited for Maeve to continue, but she remained infuriatingly silent. “Sheesh, I’m going to have to beg this out of you, aren’t I?”

      “An oracle is only as good as the questions it is asked,” she replied.

      “Fine. What was her reason? Why’d she need you out of the way?”

      Maeve’s gaze lowered to the sheaf of papers in her hand and back again. “While I was trapped within the bowels of my demesne, someone posing as me accessed a safe deposit box at a local bank. They removed a single item, leaving all the other contents in place.”

      “What did they take?”

      The corners of her eyes crinkled slightly. “An item of immense power, obviously. Something I was not supposed to have, which was why it was not stored in my own vaults.”

      “I’m going after her. Should I be worried?”

      “Possibly. The object allows the bearer to walk The Twisted Paths.”

      “Say what?” I shook my head. “You had a time travel device, and you left it in a safe deposit box?”

      Maeve sat up straight, brushing her pant leg smooth as she held my gaze. “No one but me knew the artifact was there. It was shielded against detection, and the box was warded against tampering. It should’ve been impregnable, but alas, it was not.”

      “Any idea what she plans to do with this thing? Also, what is it, exactly?”

      “It is a timepiece, fashioned by Hephaestus for Chronos, imbued by the time deity with a bit of his power. It was rumored to have been a gift to Hermes, to help him perform his duties as messenger of the gods. As for what she wishes to do with it, it would appear she’s already done it. She did travel to another timeline to try to kill you, yes?”

      “How did—?”

      I took a moment to compose myself before continuing. Previously, Maeve had intimated that she knew I had learned and used time travel magic. Yet, more than any other type of magic, chronomancy and chronourgy were verboten. Get caught using time magic by the gods, and you were likely to be summarily executed.

      Despite being on Maeve’s good side, you never knew when one of the Celtic gods would use your secrets against you. It was best that I didn’t admit to anything that might potentially become a liability later.

      “I refuse to answer that question on grounds of ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’” I said, straight-faced. “Now, exactly how dangerous is this artifact, and just how does it work?”

      “It’s uncanny, how much you remind me of Oisín. He too was a horrible liar.” The ancient goddess actually chuckled softly. “Regarding your first question, like anything having to do with time magic, it is very dangerous. Yet, its powers are limited. Unless she has discovered a way to power the artifact, I would imagine that she nearly drained it pursuing you down the Twisted Paths.”

      “Good to know. How does it function?”

      “Simply by holding it, pressing a button, and imagining when and where you wish to go.”

      I shook my head. “That’s a lot of power to place into an object that anyone might pick up and use.”

      “Not just anyone can use it,” Maeve replied. “It takes a fair amount of deific will to activate and channel the timepiece. Few mortals could operate it without destroying themselves.”

      “Hmm, also good to know.”

      Maeve regarded me coolly. “I would very much like it back, and I will pay handsomely for it.”

      “I’m sure. Do you think Eris has other plans for it?”

      “Definitely. I would be shocked if she did not.”

      “Hmm.” I stroked my jaw as I considered what she might want with a time travel device. Besides killing me in another timeline, that is. “Anything else I should know?”

      “Yes. If you’re planning to break into the vault at Caesar’s, be advised—it is rumored that Typhon guards it.”

      “The Typhon? As in, the baddest titan of all time, and potentially the biggest dragon ever?”

      Maeve gave a single nod. “Yes.”

      “Thanks for the info. I’ll deal with that if it turns out to be true.” I glanced at the barrier of light surrounding us. “What’s with all the humans?”

      “Simply put, they are not fae. I can read them better, which reduces the likelihood I’ll be betrayed by them. But mostly they are cannon fodder.”

      “Eh, wonderful. Tell me, what are the odds the detail is freaking out right now, and how likely is it that the sniper team will take a potshot at me when this barrier drops?”

      “High and very high.”

      “Then, maybe I should be somewhere else before you banish it. Do you mind?”

      “Yes,” she said. “But I’ll cope with the consequences.”

      I wondered if she’d said that to keep up appearances, or if opening the portal really would tax her magically. She had to be getting power from somewhere to feed all the protections on her property. And, goddess or no, I doubted she had enough juice to run all this herself.

      A portal opened to my left before I could decide whether it was worth asking about. I looked through it and saw the front gate of the junkyard. It would be rude to keep it open longer than necessary, and I decided against further questions.

      I nodded to the queen and stepped through. “See you around, Maeve.”

      “Not if I see you first, druid,” she said, stone-faced, save for the faintest crinkle at the corners of her eyes.

      Obviously, she was mocking me by mimicking my casual tone and use of modern language. Maeve was not given over to teasing humor; if anything, she leaned toward decorum and reservedness in all things. I was so stunned by her reply, the gateway closed behind me before I could utter a retort.

      A joke, from Maeve. I should buy a lottery ticket.
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      Back inside the junkyard, I downloaded a few books on Greek mythology to read later, then I contacted the Grove and asked her transport me to Hemi’s place. As soon as I made the request, the Grove sent back an image of a huge, menacing bat. Then, she sent another image of a dark, stormy night.

      Obviously, something was up that I didn’t know about. I wondered, did the bat represent Camazotz, the Mayan bat god I’d befriended some time back? He might not have been the most stable individual, but he had proven to be an ally, so I doubted he’d pose a threat to Hemi.

      Still, the Grove wouldn’t warn me for nothing, so I had her drop me off in the wooded creek behind Hemi’s apartment. From there, I snuck up the bank to approach Hemi’s place from the rear. No sense announcing my arrival, after all.

      When I mounted the rise, everything looked to be copacetic. I realized then that I was hungry, and I felt the urge to go get the breakfast tacos Loki requested. I could always come back later, after I ate.

      Yet something wasn’t quite right here. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but the place felt off. I resisted the urge to leave, and after several seconds, the feeling seemed to dissipate.

      Hmm, a go away spell. Something is going on, that’s for sure.

      Since I hadn’t yet exposed myself, I snuck closer and hid behind a tree about twenty feet from the garage apartment. That’s when I noticed that the wind was blowing from the direction of the building. The garage should’ve acted as a break from the breeze, yet I was taking the brunt of it head on. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary in the magical spectrum, so I stayed hidden while I continued to observe the area.

      There!

      It wasn’t much, and I would’ve missed it if I hadn’t been looking. A dried bit of grass clipping appeared out of nowhere, about five feet beyond the rear wall of the apartment. It was probably left over from the last time the lawn had been mowed. Lucky for me, the landlady’s lawn care service didn’t do a good job of cleaning up after themselves.

      I plucked a leaf from the tree I hid behind, imbuing it with a tiny bit of druid magic before blowing it from my palm onto the wind. The magic caused it to float against the breeze, toward the apartment’s rear wall. Just at the point where the grass had appeared, my leaf disappeared completely. One instant it was there; the next, it wasn’t.

      An illusion. Powerful, but hastily created.

      Between the illusion and the go away spell, any mundane human wouldn’t give the apartment a second glance. Unless they had considerable magic or possessed the rare gift of piercing illusions and glamours, anyone passing by would ignore the place—even if they had business here. I’d nearly done so, and I was used to dealing with these things.

      That likely meant whoever or whatever cast the spells was a powerful magic user. Hemi’s girlfriend, Maki, fit that bill, but I was stumped to come up with a reason why she might hide their home with magic. Not unless someone had come to town who was looking for them.

      But if that were the case, a simple look away and go away spell would suffice. Why the illusion, then?

      Only one way to find out.

      I cast a chameleon spell on myself, then I shifted into my half-Fomorian form. Finally, I drew Dyrnwyn, noting that the blade flickered weakly when I pulled it from my Bag. Dyrnwyn had been created to detect and vanquish evil, and the blade would burst into intense white flames in the presence of wicked creatures.

      Something evil was almost within range, or it had been nearby recently. Knowing that set my teeth on edge. I proceeded with caution toward the rear of the house, pausing just before the point where the leaf had vanished.

      Point of no return.

      I stepped forward, sword at the ready. As I crossed that invisible threshold, the scene changed completely. By crossing the edge of the illusion and stepping within it, I saw what it concealed: nothing, absolutely nothing.

      Hemi and Maki’s home was completely and utterly gone. Everything was missing, including the foundation and the structure itself. All that was left was a shallow hole in the earth and some plumbing pipes, one of which spewed water into the air.

      The hole left by the missing garage was slowly being flooded, another sign that the caster had created the illusion in haste. If they’d taken their time with it, they’d have turned off the water, or capped it off so it wouldn’t leak into the street. Details were what made illusions and glamours believable, and my instincts told me that Maki was a stickler for detail.

      Based on what I saw, I could only assume that they’d been abducted. Where to was anyone’s guess, but I intended to figure that out. I sat down cross-legged on the grass next to the scar the absent home had left in the soil, resting Dyrnwyn across my lap so I could have it close at hand.

      Then, I dropped into a druid trance, slowing my breathing as I attuned myself with the earth, elements, and life energy all around. Once I’d reached the proper state, I extended my awareness outward. If there was a witness to what had occurred, I’d likely find one among the local wildlife.

      After I figure out what happened here, I’ll know how to bring Hemi and Maki back.
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        * * *

      

      Being able to open a mental connection to animals was a neat trick, and it could even be fun under the right circumstances. Yet to glean any useful information, you needed a fairly intelligent creature to mind-meld with, like a corvid, a pig, or a rat. Rats were smarter than people gave them credit for, as any research scientist knew.

      Not that I approved of experimentation on animals, mind you, but a rat’s intelligence was one reason why they were used more often than other animals. Raccoons, parrots, cats, pigeons, and squirrels were also contenders. Certain species of canids were useful as well, although some of the domesticated breeds were dumb as rocks.

      At the moment, however, I was having zero luck finding one of those species in the local vicinity. Obviously, something had spooked the local fauna, scaring them off.

      C’mon, I know something saw what went down.

      I kept scanning, waiting patiently and making certain I appeared as innocuous as possible. Animals generally didn’t like magical workings, and the stronger they were, the less they liked them. This illusion was fairly powerful, if ham-handedly cast, and I imagined that was keeping the local population from returning.

      While almost all animals had a strong self-preservation instinct, some species were naturally curious, and as such they could hardly resist coming back to investigate an oddity like this one. Biologists might say this behavior was influenced by evolution, because anomalies could mean danger, or food, or both. Yet, I knew from communing with various animals that their curiosity was often simply due to boredom, and nothing more.

      As it happened, my patience paid off. After roughly ten minutes of silent meditation, a crow flew a broad sweep of the area, then it flew away. A few minutes after that it returned, flying the same pattern before landing on a light pole five houses down the street.

      I touched its mind, gently at first, making only the barest contact to avoid scaring it off. Gradually, I allowed my consciousness to seep into hers—because it was a female, I discovered. Rather than seizing control, I gently probed her memories, flipping back minute by minute into the past, until I found the event that had spooked it.

      Some odd creature had stepped out of a portal, not a half-hour prior to my arrival. The crow had a difficult time categorizing it, because it had characteristics of both a human male and a bat. At first, I thought I’d been right about it being Camazotz. But, as I focused on its physical appearance, I realized I was wrong.

      That’s not Camazotz.

      This thing was shorter and stockier, and quite a bit uglier. It had a humanoid body, but the head of a bat, and it was dressed in human clothes—in this case, a white Adidas warm-up suit, a white t-shirt, white Adidas shoes, gold chains, and a white bucket Kangol. I wondered for a moment if the creature was a fan of the Beastie Boys, or maybe Eminem, but quickly brought my mind back to task.

      The man-bat had stepped out of the portal across the street from the apartment, where he stood and paused for several seconds as he stared at the place. He also sniffed at the air, swiveling his ears this way and that. Finally, he gave a single nod, then he raised his gray, hairy hands and cast two spells in rapid succession.

      The first spell shifted the apartment into an alternate, parallel plane of existence. It wasn’t true time magic, although my skill with time travel allowed me to recognize what he’d done. Of course, the second spell was the illusion, left to cover his tracks.

      The bitch of it was, unless you had skill in plane-shifting, you’d never be able to shift yourself back after being sent to an alternate plane. That meant Maki and Hemi were likely stuck wherever the man-bat had sent them. That sucked for them, and for me as well.

      Obviously, I had to go get them. I was one of the few people on the planet with the skill to do so, and likely the only one with the inclination as well. Hemi’s mom probably had the talent, but I had no idea how to reach her.

      Click would probably refuse to help, citing inter-pantheon politics in order to stay consistent with his earlier claims regarding the Greek gods. I could guess Click’s response because I was fairly certain this man-bat was a Maori god. Maybe a minor god, but a deity just the same. If that were the case, I was on my own.

      Not only that, but I’d be stepping into another plane blind, with zero idea what I was walking into. And it was almost a certainty that I’d have the attention of that god as soon as I arrived. To repeat what Loki had said earlier, this was going to be a clusterfuck.

      Whelp, anything to help a friend.

      I released my connection to the crow, thanking it by unwrapping a granola bar and leaving it on the ground next to me. As the crow flew down to crunch the Nature Valley bar into a jillion pieces, I backed out of the illusory field, Dyrnwyn in hand. For all I knew, the spatial relations were different where I was going, and I didn’t want to phase into an exterior wall of the garage.

      By way of preparation, I cast a barkskin spell on myself, both to hide my identity and to add some extra protection. It never hurt to be too careful in these situations. Lastly, I queued up a couple of my more powerful druid battle magic spells, then I followed the trail the bat god had left when he’d sent Hemi’s place to another realm.
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        * * *

      

      Tracking someone down the Twisted Paths was a bit like following a thread through the forest. Except, the thread was invisible, and you had to check every single path in order to find it. In this case, I had to go back to the moment the man-bat deity had moved the apartment from our reality into another and flip through all the most likely events until I found the one that led to Hemi and Maki.

      It sounded easy, but it wasn’t. It was a bit like that famous scene from a certain superhero movie, just without all the theatrics. I did it all in my head, in a momentary state of time suspension. What would seem like the passing of a second to someone watching, was actually hours of work to me.

      Many boring, horrifying hours of work, that is to say. Browsing through various potential outcomes was a lot like watching random movie scenes, except that some were dramas, some were disaster movies, many were boring arthouse flicks, and a lot were horror films.

      In some potential realities, I watched my friends die. In others, they stalemated with the deity, or he screwed up and sent them all to the center of a distant star, or they fought and destroyed each other... the possibilities were infinite.

      There were even a few in which the deity’s actions attracted the attention of otherworldly, eldritch horrors that showed up in the other reality to devour my friends and the bat god. In one potentiality, such a being breached this reality. That resulted in a battle between said horror and the denizens of this realm—man, fae, and god alike. It did not go well for the inhabitants of this reality.

      After being alternately bored and mortified over the course of a small eternity, I located the exact set of circumstances and decisions that led where the bat god had taken Hemi and Maki. Once I knew where they’d gone, it was simply a matter of stepping into that reality.

      Of course, the question someone might ask was what might happen if I stepped into another reality, intentionally or otherwise. The answer was simple. My presence would bring that reality into existence.

      Only one of those realities was “real” in the sense that it had been observed and thus actualized. Since I was only observing potential events, and from outside the stream of time, those events did not actualize. Schrödinger's Cat, and all that.

      It was a terrible responsibility and burden, and I was already dealing with the consequences of having brought another reality into existence. I had no intention of doing it twice, that was for damned sure. One Hellpocalypse was enough to deal with, so I made certain that Hemi and Maki were present before I stepped into that reality.

      One of the benefits of looking before you leapt was having some tactical awareness beforehand. However, I’d learned from Click that visual cues couldn’t always be trusted. Often, other realities had different rules and physics, similar to the way that time and distance occasionally warped in Underhill.

      From what I could see, I’d have little problem sneaking up on the man-bat. He’d taken the garage apartment to some sort of fiery hellscape, plopping it down on a rocky island in the midst of a lake of lava and fire. It was a bit cliché, but I could see why. The only way off that rock was through the air or a portal, and they’d have to exit the front door of the house to do either.

      And then, where would they go? Even if she had the ability, Maki likely had no idea how to take them back to our reality. Escaping would simply put them in striking range of the bat god, and while I wasn’t sure what he could do, they seemed well protected inside the garage. It had been warded by Maki, quite securely in fact, and they were safe while they stayed inside.

      As for the surrounds, the lake of fire sat in a caldera surrounded by tall, craggy peaks made from black rock, possibly basalt, anthracite, or some other such mineral. Because the lake, apartment, and bat god all were located at the bottom of the depression, I had plenty of hiding spots to choose from. Even better, they all offered me a superior position from which to attack.

      For that reason, I stepped through to that other plane of existence at a spot somewhat removed from the bat god and Hemi’s apartment. I chose a ledge about one hundred fifty yards up a steep incline, protected from view below by the angle and craggy stalagmite-looking things that stood like teeth at the cliff’s edge. Landing in a crouch allowed me to remain out of sight, and after scanning the area for other threats, I belly-crawled to the edge to take a look.

      “C’mon out,” the bat god shouted. He spoke with a thick Kiwi accent, and while I was no expert on the topic, it reminded me a bit of how Hemi spoke. “Ya’ know Miru wants ya’ back in Wharekura, Mākutu. Ya’ both can choose to stay here or come back with me. Your call.”

      “Piss off, Tāwhere!” Maki shouted from within the house. Obviously, she was using magic to amplify her voice. “I’m not going back there. Perfectly happy where I was, so you can just take me back, or sit out there till eternity’s end. Makes no difference to me.”

      “Figured ya’d say that,” Tāwhere said. “Now, it gets ugly.”

      The bat god raised his hands, and soon the lava and fire surrounding the island responded to his command. First it began to boil and bubble, then it slowly rose, inch by inch, until it lapped at the sides of the rocky ledge. Streams of lava began flowing toward the garage, stopping a few feet away where they sizzled and burned against an invisible barrier.

      “Hah! Gotta’ do better than that, ya’ dopey munter!” I heard Hemi shout from within the apartment.

      Despite my friend’s faith in his girlfriend’s abilities, I knew that it took energy to power barrier wards—lots of energy. The amount of magic required to keep them going stood in proportion to the energy used to attack a barrier as well. When the lava rose higher, it would begin to cover the ward, essentially attacking it from all sides.

      Maki might be some sort of magic goddess, but even she didn’t have unlimited mystical energy at her disposal. Especially not here, in a foreign plane of existence. On the other hand, Tāwhere’s attack was tactically brilliant, since it cost him little energy to maintain.

      Well, shit.

      I turned around, leaning against a rather large stalagmite as I thought about the situation. First off, I had no idea what I was dealing with in Tāwhere. It was a good bet that he brought them here specifically because it was where he was strongest. That would mean we were on his turf.

      Sure, I could Hulk out and jump him, but I had no idea if he could match me pound for pound. I could attack him with Dyrnwyn, but for all I knew he could simply portal away. Magic was another option, but I was dealing with a god on what appeared to be his territory. Odds were the situation would go south for me, quick.

      That said, I was a druid master. I had magic at my disposal that most gods would scoff at, to their detriment. It occurred to me that I was dealing with a giant, anthropomorphic bat. One with huge bat ears, and presumably excellent hearing to match.

      Alrighty, then. I can work with that.

      If the bat god’s hearing was very sensitive, I had to make sure I didn’t tip him off to my presence. The bubbling, roiling lava lake did a good job of covering small noises, but I wasn’t about to take any chances, so I cast a silence spell on myself. Then, I dropped into a druid trance, sending my awareness out to gauge the acoustics of the caldera.

      Perfect.

      In under a minute, I had mapped out the ideal angles to use to amplify sound in the depression. Sound itself was nothing more than a vibration conducted through air molecules. Thankfully, this realm seemed to have a robust atmosphere, both to support chemical oxidation—fire—and life forms like Tāwhere and me.

      That made it simple to set up a sonic attack using druid magic. All I had to do was determine the correct angles at which to vibrate air molecules, and at what frequencies. I summoned the magic, placing it at key points in the depression, then I released it all at once.

      Immediately, a violently loud, high-pitched sound echoed across the caldera. I covered my ears against the teeth-rattling screech, because I hadn’t expected it to be so noisy this far away from the epicenter.

      Yet the effect it had on Tāwhere must’ve been a hundred times what I felt, focused as it was on him. Almost instantly, he released a high-pitched shriek, then he shoved his fists into his massive ears, releasing the spell he’d been casting to control the lava. The lava lake receded in kind as the bat god fell to the ground, moaning in a fetal position with blood flowing from his ears.

      No sense taking any chances.

      In my opinion, there was no good reason to let the god live. Moreover, I felt zero remorse about killing gods and fae, especially those who threatened to kill my friends. That was why I intended to separate Tāwhere’s head from his shoulders when I touched down below.

      I leapt from the cliff with Dyrnwyn gripped in both hands. As I flew through the smoky, brimstone smelling, ash-strewn air, the blade burst into bright white flame. I was about ten feet and twice as many milliseconds from beheading bat boy when Maki screamed at me from the doorway of the apartment.

      “No!”

      My feet hit the ground and I bent my knees to absorb the impact. At the same moment, Dyrnwyn flared brightly, shining with so much light it hurt to look at it. I stopped the blade a few inches from Tāwhere’s neck, yet I felt a tug from the blade, as if it wanted to kill the deity.

      Shit, this dude must really be evil.

      I glanced up, just in time to see Maki leap into the air and float over the lava lake and across the gap to me. The pale, willowy patupaiarehe woman wore cut off blue jean shorts and a fitted charcoal t-shirt that said, REDHEADS DO IT WITH MAGIC. She was also barefoot, although the sharp black rocks strewn about didn’t seem to bother her when she landed.

      Hemi stood at the doorway to the apartment, arms crossed over his chest as he leaned on the door jam. “Hey, bro,” he called from across the fiery lake.

      “Hey, Hemi,” I said with a nod before shifting my gaze to his girlfriend. “What gives?”

      “We need this piece of shit alive, so he can send the apartment back to Austin,” she said in an annoyed tone. “That is, unless you can do it.”

      “Um, nope. I don’t think I know how.” I looked down at the bat god. “Do you want to live?”

      “HUH?” he shouted as dark red blood trickled from his ears. “I CAN’T HEAR YOU—EARDRUMS ARE BLOWN, MATE.”

      “Yikes,” I said.

      Maki and I shared a look, which she broke off with an annoyed eye roll. “He’s a god, he’ll heal. In the meantime, I can tell him what we want from him.”

      She knelt and snapped her fingers in front of Tāwhere’s face. As soon as she had his attention, Maki began communicating with him in a strange sign language I’d never seen before. This continued for several minutes, with Maki gesticulating animatedly, and the man-bat nodding silently in reply. Eventually, she paused, allowing the other deity to speak.

      “I WASN’T REALLY GOING TO KILL YOU,” Tāwhere said in his outdoor voice. “MIRU WANTS YOU ALIVE.”

      The witchcraft goddess continued to sign, this time even more forcefully and quickly. When she finished, she was glaring at Tāwhere, and he wouldn’t meet her gaze.

      Maki shook her head before she addressed me once more. “He might not have been ready to kill me, but he’d have killed you or Hemi in a heartbeat. How’d you find us here?”

      “That’s a trade secret,” I said. “What are we going to do with him?”

      “He’s going to take us all back to Earth, then we’ll see,” she said. She glanced over her shoulder at her boyfriend. “I’m guessing you came looking for Hemi?”

      “Well, yeah. But I still would’ve rescued you,” I replied. Maki frowned at my use of the word “rescue.” “Not that you needed rescuing, that is.”

      She chuckled and waved my comment off. “Naw, you saved me the trouble of waiting him out. ’Sides, Hemi wouldn’t stop barking about how his landlady was going to kill us. As if.” Maki paused to yell over her shoulder. “Hemi, your mate needs your help.”

      “Whatcha’ need, Colin?” he shouted.

      “I’m going to steal the Apple of Discord, and I need your help,” I replied matter-of-factly.

      Hemi thrust his lower lip out, stroking his chin as he nodded. “Reckon I can do that. Lemme go change.”

      The big Maori demigod went inside the house, shutting the door behind him. As usual, a simple request for help was all the explanation Hemi needed.

      Hemi and I had a “ride or die” kind of friendship. If he told me he had bodies to bury, I’d get my shovel—or druid magic, as it were. Details didn’t matter when your best friend needed you to have their back.

      Sometimes I felt bad for always coming to Hemi with my shit, though. But he wouldn’t have it any other way, and he’d never forgive me if I left him out of the loop on a major caper. Ever since I’d gone up against Whiro to protect Hemi’s body while his spirit was on its way back from the Underworld, we were family, and that was that.

      A second later, Hemi walked back out of his apartment wearing the exact same clothes. “Maybe we oughta’ get this prick to take us home first, aye? Toilet won’t flush, and I need to use the loo.”
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      Hemi drove us back to the junkyard in his hoopty—a beat-up Japanese tuner that had every possible after-market bolt on accessory imaginable. A fake hood scoop, a trunk spoiler, fake louvers, low-profiles on crappy chrome rims, and a muffler so loud, he may as well have been running straight pipes. The thing had been painted in nine shades of primer, and the Bondo work he’d done on it had made it look like the car had chicken pox scars.

      A mechanic, my friend was not. However, he was proud of his ride, so I kept my opinions and comments on his taste and work to myself. But soon after we began the trip, my eyes began to burn, and I started to feel a little woozy. I knew exactly what was happening because I’d seen it many times before in the shop.

      “Hemi,” I said, nearly shouting to be heard over the exhaust as I rolled down my window. “I think you have an exhaust leak.”

      “Yeah,” he shouted back. “I think it sounds pretty neat, too.”

      “No, I said you have an exhaust leak. Your exhaust header probably needs the gasket replaced.”

      “Naw, mate. I just did that last weekend.”

      Like I said…

      I would bet dimes to donuts that he’d bolted on some shitty after-market Chinesium headers he got on eBay. I’d also bet that if I looked under the hood, or if I got it up on the rack, I’d find plenty of baling wire, exhaust clamps, and aluminum tape, and not a single weld or gasket to be found.

      We’d be gone for a while, which meant that his car would be parked at the junkyard in the interim. I’d just pay one of the mechanics to fix it while we were away. Hemi would never know the difference, at least not until he tried “fixing” it again. In the meantime, I’d just have to deal with the carbon monoxide poisoning headache by using a bit of druid magic.

      After a surreptitious application of druidry to convert the CO in the air to O2, I was able to suffer the rest of the ride in relative comfort. As we drove across town, I tried to ignore the Eris cult billboards that still adorned major arteries all over the city, as well as the newer signs advertising her upcoming reality television show.

      The goddess of strife had been busily increasing her influence over the previous weeks. Of course, neither the cult members nor her followers had connected the two personas. Who’d suspect that an ancient Greek goddess was also the person they followed on social media, who also had a reality TV show coming soon to multiple streaming networks?

      Vegas Diva would likely become a smash hit, bringing her even more attention and worship. It was sickening to think about, especially considering the strife her influence created. Tensions online were at an all-time high across social media, and the political divisions in government had brought progress to a standstill.

      If she isn’t deposed and exposed soon, there’s no telling what damage she’ll do.

      Although it felt like it should be the tricksters’ responsibility to rein their own in, it was clearly up to me now. I’d definitely need Hemi’s help if I was to pull this off. I spent the rest of the trip explaining the job to him as best as I could, considering I knew nothing about where it was located or how we were going to steal it.

      “So, basically,” I continued, “Our next step is to recruit a crew.”

      “That does sound pretty rude, aye?” Hemi said. “Using the Apple to curse the nation like that.”

      “No, I said—hang on,” I shouted, scowling in exasperation. I cast a silence spell on the floorboard of the vehicle’s cabin, muting, but not completely eliminating, the exhaust note. “Ah, that’s better.”

      “Oh, the hell it is, bro. I worked hard on that exhaust. Made it custom from scratch with my own two hands. Well, with my hands and a hacksaw. Now I can’t hear the result of all my hard work.”

      “The spell will fade within a few hours,” I said. “Anyway, we’re almost there.”

      As we pulled into the parking lot at the junkyard, I scanned the area for my mysterious demonic stalker. She was nowhere to be seen. I could only assume that either my wards and traps had scared her off, or Loki had. I was betting on the latter, figuring she’d made herself scarce when he showed up.

      “Whatcha’ lookin’ for, mate?” Hemi asked.

      “A demon. She’s been showing up everywhere I go. Probably looking to collect the bounty.”

      He chuckled. “Good look with that, aye? Now, where do you want me to park?”

      “Anywhere’s good.”

      Hemi gave me the side-eye. “And leave my baby out here where she can be stolen or vandalized? Heck, mate, you know what a sound system like this goes for at a pawn shop?”

      I glanced at his cheap Pioneer stereo. The thing had been mounted in a too-large hole in the dash with self-tapping screws and galvanized metal straps. “I, um, wouldn’t care to guess. Hang on. I’ll open the gate and you can park in back.”

      “Now we’re talking,” Hemi said with a self-satisfied nod.

      After I’d closed the gates behind the car and directed him to a parking space near the shop, we headed for the office’s back entrance. As we neared the building, rap music rumbled from within. Lights played across the bent louvered window shades covering the door glass from the inside, and I heard strange voices coming from inside the office.

      “What the hell? He’d better not be having a party in there,” I muttered as I opened the door.

      Inside, the place was trashed. A disco light hung from the ceiling of the office, spinning lazily in the dim light, as all the fluorescent bulbs had been shattered. Beer, whiskey, and champagne bottles were everywhere—on the counters, the desks, the floor. A scantily clad young woman danced on the counter, wearing nothing more than a set of sequined pasties, clear Lexan platform heels, and a sequined thong.

      “Too late,” Hemi remarked. “Looks like the party already happened.”

      Loki was passed out, laying across two desks that had been pushed together. Two more scantily clad young women lay draped across him, one unconscious and the other smoking a joint. The place smelled like booze, sex, puke, and ganja.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. “Maureen will have a shit attack if she sees this.”

      “Can I get down now?” the girl on the counter asked. “Ginger was supposed to relieve me fifteen minutes ago, but she went to find a bathroom, and I haven’t seen her since.”

      “Yes, you can get down now,” I said. “Wait, who’s Ginger?”

      The girl shrugged. She appeared to be unsure how to step down from the counter safely, so Hemi gave her an assist, lifting her by her armpits and setting her on the ground.

      “Whee!” she exclaimed.

      I snapped several times in front of her face. “Ginger. Who is Ginger?”

      “I dunno,” she said, sniffing and wiping her nose with the back of her hand. “Just some chick who showed up with the other girls. Got any blow?”

      “No, I don’t have any blow. Now, focus,” I said, gently using both hands to turn her face toward me. “What does Ginger look like?”

      “Um, tall. Yeah, real tall.”

      I sighed. “What else? Does anything stand out?”

      “Hmm. Well, she has a fake leg. I thought that was weird, but your friend, he’s into some weird stuff.”

      “Crap,” I said, smacking my forehead.

      I grabbed a Solo cup full of beer and tossed it on Loki. He sat up immediately, spitting and cussing.

      “What the—I didn’t sleep with that horse, Thor, I swear!” he sputtered as he blinked and wiped water from his eyes. Soon, his eyes focused in on me. “Oh, it’s you. What the hell, druid?”

      “That’s a neat name, Druid,” the dancer said. “I knew a guy named Warrlock, once. Two R’s. He was kind of a dick, though.”

      “Loki,” I said through gritted teeth. “Did you or did you not lower my wards to let these girls in?”

      “Well, sure I did, Colinewski. How was I supposed to get that one-legged succubus through the gates if I didn’t?”

      “Fuck,” I replied. “She’s not a succubus. I don’t know what she is, but it’s not good. Get your drunk ass up and help me look for her.”

      Loki frowned. “Being as how you’re upset and all, I’m going to excuse your tone of voice.”

      “Loki…” I hissed through gritted teeth.

      “Fine, I’ll help,” he relented, having the decency to look somewhat abashed as he did so.

      Hemi and I shared a look. “I’ll help you search the yard, mate.”

      “No need, I know where she’s headed.”

      Just then, I heard my Oak scream.
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      The Grove was already in mental contact with me, and being in such close proximity meant it could send me precisely where I was needed. As soon as I appeared in the yard near the sapling, I was drawing Dyrnwyn from my Bag. The Oak was there, somehow, dripping some sort of amniotic fluid from its branches and leaves, with shreds of its cocoon hanging off it everywhere.

      The Oak held my mysterious stalker off the ground, spread eagle by the wrists and ankles. It was attempting to pull her apart at the seams, that much was clear, and how the demon was resisting being quartered was beyond me. Perhaps the tree was still weak, or maybe the demon was simply that strong; I wasn’t certain.

      What I did know, however, was that the Oak had changed, apparently drastically. The first thing I noticed was that the limbs that held the demon appeared to end in hands. They were bark-covered, very tree-limb-like appendages, to be sure. Yet, they could not be mistaken for anything other than hands.

      Most shockingly, however, was that my Oak now had a face. No shit, it had eyes, a nose, and a mouth. I was reminded of trees I’d seen with woodwose carvings on them, a supposedly ancient practice meant to honor woodland guardians—one that likely only served to piss them off, instead.

      The Oak’s mouth was open wide, and it roared in what our connection told me was anger. The noise was like gale force winds rushing through the woods during a storm, or perhaps like the sound an F5 tornado makes as it passes over you. It was indescribable… and frightening as hell.

      The Oak lashed at the demon with thorny, whip-like vines as it pulled on its limbs, and all the while the demon laughed. She was, by her very nature, an extra-dimensional creature of spirit, so harming her physically probably wasn’t the best approach. If the tree were to destroy her body, the evil spirit within would simply possess another one, corrupting that in the same manner.

      However, I didn’t want that to happen—at least, not until I found out what she wanted.

      “Wait!” I yelled, sending the command to the Oak mentally at the same time.

      For the first time I could remember, the tree disobeyed me outright. Instead of stopping, it pulled harder. Granted, ours had always been a voluntary relationship in which the Oak and Grove followed my commands of their own volition. While I could have exerted my will over them, I chose not to, instead respecting their independence and free will.

      This time, however, I couldn’t allow it to kill the demon before I got the intel I wanted.

      “Oak, I said stop.” There was a finality to my tone, one that I emphasized with a push of will through our bond. “If you kill her, I’ll never know what she came here for in the first place.”

      By this time, Hemi was jogging up next to me. “Think I know, mate. Look at her hand.”

      I barely saw it poking out from the demon’s right fist, but she definitely held something there. A leaf, green and young, of a shade and shape I recognized instantly. I glanced over at the sapling the Dagda had planted, and sure enough, a single large leaf had been plucked from the topmost branch.

      No wonder the Oak woke up. And no wonder why it’s so angry.

      I marched up to the demon, where she hung suspended in the Oak’s limbs. Extending Dyrnwyn so it rested just beneath her chin, I allowed the bright white light to scorch her skin, just a tad.

      “Release it—now,” I said in a low, dangerous voice.

      The demon opened her human-looking mouth, revealing a perfect set of razor-sharp teeth. “How’s the jaw, demigod? Or should I say, demi-titan?” She chuckled. “That kick would’ve killed a lesser being. Color me impressed.”

      “I’m going to color you red if you don’t let go of that leaf. What do you want with it, anyway? Or with me?”

      Even though I could hear her joints creaking with the strain, she smiled as if she weren’t being pulled limb from limb. “I was hired to get a piece of a druid oak. Who knew I’d find one sitting right out in the open, eh? As for you, you’re just a bonus.”

      “So, you were just following me in hopes I’d show you the way to my Oak,” I said. “And you attacked me, hoping I’d call it.”

      “Not so dumb,” she sneered. “For a pretty boy.”

      “Last chance to leave it,” I said, ignoring the jibe.

      “Fuck you, elder seed,” she spat.

      With a flick of my wrist, I performed a quick, tight moulinet, bringing Dyrnwyn around to sever the demon’s hand at the wrist. Just before the white-hot blade connected, she turned her torso, yanking her arm so hard I heard her shoulder pop out of socket.

      The blade severed her hand at the first joint of her thumb instead of the wrist. A split-seccond later, the demon disappeared in a cloud of black smoke, fire, and brimstone. The goopy stuff dripping from the Oak kept it from being injured by the momentary burst of flame, but I doused its limbs in water just the same.

      The Oak seemed to snarl, whether in frustration over losing its captive or at me, I couldn’t tell. Then, it disappeared, leaving half the demon’s hand behind to tumble to the ground.

      “Look, bro,” Hemi said as he stepped forward to kick the hand over, palm up.

      The half-severed fingers clutched half a leaf—the other half was nowhere to be found. Whether it had gone with the demon or been burned up in the small conflagration it left, I wasn’t sure. But if I had to bet?

      “Damn, and double-damn. This is just not turning out to be my fucking day,” I muttered.
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        * * *

      

      “Did I imagine that?” Hemi asked, scratching his head. “Or did your tree sprout a face?”

      “Nope, you didn’t imagine it,” I replied as I carefully pried one-half of the leaf from the demon’s severed hand. “I’m not sure what it means or why it decided to do that, but it looks like my Oak is now an Ent.”

      “Huh. You think it’ll go walking around the forest, stomping goblins underfoot and herding trees?”

      I chucked the leaf inside my Bag, wondering why the demon wanted it, and whether half a leaf was as good as a whole one. “Sheesh, I hope not. To be honest, that really freaked me out. It’s sort of like having a dog, and one day it just starts talking to you out of the blue. That’s weird, man, in the ‘totally unexpected, didn’t see that coming at all’ way.”

      “I can see that. Kind of cool though, when you think about it.”

      “Taken without the shock, I guess it kind of is,” I said with a shrug. I had questions, a ton of them, but now wasn’t the time to address them. “Let’s go see how Loki’s doing, so I can chew his ass.”

      “Think that’s wise?” Hemi asked. “Him being a god and all, and arrogant besides?”

      “No, but I’m going to give him shit for this anyway.” I marched back to the office with Hemi trailing behind.

      When I entered, the girls and the mess were gone. That was something, at least. The fact that Loki looked miserable, sprawled as he was across the desks with an arm draped over his eyes, was an added bonus.

      “Got any aspirin, Colin-illa?”

      “Not for you,” I snapped. “What the hell were you thinking, letting a demon inside my wards? And where are all my employees?”

      The junkyard had been temporarily closed while Maureen went on vacation, but there was still work to do around here. Plus, my people needed to work. I’d had everyone catching up on pulling parts and fixing auction vehicles, as well as taking inventory in the warehouse. For once, we were getting ahead on the to-do list.

      “I sent them all home,” Loki replied.

      “You what?” I yelled.

      “Oh, come on,” the trickster said as he sat up and swung his legs off the desk. He paused to steady himself, one hand on the desk and the other extended for balance. “Ooh, maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.”

      “You were saying?”

      “We’ll need them all gone anyway, if we’re going to stage the heist here.”

      “I never agreed to that.”

      “No, but you would have.”

      “Loki—”

      “Yeah, yeah. Damn it, I think I have some burns healing down there.” Loki scratched his sack, wincing as he did so. “What, you’ve never had a wild night with a succubus? No?” Loki turned his gaze on Hemi. “What about you, Baby Huey? Ever do the wild thing with a denizen of hell?”

      “Nope. Never interested me,” Hemi said as he sat on the counter. “I grew up around those types. Kind of ruins the mystique, aye?”

      “Ah, that’s right,” Loki nodded. “Guess it’d be a little too much like sleeping with your mom, anyway.”

      “Watch it now,” the Maori warned.

      “Meh, I grew up with Thor and Tyr,” Loki replied. “You don’t scare me, demigod.”

      “Aye, but me mum oughta.”

      Loki nodded. “Point taken. Sorry if I offended you.”

      I cleared my throat loudly. “If we’re done discussing tawdry interludes with demons, can we get back to the fact that the demon you let into my junkyard stole a leaf from my druid oak?”

      “Why would she do that?” Loki asked, as he squinted and shaded his eyes from the fluorescent lights overhead. “I mean, it’s not like you can grow one of those things in hell.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “You think she can grow a druid oak from a clipping?”

      “Oh, sure. I mean, couldn’t you?” the trickster asked.

      “Yeah, but I’m a druid.”

      “And you think that gives you some sort of monopoly on nature magic?” Loki replied. “Freya would have something to say about that, I think.”

      “By the way, is it Frigg or Freya?” Hemi asked, almost but not quite apropos of nothing. “I never could understand whether they’re the same person or not.”

      “Man, we don’t even have the time to get into that,” Loki replied. “It’s a yes and no answer, and it’d take days to explain the implications.”

      “Can we get back on track?” I said, nearly shouting as I interrupted them. “Why in the hell would a demon want a druid oak?”

      “I thought she said someone hired her to get it,” Hemi responded. “So, the question would be, who’s she working for?”

      “Hang on a sec,” Loki muttered. “Describe this chick for me?”

      “Tall, athletic, kicks like a mule, probably has a metal leg,” I replied.

      “Oh.” Loki rubbed the back of his neck. “She’s probably working for Eris. Sorry about that, Colin-nada.”

      I closed my eyes and counted to ten before speaking. “And how do you know she’s working for Eris?”

      “Well, let’s see. She’s a demon, she can shape-shift at least a little—I mean, she fooled me—and she has a metal leg. That’s an empousa, if I ever saw one.”

      “Man, there are a whole bunch of jokes I could make right now,” Hemi muttered.

      “I know, right?” Loki said as he managed to smile and wince all at once. “Gah, I feel sick.”

      “Tell me what an empousa is and I’ll get you something for that headache,” I offered.

      “Greek demons that prey on young men. At least, that’s what they are in the legends. But in practice they’re badass freelancers that pull all sorts of tough, nasty jobs for the gods.”

      “Eh, I don’t get it,” Hemi said. “What makes ‘em so badass?”

      Loki fixed him with a serious look. “They answer to Hecate, for one. That tell you anything?”

      “Oh,” the Maori replied as he rubbed his chin. “That’s not good.”

      “I’m a little lost,” I said. “Fill me in, would you?”

      “She’s a kind of underworld goddess, mate. The Greeks revered her, but she’s bad news. Her domains include witchcraft, necromancy, crossroads, graves, ghosts, poison—I could go on and on.” Hemi shook his head slowly. “She’s one me mum told me to steer clear from. Chew on that for a bit, aye?”

      “Bottom line is that she’s the type that’s evil, but she doesn’t think she’s evil. And she takes herself way too seriously,” Loki added. “So, anyone or anything that works for her has to be nasty, just to survive the servitude.”

      “Great. But if she is working for Eris, why would Eris want a druid oak?”

      “Don’t know, but it can’t be good,” Loki said. “I can guarantee the cutting that demon bitch took is already in Eris’ hand. Best you can do is steal it back when you go for the Apple, and hope you get it before she causes some real damage with it.”

      I knuckled my forehead, exhaling heavily. “You know you owe me for this fuck-up, right?”

      “Sure, sure,” Loki said, holding out his hand. “Can I get those druid aspirin, now?”
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      After Loki recovered from his hangover—how a god could be that hungover, I had no clue—he informed me it was time to recruit the rest of the crew. Only after I’d gotten him breakfast tacos, of course, since I’d forgotten them earlier.

      I strongly considered lacing them with strychnine, arsenic, and ricin, but decided against it. I did need his help to pull this thing off, after all. Besides, knowing my luck, the poison wouldn’t work and I’d have another pissed off god after me.

      In truth, I didn’t think Loki was all that bad of a guy. Sure, he was misogynistic and a drunken sot, but from what I’d seen he wasn’t nearly the villain the myths claimed him to be. I’d be pissed off about the sapling for a while, and I’d make him pay for it, but I couldn’t bring myself to hate him, either. As for whether or not he was going to screw me, that remained to be seen.

      The trickster was in a much better mood after breakfast and self-medication. He insisted on taking a shower, so I led him to the hose and makeshift shower in the yard that I once used on a daily basis. Loki accepted the humble accommodations without complaint.

      A few minutes after I left him with a bar of soap and some old but clean shop towels, he entered the office looking refreshed. He also looked like an extra from the Soprano’s, with his dark hair slicked back into a ponytail, a black silk shirt, white summer suit, and matching patent leather dress shoes.

      “What’s the occasion?” I asked. “Is the don’s daughter getting married?”

      “Naw, that was last month,” he said in an absolutely serious tone. “But where we’re going, you’ll want to dress up a bit. If you go in looking like a broke college dropout, you’re going to attract all sorts of attention.”

      “Where are we going, Vegas?”

      “You’ll see,” Loki said with a smile. “Now go put on something decent.”

      I changed into a new-ish pair of black jeans, a clean white t-shirt, new Converse high tops, and a mostly scuff-free leather jacket. Loki didn’t quite scorn my get up, but he did shake his head.

      “I guess it’ll have to do.” He glanced at Hemi. “You can wear what you have on.”

      Hemi waved his hands back and forth. “Oh no, I’m staying here to watch the place. You two can recruit whoever you like without me.”

      “There’s an All Blacks game on in about thirty minutes,” I said, by way of explanation.

      “Bor-ing!” Loki exclaimed. “But whatever. Hang onto your socks, Colin-ismo.”

      He snapped his fingers, and suddenly we were on the other side of the globe, standing in front of a large gray brick building with a faux pagoda roof and entrance. I knew we were on the other side of the globe by the fact that it was dark out, and the air smelled and felt different. There were lights on inside the building, however, and people were entering—important looking people.

      “Where are we?”

      “We’re in Tokyo, my man,” Loki said, spreading his arms wide. “This city never goes dark, let me tell you. Oh, if we had time, I could show you—”

      I glared at him, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Er, right. Anyway, this is the Tokyo National Museum. They’re having a special, invitation-only showing of a very valuable item.”

      “I hope we’re not here to steal it,” I said, dead-pan.

      “Nope, but the person we’re looking for is. C’mon, let’s go find her.”

      He headed for the door, where two Tokyo police officers with very serious expressions were checking credentials. When it was our turn to enter, Loki held up his hand like he was showing the officers a wallet or something. One of the officers stared intently at the empty space beneath Loki’s hand, then he nodded.

      “Welcome, Dr. Gunnulf,” the policeman said in perfect, if clipped, English. “Enjoy the exhibit.”

      The officer stepped aside, bowing as he extended a white-gloved hand as if to guide us inside. Loki returned the bow in a much more abbreviated manner, and we entered the museum. I followed along, acting like I was supposed to be there and doing my best to avoid gawking.

      Yet, it was difficult. The museum was stunning, not just for the displays, but for the architecture and scale as well. The interior was a maze of hallways leading to pillared display areas with cavernously tall ceilings. It was pretty much exactly what you’d expect from a world-renowned museum, and more.

      The exhibits were equally impressive, consisting of statuary and tapestries, musical instruments and weaponry, armor and period clothing from every era. I wanted to stop and look, taking my time with it all, but Loki was obviously in a hurry. When my Oak was fully healed, I’d come back here, for sure.

      That was, if I was still welcome.

      “Why didn’t we just sneak in?” I asked.

      “Because this is a very superstitious nation. And unlike the good ol’ U.S. of A., they still believe in magic and the supernatural here. We’d be spotted in an instant if we tried some bullshit like that.” He glanced over at me, smirking. “Well, you would, anyway. Disguises were the better option.”

      “You look nothing like a professor,” I whispered, leaning in as I walked next to him.

      “We’re dealing with the Japanese here,” he replied, before saying something in Japanese and bow-nodding at a small group of people as we passed them by. “They expect Americans to be flamboyant and eccentric.”

      “You’re not American.”

      “I’m more American that you are,” he sniffed. “Been there longer, that’s for sure.”

      I chuckled. “You sound like someone I knew.”

      Loki’s expression softened. “I know you miss him, kid. Gwydion looked up to the old druid, and that’s saying something. Wish I could’ve met him.”

      I didn’t want to say that Finnegas would not have approved of Loki’s antics, so I said the only thing I could think of that wouldn’t offend him. “He was a good drinking partner.”

      “I bet he was.” The trickster pulled up short as we rounded a corner into a large, open rotunda-like room. “Ah, here we are. Let’s find someplace out of the way where we can watch the show.”
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        * * *

      

      Loki led me to an alcove, out of the way of the main audience milling around in the exhibition chamber. The room itself was yet another cavernous space, with a ceiling at least forty feet high, and floor dimensions large enough for two twenty by twenty foot cordoned off displays. The cases themselves were octagonal pagoda-like gazebos, each with walls of glass that protected the contents.

      It was clear that the museum had spared no expense on security measures. I counted eight armed guards, which was an oddity considering the strict gun laws here in the land of the rising sun. They must’ve been working in some official capacity to be allowed to carry sidearms, or they were off-duty cops.

      In addition to the armed guards, several plainclothes security professionals roamed the crowd, possibly also off-duty police, or cops working undercover. There were cameras everywhere, covering every possible angle, nook, and cranny, and inside the glass cases I noticed motion and heat sensors as well.

      Finally, the displays had been warded against magical entry. Although I doubted anyone in the crowd could see them, glyphs had been etched into the glass to repel all manner of supernatural creatures and energy. Nothing with special abilities was getting in there, at least not without getting zapped, and not without alerting the authorities.

      I could only guess at how they’d deal with a supernatural thief. It was a good bet they had a couple of Shinto priests on standby, ready to trigger containment or banishment spells that lay unseen beneath the polished hardwood floor. Or perhaps the Japanese authorities had their own version of CERBERUS, a technomagical law enforcement task force created specifically to deal with such threats. I wasn’t sure, but anything was possible.

      Inside the cases were two red lacquered blade racks, decorated with gold leaf and polished to a high gloss. On those racks were two katana blades, each with the furniture and fittings removed. I’d seen a lot of swords in my time, of all shapes and of every ethnic provenance. Yet, there was something about these blades that piqued my interest. Clearly, they’d been forged by a master bladesmith, as the graceful curve of each blade, the wavy hamon along the edge, and the blade grind and polish were all immaculate, making them as much art as weaponry.

      But there was more to it than that. One of the blades in particular almost seemed to call to me, like it wanted to be wielded in battle, rather than stuck in that case. That blade was the one all eyes were on, and I noticed the guards and museum curators were escorting visitors up to get a closer look at the sword in groups of two and three.

      “What are we looking at here?” I asked Loki as I scanned the crowd for anything or anyone that looked out of place.

      “The swords? You’re in the presence of one of the greatest examples of blade-smithing of all time, a work that could compare to the blades forged by the svartálfar themselves. The sword on the right that everyone is ignoring is the Kanze Masamune, one of his earlier masterpieces. Its siblings, the Tsugaru and Ishida are housed in another exhibit.”

      “Oh? And the blade everyone is fawning over?”

      Loki smiled as he looked longingly at the tachi inside the case. “That, my young friend, is the Honjō Masamune, considered by many to be the master swordsmith Masamune’s crowning achievement. Once carried by General Honjō Shigenaga, it was sold into the Tokugawa family, where it remained until Prince Tokugawa Iemasa was forced to turn it over to the occupation forces at the end of World War II.”

      “Why do I have the feeling this does not end well?” I asked.

      “It was signed for by a Sgt. Bimore—obviously a misnomer—and then lost to history. Some think the sergeant used a phony name, knowing he could sell the sword on the black market to a collector for a tidy sum. Others thought it might have been smelted for scrap. Many such swords were at that time.”

      “That’s terrible to consider. I mean, I can practically hear the sword calling to me.”

      Loki cocked an eyebrow as he spared me a sideways glance. “Oh? It’s said that the Honjō Masamune only allows itself to be carried by a worthy wielder, and that it will turn on anyone unworthy who uses it in battle. As it did Umanosuke, who lost it to Shigenaga.”

      Genuinely curious, I merely inclined my head. Soon, Loki continued.

      “At any rate, the sword recently turned up in a private collection in Brazil. How it got there is anyone’s guess, although it’s quite possible that a Japanese citizen smuggled it out after purchasing it from Bimore. As soon as the Japanese government heard about its reappearance they negotiated its return, and here it is.”

      I hmphed. “I take it this is the first night they’ve shown it?”

      “Hah! Oh no. It’s been on display for weeks, in fact. The exhibition has created quite a stir among the connected and well-heeled in Tokyo. One must know someone or be of some importance to gain entrance, even at this late date after its unveiling.”

      “Huh,” I said, frowning as something occurred to me. “Then tell me something, Loki.”

      “Yes, Colin-o-rama?”

      “How’d you know there’d be an attempt to steal it tonight? I mean, that is what we’re here to see, correct? This is someone’s audition or something, right?”

      “Indeed. I knew they were going to steal it, because I’m the one who hired the thief.”
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        * * *

      

      “Damn it, Loki,” I hissed under my breath. “You might’ve told me we were involved before bringing me here.”

      “Pfah. No one knows about the connection. It’ll only be an issue if she gets caught. Now, be quiet and pay attention—you’re definitely going to want to see this.”

      I had a lot more to say, but Loki was in one of his more serious moods. If there was one thing I’d learned about him, it was that his frat boy persona was a façade. Sure, he liked being that person, but the truth was, that the trickster was a stone-cold killer at heart. I made it a point to remember that about him at all times.

      After stuffing my discontent way down deep, I leaned against a pillar with my arms crossed, trying to be unobtrusive as I waited for this thief to get caught. Loki called the thief a “she,” so I scanned the audience for likely female candidates and came up with dick. After a while, I got bored, so instead I examined the Honjō Masamune more closely, stealth-shifting to enhance my vision so I wouldn’t need to be escorted closer.

      “Stop that,” Loki muttered, even as he kept his gaze glued on the display case.

      “Stop what?”

      “Shifting. You’re going to draw attention from the wrong people, and that could be bad if something goes wrong.”

      Great.

      Just in case, I queued up some subterfuge magic.

      Loki sighed. “Did I not just ask you—? Hang on, it’s happening,” he said as he perked up.

      I stood up a bit taller, even though it wasn’t difficult to see over the crowd. At first, I didn’t notice much, because everything looked just as it had all night. Then, I saw it, just a shimmer in the air that passed across the display case.

      I’d have missed it if Loki hadn’t said anything, because it could easily have been mistaken for a reflection on the spotless glass surfaces. Curiosity officially piqued, I shifted my vision into the magical spectrum, that segment of light waves uniquely given off by enchantments and spell work. There wasn’t much to mark it, as the caster had done a masterful job, but an illusion had been laid over the display pergola.

      What was brilliant about the illusion was that it was so perfectly identical to the original, it required almost no magic to cast. Moreover, because the original object was still there, the spell was nearly impossible to detect. That was what gave away most illusions and glamours, after all, that the reality beneath was so different from what the spell presented.

      That made it easy to pierce the veil. Yet, in this case, there was nearly nothing to pierce. But why cast an illusion that changed nothing at all?

      What the hell?

      On a hunch, I started shuffling through possible, alternate realities that would have occurred since the illusion was cast. While it didn’t reveal anything out of the ordinary happening over the next several minutes, I did notice a dimensional trail, similar to the one I followed when I “rescued” Maki and Hemi.

      I tugged—metaphorically, of course—on that tiny, nearly invisible thread of magic. That led me to look at what lay under the reality under the illusion. That’s when I spotted it, the pocket dimension that had been set up in parallel with the reality before us.

      “I’ll be damned. That’s fucking brilliant,” I said to myself.

      “Which is why I decided to audition her for this gig,” Loki replied, even though I wasn’t speaking to him. “Without her knowledge, of course.”

      Yeah, I definitely need to see more. Time for a bathroom break.

      “I have to, uh, drain the dragon. Be right back.”

      “Don’t be long,” he said distractedly. “We’re going to need to move, and soon.”

      Although it was risky, I couldn’t help myself. I just had to see what she was doing in that pocket dimension. It only took a moment to locate a restroom, and I soon was able to retreat inside a stall. After taking a moment to marvel at the insanely luxurious toilet—in a public restroom, no less—I copped a squat and dropped into a chronomantic trance.

      My consciousness traveled down the Twisted Paths, following one trail to the room adjacent, and then to the pocket dimension connecting from there. What I saw was a space that had obviously been created whole cloth specifically for this job, an exact replica of the museum display rotunda, down to the lacquer on the sword racks. That in turn connected with a structure that resembled the rest of the museum, except that portion of the tiny dimension lacked the certain detail of the room I was in.

      There, inside the case, a slight Asian female worked at the security measures. She was roughly five-foot-two, with fine features, pale and flawless skin, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a heart-shaped mouth that had that Maiko girl look, but without the makeup. She stared at a ward glyph, eyes narrowed as she pursed her lips into a round moue, then she said a single word in Japanese. In response, the glyph unraveled.

      Was she a human magic user, or something else? Honestly, I was curious not because we might recruit her, but because she’d shown such an insane level of skill with illusions and wards. Casting something this subtle took a light touch, and busting the weaves on a ward that quickly was something few humans could do.

      She hadn’t noticed me, and probably wouldn’t have if I hadn’t opened my big mouth. However, it was what I saw when she turned around that startled me. Her outfit was rather unique, kind of a mix between modern and traditional garb. She wore a short, colorful kimono top in red and silver that was more like a blouse than a robe, and beneath that, black slacks that would have been at home in a pants suit ensemble.

      But as she turned, I noticed something popping out from under her kimono—five somethings, in fact. That’s when it hit me, and I inadvertently spoke my surprise.

      “Kitsune,” I said softly.

      She shouldn’t have been able to hear me, as I was in spirit form, and essentially not really even “there” as a physical concept. Yet she immediately spun around, glancing this way and that until her gaze landed on me.

      Impossible.

      The kitsune cocked her head slightly, then she flashed me a mischievous smile. She said something in Japanese, then she grabbed the Honjō Masamune from the display rack, tossing it in a black cloth sack she snagged off the floor nearby. The blade disappeared neatly inside—I knew a bag of holding when I saw one—and then she did the same.

      That’s when everything went haywire. Alarms began going off inside the case, and lights started flashing all around the room. At first, I thought they were strobe beacons, but then I realized it was magical splash-over from the primary reality, ours. Over in the primary reality, someone or something was tossing magic around.

      Not good.

      Something slapped me in the face, hard, and I was instantly pulled back into my body. When I opened my eyes, Loki stood over me inside the stall.

      “We gotta’ go, Colin-ami,” he said, grinning broadly.

      “Wait, she said something to me before she disappeared. Did you catch that?”

      “I believe a rough translation would be, ‘Better you than me.’” He grabbed me by my jacket lapels, pulling me to my feet. As he did, he looked around me where I’d just sat. “Huh, nice toilet.”

      The world flashed before me, and suddenly we were standing next to a small white panel van in some sort of underground parking area. Someone was moving around inside the van, but they were being quiet about it.

      Loki gave me an amused look, then he knocked on the back doors. A high-pitched female voice responded from within the van, speaking Japanese.

      “What’d she say?” I asked.

      Loki scowled. “Have you not yet used the considerable time advantage that tree offers by learning other languages?”

      I shrugged. “Not a priority. I speak American and tree. That’s about it.”

      He rolled his eyes. “She says she’s busy, and to come back later.” He knocked on the door again. “Toshiko, it’s me, Luke—your employer. Open up.”

      “Kuso,” she snarled, just before the door opened just a hair.

      Loki glanced at me. “She said—”

      “I got that one.”

      “Typical American, knows how to cuss and that’s it,” he said before turning to address the glowing orange pair of eyes staring at us through the crack between the doors. “Look, I don’t care about the sword. You can keep it, sell it, whatever, and I’ll still pay you. Consider it a fair exchange for thirty minutes of your time, but only if you’ll give me that thirty minutes right now.”

      “Why? As in, what for?” she asked in absolutely perfect, unaccented, neutral Midwestern English.

      “My associate and I are very impressed with your performance in there. We’d like to hire you for a job that’ll make this one look like child’s play—both in difficulty, and in compensation.”

      She paused for several seconds before answering, casting a glance at me. “I’m not working for that bumbler. He nearly got me caught. A few more minutes and the priests would’ve noticed him, for sure.”

      Loki inclined his head slightly. “Yeah, he’s green, but we’re working on that.”

      “Hey!” I protested.

      Loki held up a hand to silence me. He kept his gaze locked on Toshiko’s glowing eyes, which still peered out a us from the darkness. “Will you at least hear us out?”

      Sirens began to echo in the distance, close enough to be of some concern. “It so happens I’d like to be somewhere far away right now. If you can arrange that—and a meal—I’ll give you that thirty minutes.”

      The trickster smiled broadly. “Splendid. How do you feel about New York pizza?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The pizza was delicious, and Toshiko turned out to be pretty cool for a yōkai. Once we explained the job—and her cut—she was enthusiastically on board.

      “Working for the trickster’s union and getting one over on a god?” she’d said between bites of Ray’s classic pepperoni and sausage. “Just tell me where to be and when.”

      After we were done, Loki took Toshiko back to Tokyo so she could tie up a few loose ends before heading to Austin. They worked out a schedule for her return trip, then we parted ways. Outside Toshiko’s apartment building in Minamiaoyama, the trickster god clapped a hand on my shoulder.

      “I know you’re probably ready to head home and get some shut-eye, but I need you to make a delivery for me.”

      “A delivery? This already sounds suspect,” I replied as I gave him the stink-eye.

      “Oh, don’t be so cynical. You’re too nice, and cynicism is a bad look for you. I mean, sure, you’re capable of torture and murder, but that’s not who you really are. You only make yourself do those things because the world sucks. Really, you’re a puppy dog at heart.”

      “Um, thanks I guess?” He smiled and waited, and after several seconds I gave in. “Oh, alright. What’s this delivery I’m supposed to make?”

      “That’s the spirit, Colin-ewski! It’s simple, really—a piece of cake with a cherry on top. All I need you to do is deliver a few mundane items to this dude in Yorkshire. That’s it.”

      “Yorkshire? As in the United Kingdom, Yorkshire?”

      He nodded enthusiastically. “The very one. Once you deliver them, you’ll want to stick around for a bit, because he’ll have something to give you in return.”

      Yay me.

      “Anything else I should know?” I asked with a grimace.

      “Nope. Oh, the guy’s name is Jack.”

      “Just Jack? Not ‘Jack the Ripper’ or ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’?”

      “Dude, you’re a riot. Anyway, I gotta’ run. Call me for a ride home when you’re done.”

      “Loki, I—”

      Suddenly, I was no longer in Tokyo. Instead, I stood on a knoll in the moors, overlooking what appeared to be the ruins of a church or monastery of some sort. Just as I was getting my bearings, a small portal opened up in the air in front of me and Loki’s head popped out.

      “Oh yeah, I almost forgot.” He tossed a crumpled, brown paper sack to me. “Just drop them down the hole. You can’t miss it.”

      “Hey, wait!”

      The portal closed, and he was gone.

      “Damn it, Loki.” I looked around, trying to determine the most likely location for the hole he was talking about. I decided it had to be in the ruins, so I headed that way. “Stupid tricksters.”

      I wanted to know what I was looking at, so I looked it up on my phone. According to my maps app, I was somewhere called Rievaulx Abbey, which was nothing more than a roofless series of tall, crumbling walls and gothic archways. It was beautiful, in a “there can only be one” kind of way, but I was too tired and irate to get excited about a bit of forced tourism.

      A quick survey of the grounds revealed nothing in the way of a hole, well, or other such substructure—at least, none that were large enough to contain an adult male named Jack. It occurred to me that I might be jumping to conclusions, because for all I knew Jack was a dwarf, pixie, or hobgoblin. Hell, he could be an ant, for all I knew.

      Of course, I checked the area for illusions that might be covering up said hole, but I found nothing. After a time, I did the only thing I could do—I started calling out for the guy.

      “Jack,” hollered as I walked around the ruins. “Is there a Jack around here?”

      Soon, my actions earned me a strange look from a young tourist couple. Considering that there was hardly anyone else about, I supposed I did look kind of foolish. Or crazy, for that matter.

      “Just looking for my dog,” I said by way of explanation as I flashed them a sheepish grin.

      The couple gave me a wide berth as I passed. I noticed them scurrying in the opposite direction shortly thereafter, glancing over their shoulders all the while. After a few more minutes of yelling for Jack, I felt like enough of an ass to stop.

      Finding a decent-sized stone to serve as a bench, I sat down and dug in my bag for something to drink. That’s when I heard the knocking. Or, rather, the booming.

      Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

      The sound came from all around beneath me, far below the stones and grassy areas that comprised the remains of the abbey floor and courtyards. It sounded as if a giant hand were knocking on a trapdoor. After a while it grew so loud, small rocks started shaking loose from the pillars and walls above me, and I began to fear they might crumble.

      “Whoa, stop!” I yelled. The knocking stopped. “Are you Jack? Knock once for yes, twice for no.”

      Thunk.

      “Huh. I take you’re trapped underneath this place? Seeing as how you’d have come out to greet me if you weren’t?”

      Thunk.

      “Okay. Well, I’m supposed to deliver something to you. Do you know a guy named Luke?”

      Thunk, thunk.

      “Of course you don’t,” I muttered. “Okay, I suppose that’s immaterial to your current predicament. He mentioned a hole somewhere. Do you know where that is?”

      Thunk.

      “Alright, now we’re getting somewhere. Can you lead me to it?”

      Thunk.

      Seconds later, the knocking continued, but now it was softer and leading away from where I sat. Of course, I stood and followed the sounds, until they stopped when I was standing in front of a large, flat stone that sat flush in the grass-covered earth. The giant flagstone was about three feet across and partially covered in lichen and centuries of grime. On closer inspection I saw it was covered in symbols that I recognized instantly.

      Wards, designed to keep something trapped. Great.

      “Hey, Jack? There are imprisonment wards on this rock.”

      Thunk.

      “If I move this thing, are you going to try to get out?”

      Thunk.

      “Granted, I guess. And if you get out, are you going to try to eat me?”

      I waited for an answer for the better part of a minute. Finally, Jack responded.

      Tink-tink.

      “Kind of a weak no, but I’ll take your word for it. Give me a sec, and I’ll see what I can do.”

      As I said, the wards were designed to keep something in, and not to keep me out. I checked to make sure no one was watching, then I got my fingers under the edge of the stone. The thing was flipping heavy, but eventually I was able to lift it and drag it off to the side.

      There beneath it was revealed a rather rustic-looking iron grate, slightly smaller than the lid I’d just removed. Past the grate was a stone-lined hole that gradually widened as the walls faded into darkness.

      Fucking oubliette. I hate oubliettes.

      Figuring that no matter how bad Jack was, he didn’t deserve to starve in a hole in the ground, I grabbed the paper sack from my Craneskin Bag. Just before I dropped it through the grate, I looked inside. The contents consisted of nothing more than a ball of twine, a large paperclip, a permanent marker, and a ham sandwich.

      How the hell Jack was going to escape using that stuff was a mystery to me, but I was just the delivery man. Mine was not to question, but to deliver and go home. I shrugged and folded the top of the bag closed again, then I dropped it down the hole and waited.
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        * * *

      

      Seconds after I dropped the bag down the hole, I heard someone muttering down there. “Oh, this’ll come in handy. Coulda’ sent some Hendo’s down wit’ that sarnie, though. S’pose beggars can’t be choosin’, an’ all.”

      The muttering continued, along with a hell of a clamor. That included the sound of objects being tossed around, plenty of clanking and hammering, and whistling as well. After a short while I got tired of waiting, so I yelled down the hole at whoever was making all that racket.

      “Loki said you’d have something for me?”

      Almost instantly, two grubby, thick, hairy hands grabbed the bars, and an almost comically ugly face appeared between them. The hole’s inhabitant had a bulbous nose so huge it stuck out between the bars, a dirty, flea-ridden beard that was so long it hung down his chest, and wild, deep-set brown eyes that darted this way and that before homing in on me. He was more or less human-sized, perhaps five feet tall but built like a bull, and obviously, definitely not human.

      “‘Ow do, mate,” he said in what I assumed was a thick Yorkshire accent. “Say, you look magical ‘an such. Can ya’ conjure up some lightnin’ fer’ me?”

      “Ooh. Yeah, I’d love to, but I don’t think I should get involved.”

      He hung off the bars with one hand, stroking his beard with the other while maintaining his position—an impressive feat of strength, by any measure. “Ta, then. S’pose I cain’t ‘spect much more’n ya’ done fer’ me already. ‘Right then, step back a bit. This’ll need some room.”

      I stood and did what he asked and then some, because I honestly wasn’t sure what was about to happen. Was he going to blow the bars with a spell or explosives? Punch his way out? Shape-shift and slither through the gaps? I had no idea, but experience had taught me that it was best to be cautious when dealing with the fae.

      Surprisingly, none of that happened. Instead, he scuttled back down the hole, returning a moment later with an odd contraption in his hands, one that appeared to have been made from tree roots and fur.

      Ugh, those are rat and mole pelts. Gross.

      Whatever the thing was, it consisted of a framework made from tree roots, and small animal furs stitched to the frame with cordage made from the fibrous bark that covered most tree roots. The odd, stout man pushed the thing out between the bars, hanging onto a corner with his fingertips. Then he gave it a flick with a snap of his wrist, tossing it roughly ten feet in the air.

      I saw then it was tied off to the twine that had been in the bag. He tugged on the twine as the contraption reached the apex of its arc, and the thing snapped open, expanding into the shape of a box kite. A stabilizing tail dropped from it, and the kite immediately caught a breeze that carried it higher and higher at a rapid rate.

      “Well, I’ll be,” I said.

      Something shiny hung off the kite, although I had no idea what it was. The object was tiny, and the kite sailed too high for me to see. Meanwhile the strange little man spooled out string with one hand as he ate his sandwich with the other. As for how he remained at the top of the oubliette tunnel, he’d wedged his shoulders against one side while pushing with his huge, dirty bare feet on the opposite wall.

      As the kite reached nearly as far as it could go, the prisoner played out the last bit of string, tying it off on the bars of his cell. Then he whistled to get my attention, fixing me with a wild-eyed stare.

      “‘Ya might wanna’ get some space,” he warned.

      “Oh, right.” I backed up a good fifty feet, and then a little more, just to be sure.

      The little man spoke a few words in some odd, ancient dialect, then he dropped back down the hole. In the skies above, dark clouds began to gather, and soon I felt the barometric pressure dropping fast.

      Fat raindrops fell from the sky, soaking the ground, as well as the kite and twine. Yet, it somehow remained aloft. Following that, the hairs began to stand up on my neck, and I knew what was coming next.

      Crack!

      Lightning struck the kite where it floated high up in the air. The charge ran down the wet string, striking the bars of the oubliette with a zap and pop. Glyphs I hadn’t noticed previously lit up where they’d been etched into the bars ages before, then they faded into nothing. Finally, the man scurried back up the shaft.

      He braced himself with both arms and one foot against the sides of the shaft, then he drew one of his huge, outsized feet back behind him. The kick that followed was hard enough to bend the bars outward, but not to dislodge them. He kicked again, once, twice, and then a third time, and the grate went flying off into the distance.

      As soon as the bars had been disposed of, the odd fae man swung up out of the hole like a monkey, landing on his feet in a crouch with his eyes closed and chin pointed to the sky. He breathed in deep through his nose, exhaling long and slow. A broad smile split his face, even as the rain began to wash the grime from his cheeks.

      “Ah, freedom.” He stood, stretching like a man who’d just awoken from a long nap. “Oh, ‘fore I forget.”

      He handed me a crumpled piece of parchment, after first un-crumpling, straightening, and flattening it on his chest. It was covered in cramped, archaic script that looked as if it had been penned in charcoal. Although I recognized some of the letters, it was absolutely unreadable to me.

      “What’s this?”

      “Cain’t ya’ read? S’ma bizness card.”

      “Not this. What’s it say?”

      “Jack Irons, ‘atcher service,” he said as he took a bow.

      “Colin McCool.” He stood and extended his hand, as if deciding I was someone of note. I took his hand and shook it, only realizing the significance of his name after releasing his grip. “Wait—the Jack Irons? As in, middle name, ‘N’?”

      “The one ‘n only,” he replied with a broad grin.

      “The Terror of Yorkshire? Scourge of the highways and crossroads?”

      “Oi, don’t know much ’bout that last part. But it’s me, all the same.”

      I gave him a one-eyed squint. “So, you’re not a terror, nor a scourge?”

      Jack-in-Irons dismissed my question with a wave. “Pfah, they made that stuff up ’bout me.”

      “Oh yeah? Why?”

      “Cuz’ I’m good at gettin’ away with stuff.”

      “What kind of stuff?” I asked

      “Pickin’ locks, n’ breakin’ in an’ out. ‘Ere’s none better, an’ that’s a fact.”

      “Well, you did just bust out of a magical prison using nothing more than a handful of junk.” I rubbed my chin, in an attempt to at least look like I’d had some say in the matter. “Alright, I guess you’re hired.”

      Jack bobbed his head, as if it were already a done deal. “‘Ayup. Best be off now, ‘fore them kingsmen show.” He strolled off at a brisk pace, stopping to look over his shoulder at me. “Ya’ comin’?”

      The call of hunting horns reverberated through the hills and moors in the distance. Considering that I’d just assisted in a prison escape, the mention of “kingsmen” didn’t exactly inspire confidence in an unmolested future here in Yorkshire. I rubbed a hand across my face and sighed.

      “Do I have a choice?”
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        * * *

      

      Jack and I gave chase to the “kingsmen” for hours, running through the moors of Yorkshire until I was nearly ready to stop and fight, just so I could take a break. We finally made it to an inn in a town that was nothing more than a dot on a map. According to Jack, the human towns were off limits to the fae, so we were momentarily safe.

      I called Hemi at the junkyard and left a message for Loki to come pick us up. Jack and I took a booth in an out-of-the-way corner and spent the next few hours running up a tab in food and drink. He turned out to be decent company for a man-eating giant, and when Loki appeared to bring us home, I was almost sad to go.

      After a nap in the Grove, I went looking for my Oak, but it was nowhere to be found. When I asked the Grove where it had gone, it sent me images of various species of animals in migration. I tried to get more info, but something got lost in translation. Either that, or the Grove wasn’t talking, and I wasn’t yet ready to consider the implications of that particular change in our relationship dynamic.

      Damn it, Finnegas. You never told me I’d be raising a couple of surly teens in my early twenties.

      With nothing better to do, I figured I’d best attend to other matters. By this time, I had the gist of what Loki was up to with regards to these little jaunts around the globe. Why he couldn’t simply explain things beforehand was beyond me; I could only assume it was a test of some sort. This was Loki I was dealing with, after all.

      I decided I’d better get things over with, so I went looking for the Norse deity earthside. I found him in the office, playing internet poker on Maureen’s workstation. He had a tallboy in between his legs and a huge slice of pizza in his left hand, and his attention remained completely on the screen as I walked in the room.

      “If Maureen finds out you were eating at her workstation, she’s going to have a shit attack,” I said.

      “Yeah, man, have a piece,” he replied. “Box is on the counter.”

      “I—never mind. By my count, we still have four more crew members to recruit. What’s next?”

      He never took his eyes off the screen as he replied. “You’re going to Cali, kid.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s in California? Or rather, who?”

      “You’ll see.” He waved his hand in a circle, and a portal opened a few feet to my right. “Just—”

      “Uh-huh, I got it. Call you when I’m done.”

      I stepped through the portal and found myself standing behind a coat rack of some kind. Wherever I was, it was dark, and as the portal closed behind me it went pitch black. I stealth-shifted and waited for my Fomorian eyes to adjust, then I parted the coats and stepped through.

      I guess this is what those kids felt like when they came back from Narnia.

      As it turned out, I was inside a coat room. Based on the quality of said garments, and the fact that the room existed, I could only assume that Loki had sent me to an upscale establishment—or a dry cleaner. If it was the former, I wasn’t dressed for the occasion, so I cast a chameleon spell and a look away spell on myself before I left the closet.

      I exited into a dark, smoky corridor, opposite three doors that were labeled “LADIES,” “MENS,” and “STAFF.” To my left from around the corner, soft, funky jazz music carried through the haze. Never one to miss such an obvious hint, I followed the tunes down the hall until I entered an equally dark, equally smoke-filled lounge.

      The place was filled with couples and quartets, all seated around circular tables and dressed in period evening wear reminiscent of the 40s and 50s. They nursed martinis, gimlets, and Manhattans as they smoked cigars and cigarettes held in short holders. While some parties engaged in soft conversation, most refrained while displaying the sort of cool, quiet indifference that only the extremely wealthy could easily achieve.

      So, there’s a theme to this club, and it’s exclusive. Huh.

      The crowd seemed to be waiting for something or someone to appear. On stage, a jazz ensemble played just loud enough to be heard in the background. The band consisted of a pianist, a horn section, a bass player, and a drummer—standard stuff. They were anything but standard, however, as the improv they played was tight enough to be professional, yet loose enough to appear unrehearsed. In short, they were pros.

      I posted up near a service entrance, just out of the way should a server rush past, but close enough to the stage to get a clear view of what was going on. Soon the tempo and volume of the music shifted, and a hush fell over the audience. A spotlight flared up and swung to stage left, where curtains I hadn’t noticed before hid what was obviously the backstage area.

      The main act began as a satiny, sultry woman’s voice effortlessly overpowered the audience’s light but enthusiastic applause. As the singer broke into June Christy’s Something Cool, her voice proved to be smooth as spider silk, smoky as lit brimstone, and hot as a forest fire in hell. All voices quieted and all eyes were glued to that circle of light as she emerged, and I admit I was just as enraptured as the rest of them when she sashayed onstage.

      If she was merely playing the part of a classic torch singer, she certainly fit the bill, poured as she was into a red velvet, off-the-shoulder evening dress reminiscent of something Marilyn would’ve worn. Form-fitting rather than slitted high, with a tastefully suggestive neckline, it showed off her figure while leaving plenty to the imagination. It was a look I found to be both charming and fetching.

      She had a beauty to match her figure and presentation, with smooth bronze skin, a diamond-shaped face, upturned, sapphire eyes, and Cupid’s bow lips that continually hinted at a smile that wasn’t there. This was all framed by a platinum blonde, mid-length wavy do that would’ve been at home on any Hollywood studio diva of the Golden Age. This was all well and good, but that voice—it was the real centerpiece of the show.

      For starters, the woman could not hit a sour note if she tried. While I’d heard people describe other singers’ voices as “sweet as honey,” I could readily attest that Pooh Corner had nothing on this siren. “Smooth” was also an understatement, as hearing her voice was like slipping down a polished glass slide in fuzzy socks and a fleece jumpsuit.

      Captivating? I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      And that was the problem. It took me a moment to realize it, but this woman was casting a spell over the crowd that was so subtle, and yet so thorough, I doubted anyone would’ve noticed even if it hadn’t been in a room full of mundanes.

      I only spotted it because her magic triggered a warding spell I’d perma-cast on a charm around my neck. Working around the fae all the time like I did, getting hit with charm spells and glamours was as common as wet weather in Seattle. Wearing stuff that let me know when I was being targeted had become a habit, but snapping out of this spell was another matter.

      The fact was, I didn’t want to snap out of it. In fact, it was kind of comfy and cozy there, wrapped in the warm sensation of the notion she was singing for me and only me. All these losers in the crowd around me, they didn’t matter, because she wasn’t crooning for them—oh no. This performance was mine and mine alone, and I was here to soak it in from start to finish.

      It wasn’t until I felt a stinging sensation in my palm that I started to snap out of it. After shaking off the fuzzies—the warm variety, and the mind-clouding kind—I looked at my hand to see what’d stung me. There in my palm was the half-leaf I’d rescued from the empousa.

      The damned thing had healed itself, however, and it had sprouted thorns, one of which was stuck into my skin. I gently picked it off, then I returned it to my Bag. Later, I’d have to ask the Grove if it or the sapling had triggered that reaction.

      Right now, however, I needed to hire this singer, because her skills could definitely prove useful for pulling off this job. Before I could fall under the effects of her spell again, I grabbed a cocktail napkin from a nearby table, then I tore it in two and shoved it in my ears. A little druid magic turned the paper into airtight, soundproof earplugs, and for the time being, I was safe from auditory charms.

      What happened next was really wild, but I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. The torch singer continued her act until it was clear that every audience member was fully ensorcelled. Then, she casually walked out into the audience, plucking watches, jewelry, cash, and other valuables from the crowd. Whenever she chose to take something, she first asked the owner if she could.

      “Would you mind terribly if I took this? No? Oh, you’re a peach, my dear.”

      It was done like it was part of her act, and the crowd “oohed” and “ahhed” and applauded softly on cue, like they weren’t being fleeced all the while. If I hadn’t been trying to remain unnoticed, I’d have laughed, because it was kind of funny. I mean, I wasn’t into notions like class warfare, because I preferred to judge people on their merits instead of their labels. Yet, the whole process was so mannerly it was surreal.

      When she was finished, she walked back up on stage with her forearms and wrists draped in Rolex watches and diamond bracelets, her neck draped in pendants, her bosom stuffed with smaller bits of jewelry and cash. As she continued to sing, she casually dropped it all in a large, designer handbag that one of the band members produced from behind a monitor speaker. Finally, she split the cash with the band before wrapping up her act and lifting the spell.

      What was really amusing was that none of the audience members seemed to remember being robbed. From what I could tell, they didn’t even miss the items that had been taken from them. Some left, while others stuck around to continue drinking and socializing as people often do.

      After she’d retired from the stage, I shook my head at how smoothly she’d pulled off what could easily be a quarter-million-dollar take. Then, I snuck backstage and followed the corridor to a door that was marked, “PERFORMERS ONLY.” Without knocking, I entered and dropped my chameleon spell.

      She sat in front of a lit vanity, pulling off her own jewelry and placing it in a small velvet bag. There were a few makeup items laid out on the counter in front of her, but for the most part, it looked as though she was wrapping things up to leave. If she noticed me as I walked in, she didn’t let on, and instead she continued tending to her personal needs as if I wasn’t there.

      Two could play that game. I leaned against the door frame, waiting to be acknowledged. Finally, she lifted her gaze to look at me in the mirror and spoke.

      I didn’t feel any magic being cast, so I raised an index finger before pulling my makeshift earplugs out of my ears. “Ah, that’s better.”

      She flashed a knowing smile. “I said, a gentleman knocks before he enters.”

      I’ll admit, I was pleased to find that her speaking voice was as honeyed as her act. “I’m Colin.”

      She continued primping. “So?”

      It was rude, but then again, I had barged into her dressing room. “What are you? A siren? A lorelei? Leannán sídhe?”

      The woman was touching up her lipstick, and she paused to wipe a stray fleck from the corner of her mouth. “I’m something so old, nobody remembers me anymore.”

      Which tells me absolutely nothing.

      I inclined my head toward the lounge. “That was some act you pulled out there. I’ve seen some charm spells cast in my time, and I have to say, I’ve never seen anyone put one over on that many people so easily.”

      She chuckled. “You haven’t been around long enough for that to be a compliment.”

      “Not as long as you, I suppose. But I have seen powerful beings in action.”

      “Hmm. I suppose you have.” She swiveled in her chair, crossing her legs as she produced a long, thin cigarette from a case on the vanity. “Well, you’re not a cop—not that they have anyone who’s clued in on the local force. Too young to be CERBERUS, and not the military type. Did Big H send you?”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind.” She lit the cigarette, taking a long drag as she watched me, tapping her foot in the air.

      “You smoke? Isn’t that kind of counterproductive, considering what you do?”

      “Hmph. Can’t hurt these pipes, pretty boy. Now, tell me what you want.”

      “I want to hire you for a job.”

      “Does it pay well?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “Yeah, I’d say so.”

      “What’s the job?”

      “We’re ripping off a goddess’ vault in Vegas.”

      “Nope, uh-uh. Count me out. I have enough problems as it is.”

      “C’mon. You haven’t even heard the score yet.”

      She gave a rueful head shake. “New at this, huh?”

      “How could you tell?”

      “Just a feeling. You aren’t doing this for the money, are you?”

      I glanced aside, chewing my lip as I considered how I should answer. Would the truth turn her against me, or convince her to join the crew?

      “Nope. I’m doing it to save a lot of people. Plus, I owe her—Eris, that is.”

      She whistled softly, but now, there was a sparkle in her eyes I hadn’t seen a moment prior. “That’s a big ask.”

      “Will you do it?”

      “You married, Colin?”

      “I have a girlfriend.”

      “Is it serious?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Here’s my price, then. I’ll do it for a kiss.”

      “Sorry, I can’t. Ask for something else.”

      The singer flashed a coy smile. “Can’t, or won’t?”

      “I won’t.”

      “Why?” I noticed her impatient foot-tapping had turned into slow, lazy toe circles in the air.

      “Because it would be a betrayal. I won’t do that to her. Ask something else.”

      The strange, beautiful woman spun back around to face the mirror, and she began powdering her face. “Don’t have to. I’ll do it.”

      “Seriously, ask me—wait, you’ll do it? Why?”

      “If you were lying about your reasons for taking on Eris, you’d have locked lips with me in a heartbeat. Only an honest man would refuse a simple kiss.” She stopped messing with her makeup for a moment, just long enough to make eye contact. “It’s been an age since I worked for an honest man. I’d like to enjoy the feeling of being on that side one final time. So, yes—I’ll do it.”

      “Great. Um—”

      She wrote something on a piece of paper and handed it to me. It was an address in Hollywood.

      “I’ll be ready to go just as soon as I fence this take. Two hours, tops. You can send for me by portal then.”

      “That’s awful presumptive of you.”

      She turned back to the mirror as she continued primping. “If you’re as connected as I think you are, I doubt it’ll be a problem. See you in a few, hero.”
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      I later found out from Loki that the singer’s name was Lyra. When I asked him if we could rely on her, he chuckled.

      “As much as any fool on this crew, Colinero.”

      “Encouraging,” I deadpanned.

      “Ain’t it, though?” He rubbed his hands together like a kid who was about to prank his parents. “Now, on to the next recruit.”

      “Where am I going this time?” I asked, with more than a bit of salt in my tone.

      “Where are we going, you mean. We’re headed back to New York, my young druidic apprentice.”

      Apprentice thief to Loki? Ah, fuck it—just go with it.

      The trickster snapped his fingers. Instantly, we were no longer in the junkyard’s office, but instead on a rooftop terrace that overlooked New York’s Central Park.

      I walked to the edge of the building, taking it all in. The zoo and the ball fields were located nearby below us, while the remainder of the park stretched out beyond that for miles through the heart of Manhattan.

      “That’s an impressive view.”

      Behind us, floor to ceiling glass separated the outdoor space where we stood from a modern, upscale apartment. I felt like a voyeur as I took in an open floor plan that included a living room and kitchen with way too much white and stainless steel for my tastes. The place must have cost a fortune in this part of town—especially with that view.

      “Please tell me you own this place,” I pleaded.

      Loki gave a dismissive eye roll. “They won’t mind if we borrow it for a few minutes. Besides, I didn’t bring you here to go apartment shopping.”

      “Couldn’t afford it if I wanted to,” I remarked, turning my attention back to the city.

      “Hah! As if. With that pocket dimension of yours shitting out gold bricks, you could afford anything you wanted.” He stabbed me in the shoulder with his index finger. “You just don’t choose to do it.”

      I shrugged off the contact. “It’d feel like I was taking advantage of her—the Grove, I mean.”

      He snorted a short, cynical laugh. “Kid, you need to learn the meaning of power. What it is to have it, and the consequences of not using it.”

      I side-eyed him. “Don’t you mean the consequences of using it?”

      “Bah. When you use it, it’s easy to deal with what comes after. Seizing power and leveraging it allows you to handle the consequences. But when you choose to remain powerless? In most cases, you’re fucked.”

      “I don’t see it that way.” I turned my attention back to the view, leaning on an ornamental balustrade while doing my best to ignore Loki.

      “That’s your problem,” he blustered, oblivious to my obvious inattention. “You don’t see things like others who have your level of power. These motherfuckers are ruthless, Colin. Fucking immortal killers. Hela’s cold tits, I don’t have to tell you that. If you don’t learn to be just as ruthless—if you don’t use every single advantage you have—eventually these pricks are going to steamroll you, and everything you love as well.”

      “They can’t hurt what they can’t find, Loki.”

      “But you can’t run forever, kid. Trust me, I know.” He slapped me gently on the shoulder. “Hey, I think our date’s here.”

      I shifted my gaze where he pointed, at the top floors of a nearby high-rise. Oddly enough, I knew the building, because I’d recently read about it in an exposé on “Billionaire’s Row” here in the city. It was 111 West 57th if memory served correctly, and it cost a fortune to live there.

      At first, I couldn’t see what he was pointing at, so I cast a cantrip to enhance my eyesight. As the scene came into focus, I made out a small speck crawling up the side of the tower. The glass and concrete monstrosity was eighty-four stories and over 1,400 feet tall. By my guesstimation, the climber clung to the wall with nothing but 1,000 feet of air below them.

      Just watching it made me a little dizzy. I knew what it was like to fall from great heights, and it was not a good time. I turned to ask Loki what the individual was doing up there.

      “What the hell, Lok—”

      Of course, he was gone.

      “Well, shit.”

      Obviously he wanted me to wait here and observe, so I returned to doing exactly that. The figure was quick, I’d give them that. Whether they were using magic, technology, skill, or a combination of the three, the climber was flat out scrambling up the side of that building.

      Within a few minutes, they reached a penthouse balcony and slipped over the edge out of sight. Soon I saw movement in the windows of the apartment—people in suits wielding guns and a variety of medieval weapons. It seemed the burglar had tripped an alarm, and the owner’s private security was on the hunt.

      What kind of private security force carries maces and longswords?

      The World Beneath kind, that was what. Whoever the thief was stealing from, the owner had to be someone of note in the supernatural world. Suddenly, I found myself silently cheering for the thief to escape.

      Moments later, the climber reappeared at the edge of the balcony. I could barely make her out, but she was definitely female—and was she wearing a mask? Her hands were empty, but she did have a backpack of some sort strapped to her torso with an elaborate harness.

      The climber pulled a handled cord at her side, then she jumped from the ledge. I held my breath, but my concerns were unfounded. Within seconds, a parafoil popped out of her pack, catching the updraft and fully extending behind her.

      Her pursuers showed up on the balcony a few moments too late. One of them aimed a pistol over the edge, but another stopped him, pushing his arm down and shaking his head. I guess they respected the masquerade in this city, or at least they didn’t want to draw attention to their boss.

      Meanwhile, the climber pulled and tugged on corded handles, steering the parafoil between buildings in a quick, steady descent. I was about to find a way to head to street level to catch up to her, when I realized she was heading my way. Before I knew it, the thief was pulling the brakes to land on the rooftop patio where I stood.

      She landed gracefully at the edge of the terrace, using the remainder of the space to reduce momentum after she released her chute. As the parafoil fluttered away in the wind, she rolled and leapt to her feet, no more than a few yards away from me. For the first time, I got a good look at her.

      Holy shit—she’s a werecat.

      I’d met a few were-felines in my time, including a were-tiger doctor who specialized in therianthropes. Yet, not once had I met a real life werecat. They were rare as hell, and most were found in the Middle East. I couldn’t help but stare as I took her in.

      She wore a tight body suit, something custom that was designed specifically for her figure, and padded with what I assumed were Kevlar and ceramic panels. Those panels were expertly placed, and from what I saw, they did nothing to restrict her movement. The fabric itself shimmered, changing colors to match the background, much like my chameleon spell did.

      Only her hands, face, and feet were exposed. As for her hands, they were humanoid and covered in fine charcoal fur on the backside, with gray, leathery skin on the pads and palm. Her feet and legs were more feline than human, sharing that odd reverse-and-extra-jointed appearance werewolves had. They weren’t really reverse- or extra-jointed, and the effect was actually due to the physiology canine and feline ankles displayed when placed on an anthropomorphic figure.

      As for her face and head, it was very cat-like—eerily so, in fact. She had fine, charcoal gray hair covering the sides of her face and top of her head, fading at her throat to a light grey that was almost white. Her ears were pointed and tufted, her snout and mouth elongated in the manner of most cats, shorter than a dog’s, but longer than a human’s. Her upper lip appeared to split beneath her tiny, gray nose, and she even had whiskers extending from her finely furred cheeks.

      In short, she was as close to a cat as a humanoid creature could get. I thought her appearance was both frighteningly comforting and beautiful, and I was captivated by the total effect. It wasn’t until I realized she was staring back at me that I broke off eye contact, looking away for a moment out of reflex.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to gawk. I’ve just never—”

      “Are you the buyer?” she asked, cutting me off abruptly.

      Her voice was human, slightly husky, a bit sing-song and melodious in a feline manner, and accented. Moroccan, perhaps? I couldn’t tell, as I’d spent zero time in the Middle East. That just sounded right, for some reason.

      “Um, I take it you made arrangements to offload whatever you acquired?”

      “Of course. No one steals anything unless they intend to keep it or sell it.” She reached into a breast pocket, pausing when she sensed me tensing. “You do want to see the item, do you not?”

      I sighed involuntarily. “Sure.”

      How much did you stick me for this time, Loki?

      She stepped closer as she pulled something from her pocket, holding it out in the palm of her hand. When she did, I noted that she had retractable claws on her fingertips.

      Amazing.

      As soon as I realized what she held, I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Did I grab the wrong item?” she asked. “The instructions were explicitly clear. It’s a first edition, as specified. I did the research myself.”

      “No, no—it’s fine,” I replied, stifling any further laughter. “How much do I owe you?”

      “Fifty thousand, cash.”

      I closed my eyes and sighed. “Do you take gold?”

      “Of course.”

      Good thing I replenished my gold supply while I was in the Grove. Can’t help but think Loki did this to prove a point, though.

      “Great.” I dug around in my Bag, stacking nuggets on a nearby table until the pile amounted to what I estimated to be fifty grand at current market values.

      She cleared her throat, a sound that was almost a purr. “That’s too much.”

      I glanced at the Loki action figure she’d stolen and smiled. “Aw hell, consider it a tip. By the way, are you looking for more work?”
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        * * *

      

      Her name was Camilla, and all she cared about was the pay. It took almost no time at all to work out the details and recruit her to the team. After all was said and done, I had some reservations about hiring someone who was so mercenary about her work. Yet, I supposed that must have been the way with each of the individuals we were recruiting—they were all professional criminals, after all.

      We had two more crew members to recruit, and I was determined to get them on the roster today. The sooner, the better, because I wanted to finish this job, rein Eris in, and get on with my own plans. Yet, before I reported back to Loki, I wanted to investigate something that had been nagging me since my interlude with Lyra.

      As Camilla disappeared over the edge of the penthouse terrace, I pulled the sapling leaf from my Bag. Not only was the thing not dead, but it seemed to have been thriving while inside the confines of the pocket dimension inside the McCool family duffel.

      Interesting.

      That made me wonder—did it have a connection to the Oak or Grove, all the way out here in New York? I tested it by holding the leaf and reaching through it mentally, attempting to connect with my Oak. I did feel something there, but the “signal” was weak.

      The idea that the other half of the leaf might be connected to my Oak through the sapling was troubling, to say the least. However, it was also useful info, as I’d need a way to boost my connection in times to come. And speaking of boosting signals, I needed to do that for the leaf.

      Knowing I had little time left before the goons who’d been pursuing Camilla showed up, I went to work. First, I took some earth from one of the flower beds on the terrace, altering it with Druid magic to turn it into clay. I formed that into a small pot, firing it with an elemental magic spell. Once it had hardened, I filled it with more earth, then I planted the leaf in it by the stem.

      Alright, time to grow.

      With a little water and some gentle Druidic coaxing, the leaf took root, turning into a tiny oak tree sprout. Just then, I heard a commotion inside the apartment behind me. Three goons in suits had just busted through the front door, one carrying a pistol and the others armed with swords.

      I had no reservations about standing and fighting, but I already had enough enemies. The last thing I needed was to anger some unknown power in the Big Apple. Instead, I reached out to the sprout with my mind.

      Whelp, it’s now or never. Are you there, Oak?

      The response I received shocked me. It wasn’t quite like speech, but it wasn’t the typical image-based communication I was accustomed to, either. If anything, it was more of an empathic message that I understood inherently. The Oak was available, and it wanted to know what I needed of it.

      I could use a lift, if you don’t mind. I sent him an image of the trio of suited “security guards” who were currently dashing toward the penthouse apartment’s terrace exit. These guys don’t exactly look like they’re friendly.

      The impression I received in reply was that the Oak was offering to come to me and help me fight. Again, the response threw me for a loop—this time because the Oak wasn’t typically all that aggressive. At least, the version of the Oak I knew in this timeline wasn’t.

      No! Just take me back to the junkyard, please.

      The next moment I found myself standing next to the sapling in the junkyard. I’d expected to see the Oak here, but he was nowhere to be seen. When I searched for him mentally, I got the same result. I sent a message to the Grove.

      Where’s the Oak?

      A chuckle escaped my lips, because I’d almost said, Where’s your brother? All at once, I felt like a scolding parent more than a druid master trying to wrangle his insubordinate sentient oak tree.

      The Grove sent back an image of a pod of humpback whales swimming in the middle of the ocean. I took that to mean that the Oak was on walkabout or some-such, which was an odd thing to say about an oak tree. It was clear that my tree was going through a phase, and I decided to remain content knowing I could contact him if I wanted.

      Best to respect his wishes and leave him alone for now. Besides, I need to check in to see who’s shown up already.

      Just as that thought formed in my mind, Hemi came flying over one of the stacks of crushed cars that were waiting to be recycled. The big guy landed and rolled, skidding to a halt in a three-point stance facing the way he came. I dropped into a crouch and summoned a fireball that hovered above my hand as I scanned the area for threats.

      Then Hemi laughed, just as Toshiko vaulted over the stack, approximately at the same spot where Hemi had flown over moments before. She was barefoot and dressed in a judo gi over a black rash guard, her hair pulled back into a ponytail and her eyes narrowed as she scanned the yard. She spotted Hemi where he’d landed, just as she alighted gracefully in a grappler’s stance, feet wide, weight low, and slightly hunched, facing the Maori warrior.

      I didn’t know what to make of it, so I waited while keeping the fireball ready to go. Hemi stood to his full height, then he bowed in the way of traditional Japanese martial arts, hands at the sides and bending at the waist. Toshiko brought her feet together and returned the bow.

      “Yeah nah, ya’ caught me good with that one mate,” Hemi exclaimed while wearing his usual jovial grin. “I didn’t think you could pull off tomoe nage without a jacket to hold onto. Boy, was I wrong.”

      Toshiko relaxed her posture before gliding across the distance between them. “It’s all in how you grab the wrist, Hemi-san. Here, allow me to show you.”

      I cleared my throat, hoping to get their attention. The kitsune was already in the middle of demonstrating how to pull off the throw against an unjacketed opponent when Hemi glanced over at me.

      “S’alright, Colin. Toshiko here was just sharing some of her knowledge with me.”

      I pursed my lips and nodded. “Okay. Glad to know you made it, Toshiko. Welcome to Austin.”

      “Colin-san.” She nodded her head at me politely as she disengaged with Hemi. Her face was a mask, indicating she was ignoring the fact that I was interrupting her training session. The kitsune cocked her head as she stared expectantly for several awkward seconds. “Do you wish to join us?”

      “What? Oh, no. My mind was elsewhere. I don’t suppose any of the others have shown up?”

      Hemi nodded. “Oh yeah, Loki let ’em in and vouched for ’em. Some bloke that needs a bath is messing around in your shop, and an uppity Sheila took over your room in the warehouse. She seemed upset, something about the facilities not being up to her standards.”

      “That would be Jack and Lyra, I imagine.” I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead, wondering what Jack might be doing in the shop, and whether I should put Lyra up in a hotel. “Is Loki around?”

      “Nah, he split right after those two showed.”

      Realizing I was being rude, I opened my eyes and lifted my gaze once more to address the duo. “Sorry to interrupt your lesson. I’m going to greet those two, and then I’ll see if I can scrounge up a meal for everyone.”

      “Brilliant idea, mate,” Hemi said as Toshiko looked on with an expression of serene patience. It was only after several more seconds of awkward staring that I realized she was waiting for something.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Please, carry on.”

      She nodded and gave a curt bow, which I exchanged in a flustered manner even as she returned to instructing Hemi in old-school jujutsu nage waza. I knew enough from training with my sword master, the tengu Hideie, to know when I’d been politely told to fuck off in Japanese body language.

      I suppose I deserved that. Now, for some downtime. I have some thinking to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      One thing that was really bothering me about all this was the potential for my being manipulated by Loki. No, scratch that—the absolute certainty. I needed to figure this out, and the best way to do it was to tap that power I hated to use again.

      Was it useful? Yep. But it was a fae thing, and all such magics came at a cost. Yet, I was dealing with the gods, and I needed every advantage I could get. Maybe I’d have to pay a terrible price later for using the power—so what? I’d deal with that eventuality when it happened. Right now, I needed to outthink one of the greatest trickster gods of all time.

      And oh, do I ever need to outsmart this fucker.

      I might have become hot shit recently and tangled with some nasty players, but Loki was the OG of fucking people over. Thinking back to the way he manipulated me into making it easy for him to remove Odin’s curse, one thing was abundantly clear. That was, if I didn’t take control of the situation, I’d be nothing more than Loki’s pawn.

      If I allowed it, chances were good I’d end up on the losing end of the gods’ games once more. All of this, the entire situation, was the result of nothing more than another pissing contest between the gods. We were all pawns to them, tools and toys to be used and discarded. I needed to stop playing checkers and learn to play chess, and I resolved to start by controlling the outcome of this job in my favor.

      With a deep sigh, I began to nibble on my thumbnail as I paced the room, alternating sips of coffee as I chewed the nail to the quick. Soon, I felt it come over me, a sort of warm, tingling feeling that told me Fionn’s stolen gift was doing its thing. Then came that old telltale clarity of thought that had gotten me through more than a few exams and term papers in high school.

      Alright, Colin, time to think this through.

      First, I needed to assess the situation. Who benefitted from us pulling off this job? I could only assume that Loki stood to gain something, but what?

      The Apple of Discord—has to be. Or Cronos’ timepiece. Or both.

      Of course he’d want the Apple. It was Eris’ ace in the hole, the source of a lot of her power, and it had been used to bring down nations. The thought of what a god like Loki might do with something like that was enough to give me nightmares.

      If I knew Loki, he’d likely use it to get revenge on the Norse pantheon—and then I’d get blamed for it. Hell, that was probably his plan all along. He probably saw it as one big joke, figuring I’d come out on top even if Odin himself came after me.

      Or maybe he didn’t think that at all. I have to remember the gods don’t think like we do.

      Speaking of gods, I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Click since the two first tasked me with this job. Gwydion wasn’t one to completely bail on me. He might’ve been crazy as an outhouse rat and twice as forgetful, but he wouldn’t leave me alone to deal with Loki. I wondered, had the Norse trickster somehow temporarily disposed of my mentor?

      That’d make sense. He’d have to get Click out of the way if he was going to implicate me in some fucked up scheme. I thought about the timepiece Eris had stolen from Maeve again, and what trouble a time traveling Loki might cause.

      That’s too fucked up to even consider.

      Not that Loki was all bad, for a trickster and a god. He was just… well, Loki.

      Wasn’t that one of the first things Finnegas had taught me? That you can never trust the fae or the gods? Hell, that wily old druid hadn’t even trusted most humans.

      You were always right, old man, about everything. I just wish I’d realized it sooner.

      Now, I’d sussed out the stakes. Namely, that Loki likely wanted the Apple of Discord, and possibly Cronos’ timepiece, so he could use either or both against the Norse gods. Obviously, he wanted me to get them for him so I could take the fall for his revenge plot.

      That has to be why he’s getting a bunch of flunkies to pull off this gig. That way, none of the gods have to take the blame for the job or what comes after.

      Man, I’d been such a fool. The missing piece to this puzzle was definitely Click. My suspicions grew regarding the possibility that Loki had him tucked away or otherwise indisposed, to keep him from tipping me off.

      Gwydion might well show up at some point—he was no one’s fool. I needed to play dumb until then, to avoid tipping my hand to Loki.

      Now I had the stakes, and I’d identified at least one missing piece. How could I turn this thing to my favor?

      An even better question is, what do I want?

      First, I wanted to get the gods off my back. Second, I wanted the power to force them into a truce, but on my terms. And third, I wanted to revive the druid faction to its former numbers and glory.

      That was where the real power was, in numbers. I was tired of going it solo. Sure, I had friends, but enlisting them in what had become my own personal war felt like I was pulling them into my bullshit. Not even Crowley deserved that.

      Naw, I needed to train my own army of people who had skin in the game for whatever reason. I could come up with a list as long as my arm as to why a puny mortal might want to gain the power to fend off the gods and fae. Yeah, I’d have no shortage of volunteers—the challenge would be finding a way to train them in secret, until I was ready to roll the new druid order out.

      So, that gave me the stakes, the missing pieces, and my motivation. Next, I had to analyze the problem I faced in turning that all to my benefit.

      The first problem was the most straightforward. I had to put together a team that could pull off a major caper, stealing a powerful magical artifact out from under the nose of a god. There were angles there I could exploit, and one of them was how the thing was being guarded.

      Yeah, I have options. But what else am I missing?

      Betrayal, that’s what I was missing. Loki might be including me in the selection process for Team Colin, but that didn’t necessarily mean they were all going to be on my team. If I was going to exploit Eris’ hubris and Loki’s trickery, I had to plan ahead for the eventual betrayal.

      And the only cure for a double-cross is a triple-cross.

      But who would be the one to try and fuck me when I wasn’t looking? And how could I get that to work in my favor? I poured the last dregs from the coffee pot, then I started another. It was going to be a long night.
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        * * *

      

      After figuring everything out that needed to happen, I transplanted the sapling to the Grove. Once I knew it was vulnerable, I wasn’t about to leave it out in the open. Besides, now that I had the Port-a-Oak, I saw no reason to leave a back door into my Grove. Certainly, that was how Click and Loki had entered earlier, and it was definitely best that I prevent that from happening again.

      Speaking of, I’d been avoiding Loki by hanging out in the Grove—which I’d moved to the Void so he couldn’t sneak in some other way, the bastard—but it was time to get on with it. By my count we had two more team members to recruit: our “dip” and our demolitions person… or creature, entity, etcetera.

      Hell, I didn’t know what sort of thing it’d be. All I cared about was getting this part over with so I could get on with my plan. As soon as I exited into the yard, the shifty little fucker was waiting for me.

      “Colinaya! Good to see you, man,” he said, right before he polished off a tallboy, tossing the can over his shoulder. He wiped his mouth on his terrycloth “The Dude” robe, then he flashed a broad grin. “You ready to do more recruiting?”

      I coughed in my fist. “I think I have the hang of this now. If you’ll point me in the right direction, I can handle it on my own.”

      “Hah! The kid hasn’t even pulled his first heist, and already he thinks he can put together a crew on his own.” Loki belched loudly as he popped the top on another can of beer. “Oh, don’t look so sour. I’d gladly let you, but the next two pick-ups are going to require some godly magic to pull off.”

      “Loki—”

      He took a long swig as he waved me off. “Relax, we’re not going to piss off any gods.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “See there? I knew exactly what you were thinking. Naw, we’re going to watch someone fuck with a psychopomp.”

      The next thing I knew, we were standing against a wall near the end of a gloomy, dank tunnel. People were shuffling along in a line in front of us that snaked out the exit. On closer inspection, those people had a gray, insubstantial quality to them. It was as if they had one foot in the physical world, and the other in the next.

      Those aren’t people—not living ones, anyway.

      Still, they weren’t like any ghosts I’d ever seen. The line of half-spirits led back up the corridor into the darkness much further than I could see. Whatever light existed in this place, it didn’t emanate from a sun or sky above, that was for sure. The place had “end of the line” written all over it.

      “Looks like a flipping Christopher Nolan film in here,” I muttered as I watched all those pale-skinned, pseudo-substantial people trudge past. “Where the hell are we?”

      “Entrance to Hades, near the River Styx. It’s where the damned go to cross over.” He tossed me a bundle of rough-spun, dark cloth. “Here, put this on.”

      I unfurled the package. It was a long, gauzy, hooded robe. “What’s this for?”

      “It’s a disguise, dude. Look around—do you think we’ll pass for one of the damned looking as pink and fresh as we do?”

      “Hey!” a passing soul cried. “You don’t have to rub it in.”

      “Yeah, yeah, don’t cry to me,” Loki taunted. “If you’d done your part in life, you’d be drinking Mai Tais served by ninety-nine virgins in the Elysian Fields right now.”

      The damned soul flipped Loki off as the inevitable march of the line swept him on. I tsked as I slipped into Loki’s “disguise.”

      “What?” he asked.

      “That was cold. And you mixed that up in so many ways,” I said. “I mean, if you’re going to screw with the damned, at least get their beliefs straight.”

      He discarded his half-empty can of beer in order to don his own robe. No sooner had the can tumbled to the floor than a handful of souls began to fight over it. Loki chuckled and pointed at the tussle.

      “See there? I did my good deed. That’s the last cool refreshing thing those fuckers will taste in a while.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure the memory of your backwash will keep them warm in the centuries to come.”

      “You said it, not me,” he replied, punctuating his statement with a small belch. “C’mon, let’s blend in with these losers before we miss the boat. And keep your head down.”

      I hissed at him. “It’s not like this is my first trip to the Underworld.”

      “You’ve been to Mag Mell,” he countered. “Not the same thing. Spend a season in Donn’s little dungeon dimension, then you can swing your cock around.”

      “Whatever. Anyway, aren’t some of these souls headed to Elysium?”

      “Naw, if they were headed there, they’d be waiting in the line to cross the Lethe.”

      “I almost got dragged down to Tech Duinn,” I added under my breath.

      “Almost only counts in horseshoes and excuses for getting your girlfriend pregnant,” he said, absolutely straight-faced. “Besides, it’s not my fault these clowns chose a religion where they volunteer to have their hearts weighed against a feather. Man, talk about a rigged game.”

      “Again, that’s the wrong religion. Shouldn’t you know this stuff, being who you are and all?”

      He shrugged. “Not my wheelhouse. Besides, it doesn’t look like any of these souls can take you in a fair fight. Even if they get frisky, I think we’re good.”

      Thankfully, most of the damned were too busy being damned to pay attention to us. We shuffled along in the line for an interminable period of time, crossing a beach of black sand that bordered a river almost as dark, and so wide I could barely see the opposite shore. That shoreline did not look at all inviting.

      I stared at the horizon for a time, wondering what horrors awaited these souls there. My trance was broken when, off in the distance, a low-slung vessel emerged from a dense patch of fog. As it neared, I was able to make out details regarding the boat and the figure who stood at the helm.

      The boat was more of a barge than a ship, with a sharp prow, a shallow draft, and a wide belly that led back to the stern. There were no seats in it as far as I could tell, just a wide, long deck with plenty of room for souls to stand.

      At the rear of the boat, the ferryman stood atop a platform that ran the width. There he worked the tiller, although it seemed he expended little effort to keep the keel steady. His garb was much the same as our own, and while I couldn’t see within the dark shadows inside his hood, his skeletal hands shone in the gloom.

      A shiver ran down my spine at the sight of him. “We’re not getting in that boat, are we?”

      “Definitely not,” Loki said as he nodded affirmatively. “Okay, maybe. That depends on my man’s timing.”

      “Shit.”

      “Don’t worry, that’s why I’m here. We’ll be off before it sets sail again,” he said, just as the boat hove ashore, splitting the soft, black sand. “And I shouldn’t have to tell you to avoid touching the water when you climb aboard.”

      Up ahead, souls at the head of the line were already climbing aboard by means of a wooden ramp that led to a platform next to the boat. Neither had been there before the boat had arrived.

      As souls clambered over the side of the vessel, each dropped a coin in the ferryman’s bony palm. Charon—because that’s who he had to be—deposited the coins in his robe with deft efficiency. Where they went, I had no idea, because that was a lot of gold.

      Suddenly, it occurred to me that someone was going to be robbed. It also occurred to me that we were here to witness it. Considering we were likely the only ones besides the thief who didn’t belong, chances were fifty-fifty we’d be blamed for the incident.

      “Why do I get the feeling this is all going to go sideways, fast?” I asked.

      He slapped me on the shoulder with the back of his hand. “That’s why I like you, Colininja—ever the optimist.”

      “I was speaking rhetorically. No response needed.”

      “Like I said, that’s why I’m here.”

      “To answer rhetorical questions? Yep, this is definitely going to be another snafu experience.”

      Loki chuckled as we shuffled closer to the boat.
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        * * *

      

      “Keep an eye on the short guy up ahead,” Loki said softly.

      I leaned out so I could look around the line of lost souls, cursing as I pulled my hood out of the way. Loki hissed as I did. I hissed back.

      “What?”

      “You’re going to blow our cover.”

      “I doubt Charon even knows who I am,” I said, tossing my hood back. Now, I could actually see around the march of the damned leading up to the boat. “I don’t see him. Which one are you talking about?”

      “The short one,” the trickster growled.

      “Dude, every single one of these souls is walking all hunch-backed and crap. They all have the same gray complexion, and their clothes are all the same drab gray color. How the hell am I supposed to pick someone out of this line based on their height?”

      Loki stepped behind me and placed a hand on either side of my face. He turned my head so my gaze rested squarely on a single, vertically-challenged figure who neared the front of the line. Now that I knew who Loki was referring to, I had to admit that he was shorter than the rest of them.

      “Ah, got it. What makes this guy so special?”

      “Just watch,” Loki replied.

      Not a soul around us was interested in anything but placing one foot in front of the other one, so I gave up all pretense of subterfuge. Keeping my gaze trained on the short, rotund figure, I waited to see what the fuss was about.

      As the figure vaulted over the side of the boat, he flicked a gold coin into the air. The coin tumbled end over end in a high arc, landing in the psychopomp’s palm with a metallic tink.

      While the ferryman’s attention was glued to the coin’s flight, the diminutive figure slipped around behind him. Then, the small passenger disappeared completely, along with Charon’s robes. Suddenly, the skeletal psychopomp was standing at the bow of his boat wearing nothing but a pair of floral print boxers and a ghoulish grimace.

      The next soul in line stopped in her tracks, unsure what to do. Charon stood there looking bored, hand extended, as if waiting for her to pay him and move on. As for the apparent apparel thief, he was nowhere in sight.

      “Um, what just happened?”

      Loki snickered. “The smoothest lift you’ll ever witness this side of Laverna’s boudoir.”

      “Does Charon even know he’s naked? I mean, doesn’t he feel that draft?”

      “Naw, he can’t feel much. I mean, look at him—the guy doesn’t even have a nervous system.”

      By this time, a low murmur began to make its way up and down the line. Nobody seemed to want to bring attention to Charon’s predicament, but they also were unsure how to proceed. Finally, the skeletal afterlife escort spoke.

      “Pay or begone,” he rasped in a voice that was exactly as I expected, like dry leaves rubbing against sandpaper. “But know you this—should you fail to pay the ferryman, your soul will wander for all eternity.”

      The damned cleared her throat, then she pointed at Charon’s Hawaiian print boxers. “Um, I think you lost something.”

      Charon’s neck creaked as he glanced down at his body—or, at least, what remained of it.

      “Gods damn it,” he howled, this time in a voice that was both normal and accented like a Greek food cart operator from Queens. “Deacon, you weaselly little cocksucker, I’m gonna’ murder you!”

      Where this “Deacon” had vanished to, I had no idea, at least not until I was jostled by an invisible passerby.

      “Here, hang onto this for me,” someone said in a deep male voice with a heavy old country Greek accent. Invisible hands shoved something into my chest, which I grabbed instinctively. “And don’t lose it—I’ll be back for it later.”

      “Wait, I don’t want to get inv—”

      Realizing that the thief was likely already gone, I stopped mid-sentence. Or maybe it was the deathly silence that had fallen over the landscape. Of course, I’d been looking down at the garment I now held in my hands—a surprisingly heavy garment. When I looked up, all eyes were on me, including the glowing red embers that served as Charon’s own.

      “You,” he snarled, extending an arm as he pointed a single, skeletal finger at me. “You’re working with him.”

      “Me? I—no, I mean, not me. That is to say, I don’t even know the guy. Is he a guy? I didn’t actually get a good look at him, because obviously I’ve never met him before in my life.”

      “Shaddup!” Charon commanded, his voice rumbling and echoing across the River Styx. “You’ll pay for partnering up with that kobaloi—with your life, and afterlife.”

      “Whoa, hang on a second there, Skeletor,” I protested. “Me, I had nothing to do with this. I’m just an innocent bystander like the rest of these schlubs.”

      Charon levitated off the barge, and he began floating toward me above the line of souls. “These ‘schlubs’ belong here, but you obviously do not. Making you a likely accomplice for the dwarf.” Charon gestured at the damned around me. “Seize him.”

      “Loki, now would be a good time to get us out of here.” On receiving no answer, I glanced around. “Loki? Aw, hell. You have got to be shitting me.”
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        * * *

      

      The damned might’ve been slow in shuffling toward their trip across the river, but they sure as hell were fast in grabbing me. I tried shrugging them off, but does anyone really know how much a damned soul weighs? The answer is, a lot—so no way was I shaking these clowns, not without a full shift, at least.

      That’s when I remembered that I had my mini-Oak in my Bag. I still didn’t know if it could take me straight back to the Grove from another dimension, and there was no time like the present to find out. Since I was still fighting against the damned who were trying to subdue me—and doing a pretty good job of it—I twisted to use my struggles to hide my hand as I slipped it inside the Bag.

      “Watch it, he’s reaching for a weapon!” one of the souls shouted.

      “Gun!” another cried.

      A couple of them scattered, but enough held on to keep me planted firmly in place. I never imagined a skull could scowl, but somehow, Charon managed it.

      “What do you care if you’re shot? You’re dead. It’s not like he can do anything worse to you.”

      I was still digging around in the Bag and managed to lay a hand on the Oak sprout. With a thought, I sent it a command to take me back to the Grove, immediately.

      As I did so, I connected with a mind that was intelligent yet primitive at the same time. It was almost like speaking to an animal, except I sensed a complexity of logic there most animals didn’t have. I also sensed confusion, and then a determination to do as I’d requested.

      Shit, did I grow another oak from that cutting?

      I’d thought it would be difficult to grow more oaks, but it seemed I’d managed to create something vaguely Oak-like by tampering with the leaf. Unfortunately, I had to put that thought on hold, as an intense nausea overwhelmed me all at once. The oakling was trying its best to take me home to the Grove, but something was holding me back.

      Charon? No, not him. He was still busy chiding the souls that had made themselves scarce when they thought I was pulling a gun. Naw, it was the souls that still had a grip on me.

      I did a quick tactical inventory to see if there was a way I could shake them off. When I did, I noticed that my body was fading in and out, almost as if it were becoming ghost-like and then solid again. This seemed to do little to deter the damned, as they were spirits transitioning between the physical world and the next.

      Meaning, they could hold onto me in either form. I needed to do something to free myself, else I might end up stuck in Hades forever.

      After running through my list of druid spells and other magic I knew, the only thing I could come up with was a banishment ward. It wasn’t like I had time or the ability to draw a containment or protection circle around me, so I’d have to improvise. During a brief period of full corporeality, I scratched a ward glyph in the sand with my toes, then I stepped on it, imbuing it with magic as I did so.

      The magic rebounded off the ward glyph, creating an enchantment that shot through my body like electricity. Since the souls were in direct contact with my body, wherever they held on, the enchantment shocked them, causing them to loosen their grip on me. Soon, I had enough freedom for the little oak tree to do its thing.

      If my struggling hadn’t attracted Charon’s attention, my magic had. Apparently, Charon’s powers were limited to his command of his vessel and the souls in his charge, because instead of countering magic with magic, he blurted out an order.

      “Whoever keeps that thief from escaping gets a free ride to Elysium!”

      The little tree seemed to have just enough juice to get me home, but not enough to do it instantly. As I waited for the sapling’s magic to gather and reach critical mass, I glanced around to see if any of the damned felt frisky enough to get shocked by my ward again. A few of them looked like they were ready to pounce, so I sent a mental signal to the sprout.

      We’re out of time, little guy. Get us out of here, now!
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      The next thing I knew, I was standing inside the Grove, still holding the gauzy, yet incredibly heavy garment in my hand. Cursing my stupidity for allowing myself to be made a fool of by Loki again, I steeled myself for a pissing contest with a god. Then, I told the Grove to send me to the junkyard.

      “Loki, you shifty son of a bitch. Where the hell are you?”

      “Colinista! You made it.”

      I turned toward the sound of Loki’s voice. Behind me I found him, Jack, and a dwarf sitting on mismatched kitchen and lawn chairs around an old, beaten-up charcoal grill they must’ve dug up in the yard. Loki had a chef’s hat on, and he wore a frilly chef’s apron that said “Kiss The Cook” with arrows pointing at his groin.

      Deacon had a shit-eating grin on his face. At least, I thought it was him. He was short and squat, with dark, curly hair and the sort of cherubic features I associated with the more mischievous species of fae.

      “Ah! I see you brought my láfyro,” the dwarf said as he made a “come hither” gesture with one hand. “Gimme.”

      “Uh-uh,” I said. “You take it and all Charon’s gold, then I turn up empty-handed when he comes looking for it? Nope. I think I’ll just hang onto it for now.”

      I shoved it in my Bag, maintaining eye contact with an expression that said I dared him to say otherwise. Deacon shifted his gaze in Loki’s direction.

      “You’re right. He does have a stick up his ass.”

      Loki waved his comment off. “Give it time, you’ll warm up to him.”

      I made sure that I had Loki’s attention, shifting my eyes to the left even as I narrowed them in consternation. “Loki, a word please?”

      He smiled and gestured magnanimously. “Of course, Colinewski—anything for you, Bud.”

      I tromped off through the yard perhaps fifty feet from where the rest of the group sat. I had no idea what their abilities were, or whether the others could hear our conversation, but honestly, I didn’t care. All I wanted was to demonstrate some measure of alpha male status in my own territory.

      Such things might seem silly and petty to those who weren’t accustomed to dealing with supernatural races, but I knew better. Letting Loki make me look like a fool and manipulate me in what was essentially my own home was a bad idea. That was doubly true if I was going to lead this lot during the heist.

      I stopped and turned on Loki, arms crossed. “I’m not happy with you about that stunt you pulled back in Hades. You could have easily gotten me killed.”

      He sort of half-scowled, and half-smirked. “Oh, come on, Colin. You and I both know that all you had to do was turn into that murderous alter-ego of yours, and you’d have wiped the floor with the ferryman and thirty score of those damned souls. When I left you down there, you were in about as much danger as a puppy at a PETA convention.”

      “Maybe so. But I don’t like being the butt of your jokes, and I certainly don’t appreciate you undermining my authority in front of potential team members. Obviously, you and Deacon had planned it ahead of time. Which makes it even worse, considering that I’ve been slated as team leader for this operation. I’m going to have to lead Deacon and the rest of these jokers on a mission that some of them probably won’t come back from. If they don’t respect me, you can expect the body count to get a lot higher than it has to once things get hairy.”

      “Maybe so, but they all know the score. The higher the stakes, the bigger the pay. That’s always been the way of things when you live the life that these folks choose to lead. If they wanted to play it safe, they’d all be working at the local library or pulling shots at Starbucks. It’s not like you and I both haven’t seen members of the supernatural community living among the mundanes in similar fashion.”

      “Again, not the point I was trying to make. My point is simply that I have a job to do, and with you fucking around playing pranks and being your normal asshole self, you’re making my job a lot harder than it has to be. Speaking of which, I don’t even really know the parameters of the job I’m supposed to do. When I get back from recruiting this last team member, I expect you to brief everyone on what we’re facing and how serious the situation really is. And no more pranks. Deal?”

      Loki held his hands up submissively, managing to somehow look chagrined while also giving me the stink eye. “Whatever you say Colin-o-rama—you’re the boss. Besides, we both want the same thing, right?”

      “And what might that be?” I asked archly.

      “Why, Eris’ head on a stick, of course. What else could I want out of this?”

      I resisted the urge to fire off about a half dozen snappy retorts that were floating around in my head. “Yeah, sure—that’s the whole point of this entire escapade. But enough talk, I have a job to do. Mind telling me where I’m going and who I’m supposed to recruit?”

      Loki rubbed his hands together, like a child who’d just left a tack on their teacher’s chair. “Oh, trust me Colin—you’re gonna’ love this one. It’s got ‘druid comes to the rescue’ written all over it.”
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        * * *

      

      A short while later, I stood on the rocky banks of the River Achelous in Western Greece. I was here to recruit a cyclops who supposedly went by the rather unlikely name of Bruce. This was to be our “yeggman,” the specialist we needed to break into whatever safe or other mechanical contrivance that might be protecting the Apple of Discord.

      After the minor ass-chewing I’d given him, Loki had been awful forthcoming about this final recruit’s predicament. As the trickster told it, the cyclops was stuck working for the forgetful, eponymous river god, Achelous. Bruce wanted out of his contract, and that was our way in.

      Lethe—one of Eris’ children and the personification of forgetfulness—had cursed Achelous after a spat between them. Achelous had lost his horn years ago during his legendary battle with Heracles, who’d gifted it to the naiads, who then turned it into the Cornucopia. Because of Lethe’s magic, now the river god thought he’d misplaced it, and he’d hired Bruce to help him find it.

      But how in the hell does a cyclops help a river god find a missing object?

      BOOM!

      I crouched and pivoted to face the sound of the blast, turning around just in time to see a plume of white water fall and splash back into the river.

      What the hell?

      “Anything?” a deep, enthusiastic voice shouted from a nearby cliff, above me and to my right.

      “No,” a second voice answered back. This one carried just as much bass, but much less enthusiasm.

      “What was that?”

      “I said, no!” the second voice answered.

      “Well, keep trying. We’re close, I can feel it. My other horn is twitching.”

      Choosing to remain silent and unnoticed, I searched for the source of the first voice, failing to find it. I knew something was up there, so I exerted my will in case there was a glamour concealing the speaker. There was, and within seconds, a tall, burly figure shimmered into view.

      He was roughly eight feet tall, broad through the shoulders and thick around the waist, and possessed of a rather unusual anatomy. In short, he was a minotaur. With wavy brown hair covering him head to hoof, dense, tightly packed muscles, cloven feet, humanoid hands, and a single, curved horn sticking out of the right side of his head, he was quite a sight to behold.

      Is that Achelous, I wonder? Why would he still be in that form?

      The river god was a known shapeshifter, and according to the legends, he’d been in the form of a bull when he fought Heracles. Currently, the river god seemed exceptionally preoccupied. He continually muttered under his breath as his weird ruminant eyes swept back and forth across the waters below, as if he could pierce their depths from his high perch.

      I’d never seen a minotaur up close, so I took a moment to stare. That is, until I realized he was naked. After seeing things that would give me nightmares for weeks, I averted my eyes and searched for the other half of the conversation.

      It took some time, but after several minutes I spotted the reluctant assistant. He was lounging in the shade beneath a rocky overhang, kicked back in a folding lawn chair with some sort of fruity frozen drink in one hand and an eReader in the other. Every so often he’d check the screen on a laptop that sat on a camping table next to him, then he’d punch a few keys, sip his drink, and go back to reading.

      If this was the cyclops I’d been sent to recruit, there were two oddities that immediately stood out about him. First, he was short for a giant—almost in little people territory. And second, as far as I could tell, he wasn’t a cyclops. Then again, he was wearing a pair of those mirrored, wraparound Oakleys that were popular with pro wrestlers and special operators. For all I knew he might have ten eyes under there.

      He hadn’t noticed me, so as I made my way down to him, I made as much noise as possible. Interestingly, the guy didn’t even look up as I approached. However, he did speak.

      “Cover your ears. This one’s going to be close.”

      I did as he said. Seconds later, a blast went off in the water, not twenty feet from shore. The shockwave reverberated in my bones, and it sent a plume of water some forty feet in the air. As the airborne H2O reversed course in obeisance to gravity and nature, a shower of droplets fell on shore, along with a bevy of small fish.

      “Damn,” the spectacled day drinker remarked. “Rover, come.”

      “Anything?” the minotaur shouted from above us.

      “No!” the diminutive man yelled back.

      Since the guy had barely acknowledged me, I watched and waited. Seconds later, a bronze, crab-like automaton emerged from the water, crawling its way on shore. Its body was shaped liked a flat football, with six legs along the sides and four “arms” in front.

      Two of the arms ended in trident-shaped pincers, and the other two were tipped with a variety of tools that were mounted in Swiss Army knife fashion. At a glance, I identified circular saws, drills, a cutting torch, scalpels, wire snips, and a few other tools I couldn’t identify. While I marveled at the contraption, it whirred and clanked its way on shore, stopping in front of its master as it clicked its claws to get his attention.

      “Of course I’m upset,” the man in the chair said. “I equipped you with sonar for a reason, and one of them was to make sure you didn’t blow up any fish.”

      The machine blew steam from a small port on its left side, then it clicked it claws in a broken, staccato rhythm.

      “I know they’re small, but that doesn’t matter. I didn’t take this job to kill innocent animals, so try to be more careful next time.”

      The crab machine click-clacked its claws as if to give its boss the Bronx cheer, then it scuttled back into the water.

      “Amazing,” I observed.

      “Pfft. That old thing? I only keep it around because I’m too lazy to build another one.” He set his drink on the table next to him and held out his hand. “Bruce Zafeiriou. Pleased to meet you.” I took his hand and shook it, noting his firm but dry grip. “Don’t get many visitors out here, not with the spells Akheloios placed around the area. Especially not those who can see us. You’re what, a demigod?”

      “Half-titan, more or less. And a druid.” I smiled. “Name’s Colin.”

      “Ooh, that’s interesting. Not the name, the race and class. It’s like the DM decided to let the rule of cool prevail when you were rolling your character. Neat.”

      He pulled off his glasses, revealing that he did indeed have only one eye, right above the bridge of his nose in the center of his face.

      “You’re awful short for a cyclops.”

      Bruce pointed at the bronze belt around his waist, which looked like a utility belt that a comic book superhero would wear. “It’s temporary and powered by this device. I tell his royal highness that it makes it easier for me to place the charges, but really, it’s just so I can hide from him more easily when I need a break.”

      “Ah. You don’t seem too happy to be working for him.”

      “Gee, is it that obvious? When I took this job, I thought he said I’d be locating his missing porn, not horn. Figured I’d do a little data recovery and get a quick payday. That was three years ago.”

      “Wow. And he doesn’t remember where it went?”

      “Uh-uh, Lethe made sure of that. Before you ask, no, I can’t break the contract until he releases me. Signed with magic, and all that.”

      “Ah.”

      “Right.”

      I cleared my throat. “So… any chance you’re looking for a change of venue?”

      “Does Zeus shit thunderclaps? If you’ve got a job, I’ll take it. Anything to get away from this boredom. But first, you have to help me deal with Memento up there.”

      “I will if I can,” I replied, sounding a lot more confident than I felt. I’d already had one horrible experience with a river god, and I wasn’t eager to repeat the experience. “Tell me about the Cornucopia. What do you know about it?”

      Bruce gestured skyward before lacing his fingers over his belly. “Not much. If you’re thinking of trying to counterfeit the thing, think again. The guy’s a nature god. He’ll know his own DNA when he smells it.”

      I ran through several scenarios in my head. The most promising plan had me stealing a sample from his remaining horn so I could use druid magic to grow another. However, I quickly discarded the idea based on Bruce’s advice. He was right, Achelous would recognize a fake.

      “Do you have any idea where the actual horn might be?”

      “That I do. After the first year here, I tracked the thing down. Believe me, it was a pain finding that thing’s location solely through online research. I’d have tried to retrieve it already, but Mr. Magoo up there has a habit of fetching me at odd hours to search for the horn. No way I could sneak off long enough to get it.”

      “Out of curiosity, what made him think it was buried in the river?”

      Bruce chuckled mirthlessly. “Lethe planted that suggestion, I think. With mind magic, it’s always easier to twist the truth than to manufacture an outright lie. He thinks it got knocked off during his fight with Heracles and swept away by the current.”

      “You’d think a river god would know what was in his river.”

      Bruce shrugged as he sipped his drink. “Mind magic is weird, especially when it’s cast by a goddess.”

      “Alright, so who has the horn?”

      “Enyalius,” Bruce replied, rolling his eyes.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Ares and Enyo’s son. He thinks he’s hot shit. A real Chad, that guy, likes to throw his weight around.”

      “Is he tough?”

      “Nah. Heck, I could take him. But he gets away with being a bully because of his dad. The truth is that I’d still be stuck here, even if I could get away to snag the horn. No way would I want to get on Ares’ bad side by kicking his son’s ass.”

      I hmphed and tongued a molar. “Eh, not my first choice either, but my sponsor really wants you for this job we have planned.” I tapped my chin, considering alternatives. “We could try to lift Lethe’s curse.”

      Bruce’s eyes widened. “And risk breaking his mind? Oh, man, I do not even want to think about what havoc a mad river god might cause. Having a forgetful one around is bad enough. No, that’s out of the question.”

      He was right, obviously. And that left me no choice but to risk pissing off one of the more prominent gods in the Greek pantheon. “So, how I do I find this Enyalius?”

      “That’s easy. Just find a bar where the gods like to hang out and start a fight. He’ll show up in no time, guaranteed. Minor dust-ups are kind of his thing.”

      “You’re telling me this guy is the god of bar fights?”

      The cyclops nodded. “He’s the god of scuffles.”

      “Sheesh, his dad must be so proud.”

      “Compared to Phobos, Deimos, and Otrera, he’s definitely the least impressive of the bunch.” Bruce gestured at me with his drink. “But don’t underestimate him, because he’s still a god. I wouldn’t turn my back on him for an instant.”

      “How’d this guy get the horn, anyway?”

      “He’s a collector. And don’t think you can steal it from him, either. Something about the thing requires it to be given fair and square, else it’ll return right back to its owner. You could nick it a dozen times and it’d end up right back where you found it.”

      “So, I have to get him to give it to me or sell it to me outright?”

      “Yep.”

      “Fine. I’ll be back shortly.”
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      I had my Port-a-Oak take me to Leptokarya, a seaside town not far from Mount Olympus. My bet was the “god of scuffles” would likely frequent the nearest drinking establishment he could find. Sure, a minor deity could get bent and find trouble among his own kind, but the gods were turds, one and all.

      If I knew anything about so-called divine entities, it was that they loved two things: slumming with humans and making them suffer. Accordingly, I figured that a god who presided over fist fights and other physical altercations simply could not resist beating up the odd unsuspecting mortal. The gods were also generally lazy, meaning chances were also good he’d find his targets somewhere within easy reach of Olympus.

      Let’s hope my hunch plays out, because I do not have the patience to chase this idiot down.

      Once I was in Leptokarya, I found a local pub on my maps app, enjoying the sun and the fresh ocean air as I made my way there. After ordering and slamming a few doubles at the bar, I started talking shit at a loud volume about Greek soccer being trash. I knew nothing about soccer so it was all nonsense, but soon I’d garnered the attention of half the patrons in the bar.

      I’d expected having to wade through a half-dozen enraged locals before Enyalius showed up, but their reaction was just the opposite. Instead of challenging me, or jumping me en masse, even the hardest looking among them kept their heads down and continued nursing their drinks.

      Bingo—I am definitely in the right place.

      My chosen approach was feigning ignorance, both of the effect my bluster had on the natives, and of the fact that I was toying with Prometheus’ fire. The locals would be wise to the deity’s antics, and likely to steer clear of trouble. This Enyalius probably preyed on tourists and other out-of-towners, so I needed to play that part to the hilt.

      For that reason, I kept talking trash as I downed my beer, then I slammed the mug on the bar and demanded another. Just as my ranting and raving had reached a fever pitch, the front door of the pub slammed open. Based on the hush that fell over the crowd, I figured my mark had arrived.

      “Bartender, are you deaf?” I bellowed as I swayed slightly on my stool. “Damned Greeks. Can’t speak proper English, can’t play real football or that pansy version you have over here, and you can’t even take care of your—”

      I was interrupted by a tall, frosty mug of beer that slid down the bar to stop right in front of me. Following the trail of condensation the mug had left, I swung my gaze to the other end of the bar. There sat a tanned, muscular blond man with swollen knuckles and a scarred face, wearing a red and white striped soccer jersey with some sort of circular Greek emblem on the left breast.

      The guy had the lean, dangerous look I’d often seen in MMA pros and bareknuckle fighters, reminiscent of an Irish traveler who spent his days laying asphalt and his nights challenging all comers on a straight whiskey buzz. He had broad, muscular shoulders, a taut midsection, and biceps that stretched the generously cut sleeves of the team jersey he wore. He sat hunched over the bar, staring at his drink like it had insulted his mother, wearing the sort of neutral expression that indicated the barely restrained fury of a man who courted violence like a jealous lover.

      Now, who the hell does he remind me of?

      I couldn’t make the connection and it didn’t matter, because I knew I’d bit off a mouthful of barbed wire in picking this fight. Bruce might’ve made it seem like the guy was a pushover—the “god of scuffles,” as he’d said—but obviously this dude meant business. Or in the words of the immortal Rick Sanchez, clearly the guy was an ice-cold dick killer.

      Fuck my life.

      “The fuck are you?” I asked him, steadying myself on the bar with my elbow as I spoke.

      He gave me a three-quarter front, fixing me with a look that could scuff boiled leather. That’s when I saw it: the square jaw, slightly cleft chin, icy blue eyes, and cheekbones you could forge iron upon. Add to it the perfect two-day shadow, the hair, and the musculature, and you had yourself the spitting image of a genuine Hollywood superstar.

      Could it be… am I imagining… is that? Nah. No way.

      Wouldn’t be the first famous person who turned out to be a demigod, though. And it’d explain a lot about his role in a couple of my all-time favorite movies. Well, if I lost this fight, at least I could say I got my ass kicked by—

      “Do you have a problem with the quality of our national pastime?” he asked flatly, interrupting my train of thought.

      C’mon, Colin—keep it together. This is no time to be gushing over your former man crush.

      I think every guy had one, although most wouldn’t admit it. There was always that one person you wanted to be and be like, the one who inspired admiration to the point of fascination at a near fictophilia level. The dude that, if you were gay, would be at the top of your hall pass list.

      Men tended to have them when they were younger, because it was part of how guys seemed to develop their identity. Like many young men, I lacked a close male role model within my household to emulate. Sure, I had Finnegas, but at over two thousand years old, he hadn’t exactly the picture of male vigor. Back then, I looked to famous people as role models of masculinity, and the dude who was apparently standing before me was one of them.

      Or, at least, he’s a dead ringer. Go figure.

      I slammed half the beer in front of me, just to give me a few more seconds to think. “Um, I—that is to say—well yeah, I think your sport and the way your teams play it suck. Sucks. Sucking sucks.”

      Oh shit, did I just say “sucking sucks”?

      Now I really wanted to melt into a puddle and slip under the bar to hide. The ancient Greeks were known for their, er, sexual fluidity. If I wasn’t careful, this guy would think I wanted an entirely different kind of tussle.

      “I think you are drunk,” he said, with enough venom in his voice to give me the pissed off vibe. “The question is, are you too drunk to back up your words?”

      “I’m from Texas,” I said with the timbre of false bravado in my voice. “Back home we mean what we say, no matter how much we’ve had to drink.”

      “I hoped you would say that,” he said as he pushed away from the bar.

      The bartender, who I’d really only noticed for the first time just now, cleared his throat softly. He was a salty-looking old dude with a bald head, a frizzy gray beard, and a paunch that was out of place on his whip thin body. He wore one of those white bar aprons over worn gray corduroys and a faded denim button-down with rolled up sleeves.

      “My árchontas, please—not in the bar. I am only just recovering from your last visit.”

      To his credit, the deity nodded as he laid a hand on the barkeep’s forearm. “Don’t worry, Stavros. As I promised you last time, I’ll take my scuffles elsewhere from now on.”

      I slid off my stool, staggering just a half step to sell it. “What, are we going out back to settle this?”

      The “god of scuffles” side-eyed me as he smiled like the devil himself. “Something like that.”

      He snapped his fingers, and the bar disappeared entirely.
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        * * *

      

      One moment I was standing in a bar on the coast of Greece, and the next I stood on the floor of an outdoor amphitheater. At least, that’s how I would classify it. The place wasn’t quite a coliseum, nor would I call it a stadium per se.

      Amphitheater it is.

      The floor on which we stood was packed red clay, and the walls surrounding it were made from cut limestone blocks. Beyond that were the bleachers, a series of concentric, terraced benches upon which sat a motley collection of supernatural creatures and what I presumed were gods and demigods.

      Oh, just fucking great.

      There were satyrs and nymphs, centaurs and cyclopes, pegasi and mer-people. Those types sat in the nosebleed section, obviously being of the lower class of spectators. Below them, a mostly human-looking array of attendees were seated in the middle section. These were likely demigods and possibly daemons in human form.

      And in the lower-most rows sat the gods. How did I know they were deities? Because their type was easy to pick out, if you knew what you were looking for, of course. Some were overly tall, but without the disproportionate anatomy most giantkind shared, instead being perfectly formed like fashion models at 1.5x magnification. Others were “normal”-sized but just as beautiful, lacking even the tiniest scar or smallest imperfection in complexion or form.

      Then there were the unique ones, like the large, muscular humpbacked man who wore a leather blacksmith’s apron and a tool belt around his waist. Hephaestus, most certainly. There was also a woman who wore modern outdoor clothing—hiking boots, cargo pants, and flannel—with dark hair, piercing gray eyes, and a stern, searching expression. Could that be Artemis?

      If that were the case, I was busted, for sure. Artemis was Fallyn’s much older sister, one of Leto’s earliest offspring by way of Zeus. Fallyn’s mom wasn’t exactly fond of me, and although my girlfriend never said it, I got the impression that the rest of the family were equally unimpressed with my pedigree.

      She might have recognized me—heck, she might only be here because of me—but if that were the case, she gave no indication. I wanted to take the time to spot other well-known gods from the primary ranks of the pantheon, but I was interrupted by Enyalius as he addressed the crowd from across the amphitheater floor.

      “Honored guests and spectators, today I bring for your amusement a mortal who has insulted Olympus.”

      The question now is, should I keep playing the dumb human? And does it even matter if I do?

      “Excuse me,” I said, projecting my voice across the space between us. “What just happened?”

      “As you see, it is quite an insolent example of its kind. Shall I teach this wretch its place?”

      A roar rose from the crowd. I noticed, however, that the one I’d assumed to be Artemis merely yawned, covering her mouth in an almost manly manner as she did so. She barely spared me a glance, choosing to keep her gaze trained on Enyalius.

      “Um, does someone want to tell me what’s going on here?” I asked, in an attempt to keep the ruse going. “You drugged me, right? Slipped a mickey in that beer you bought me, and then you brought me here. Is this one of those, I dunno, ‘most dangerous game’ things?”

      Enyalius glanced at me over his shoulder. “Oh, it is indeed a dangerous game we play, mortal. Very dangerous indeed.”

      Again with the affected formal speech. Ugh, gods.

      “Okay, so I said some unkind things about your soccer teams. How about I just take that all back, and you let me go?”

      “No take backs!” A satyr shouted from high in the stands. “You insult Olympus, you pay the price!”

      “Wait a minute,” I countered, hands raised. “Who the fuck is Olympus?”

      The crowd jeered. Enyalius, on the other hand, was not amused.

      “Mount Olympus, seat of the gods. You insulted all of Greek soccer, thereby insulting our patron team—Athens—and thus you insulted the gods themselves.”

      “Hang on, I never said anything about no gods.” Time to lay it on thick. I rubbed my eyes and pointed up in the stands. “Am I stoned, or does that guy have fur pants on?”

      That really busted the crowd up. Even maybe-Artemis cracked the barest grin. That turned out to be a mistake. I was stealing Enyalius’ thunder, and if he was the bully I thought he was, things were about to get ugly.

      The “god of scuffles” zipped across the ring, crossing the span between us with the speed of a zephyr. He grabbed me by the throat with one hand, lifting me off the ground.

      “You will learn your place before this day is done. And you will show respect once you know who your betters are.”

      I pretended I was choking, even going so far as to hold my breath so my face would turn red to sell it. The guy did have a grip, but he wasn’t Tethra. I spent a few seconds batting and scratching at his hands, looking like I was putting up a good fight. Finally, Enyalius released me, and I fell to my hands and knees on the hard clay ground.

      Alright, time to wrap this con up.

      I coughed a few times before speaking in a raspy voice. “I dunno what’s going on, but even a fool could see I’m outmatched. Hardly sporting for you to beat up a putz like me.”

      “Sporting?” Enyalius asked. “Who said that a fight had to be fair?”

      “I dunno,” I said. “Aren’t there supposed to be rules for a match like this or something?”

      Enyalius almost winced, but he wiped the pained look from his face almost as quickly as it appeared. Still, I knew I had him. He’d made a mistake by bringing me here, in front of all these divine witnesses. And now that I’d invoked the rules of fair combat, he’d look like a loser if he didn’t make a few sporting concessions.

      “Fair play—fair play!” Someone yelled from the stands. Soon the cry was taken up by the crowd, and it quickly turned into a chant. “Fair play, fair play, fair play, fair play...”

      The god of scuffles crossed his arms over his chest as he glanced across the stands. After several seconds, he raised his hands to silence them. Soon, the chant died down, and Enyalius spoke.

      “Fine, let us lay some ground rules for this engagement.” He glanced over his shoulder at me, still playing for the crowd. “What are your terms, mortal?”

      I made like I was thinking hard, but really, I already knew how this all worked. “First, fists only. No weapons.”

      Enyalius chuckled. “Done. What else?”

      “Um, shouldn’t there be stakes? Like, what do I get if I win?”

      The son of Ares laughed out loud. “If you win? Oh, you are amusing. Just what do you propose for stakes?”

      I shrugged. “Well, it looks like I’m risking my life here. Those are pretty high stakes. It also occurs to me that you might not be facing the same risks. True?”

      “True, mortal,” a rosy-cheeked, portly man with a natural tonsure in a light green toga stated from the front row.

      Enyalius nodded sagely as he rubbed his chin. “Good Honos speaks true, as always. What do you propose I put up instead to match your stakes?”

      Time to bet large.

      This was risky. I was wagering that the Cornucopia was the most valuable item in Enyalius’ collection. A legendary artifact like that was probably the priciest thing he owned. If I was right, I stood to win it by beating this motherfucker. If I was wrong—well, I might end up with something I could trade for the horn afterward.

      If I don’t kill the cocky fucker.

      “Eh, what do you got that’s as valuable as your life?”

      He smiled humorlessly. This had to be uncomfortable for him because he was being placed in a position of real risk—something no bully liked. But he couldn’t back out now, not in front of all these witnesses.

      “On my honor, I swear that if you defeat me in hand-to-hand combat, I will give to you my most valuable physical possession.”

      “So, my life against your most valuable possession?” I had to ask again to be clear. The gods were dicks, one and all. There had to be no doubt.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “Alright. Let’s get this show on the road.”
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        * * *

      

      Once I gave my consent to start the fight, Enyalius came at me like a rabid alley cat, all claws and bad intentions. I’d stealth-shifted back at the bar, so I was hardly defenseless at the moment. Be that as it may, he still caught me off guard, snapping my head back with a whip-quick jab and then clipping my jaw with a wide, looping right.

      The guy could throw a punch, too. Not that I didn’t expect that from a deity, even a minor one. Most of them were a hell of a lot stronger and way more durable than your average human. Even minor gods would hack it as B-list superheroes—or supervillains—in the typical comic book universe.

      Enyalius was no bush leaguer, though. The guy put some heat on that one-two combination, and frankly he rang my bell pretty good. I staggered back, and this time it wasn’t an act.

      Instead of pressing the attack, the god of scuffles turned his back on me, raising his hands in the air as he played to the audience. At first, I thought he was egging them on, then I realized he thought the fight was over.

      That son of a bitch actually expected his sucker punch to drop me.

      Based on the rules we’d agreed to just seconds before, technically this match was to the death—my death, that was. Or it would end with Enyalius’ defeat, which would normally mean crying uncle, as gods were damned hard to kill. I didn’t want him dead, since I needed to get the horn from him, and it’d be tough to do so if I killed him.

      Yet it pissed me off that he expected me to crumble. Sure, he thought I was just another mortal, but it showed what this whole set-up was about. No way would Enyalius go through all the trouble of summoning an audience just to pull a Mike Tyson and knock me out in the first thirty seconds of round one.

      I rubbed my jaw as I glanced around. Soon I spotted a tall, thin dude carrying a caduceus staff in one hand. The medic, for sure. Probably Asclepius or one of his kids.

      My guess was that, when Enyalius lured some poor shmuck up here to brawl, he had a healer on standby. The real entertainment probably wasn’t a long drawn-out fight between the mortal and the god. Instead, it was Enyalius beating the shit out of said mortal, over and over again, with Asclepius healing the unlucky bastard every time so they could do it all over again.

      What a sick fucking game,

      Suddenly, I wondered how many others had ended up here. How many times had those unfortunate souls been near death, only to be healed by the physician god so they could get pummeled by Enyalius all over again?

      Figuring I should maintain the ruse in order to surprise Enyalius with a sudden reversal, I fell to a knee. From there I allowed my hand to touch the soil, testing it with my druid senses. There were multiple DNA signatures in the clay beneath our feet.

      Fuck. It’s going to be hard not to clap this motherfucker.

      However, I needed him alive if I was going to get that horn. To that end, I wiped blood from my mouth, spat more on the ground, and pushed myself to my feet.

      “Hey, motherfucker—I’m not done with you yet.”

      Enyalius looked over his shoulder, eyebrow raised, and I could see him doing the math in his head. He’d hit me hard enough to kill most mortals. Yet, there was always the off chance he’d picked a natural born hero as his punching bag for the day.

      Natural born heroes were nature’s answer to humankind’s disadvantages when compared to the supernatural races. Where most humans were quite squishy when compared to your average fae, vampire, or ’thrope, a natural born hero was that one-in-ten-thousand anomaly who actually had a chance in a fair fight. Not a large chance, mind you, but the DNA lottery had paid out enough to give them a shot.

      On the superhero scale, an NBH was about the equivalent of an old-school Captain America or Mr. Terrific type. They possessed the attributes of an elite athlete in peak physical condition—maybe even a bit more durable, but not quite superhuman. Enyalius likely assumed that’s what I was.

      When his brow knitted and his eyes narrowed, I knew what would come next. As expected, he turned to face me, then he closed the gap with a series of rapid-fire punches that would make Floyd Mayweather proud. He fought like a bareknuckle fighter, with the ferocity of a brawler who loves mixing it up, but the technique of a prizefighter.

      Yeah, he was good. Better than me, for sure. I took most of the barrage on my arms and shoulders, using defensive posture, covers, and hate to weather the storm. There was no blocking those strikes because the guy was just too fast. Still, other than a broken nose and a cut that bled into my eye, I thought I came through it well.

      That just pissed the little god off more, and he kept coming at me, punctuating wide, powerful punches as he voiced his frustration.

      “Why…”

      Left jab.

      “Won’t…”

      Right cross.

      “You…”

      Left hook.

      “Just…”

      Overhand right.

      “Go down?”

      He might have been a better boxer than me, but he was also an emotional fighter—and emotional fighters made mistakes. In Enyalius’ case, it meant sacrificing good form for power as he looked for the knockout. Not smart.

      I bobbed and weaved under the overhand, staying low as I rotated to the outside on my left and his right. Enyalius had left his liver exposed—huge mistake. I unwound off my counterrotation, laying the mother of all shovel hooks into his gut, just below the floating ribs.

      The god exhaled involuntarily, releasing that hard, short “whuff” that indicated his brain had temporarily lost control over autonomic functions. That’s what happened when you smashed a fist or a knee into someone’s liver—the pain was so great, it overwhelmed the nervous system. Sometimes the victim would even shit or piss themselves.

      That was the funny thing about these so-called gods; they might be tougher than humans by many degrees, and live a hell of a lot longer, but they weren’t invincible. Once I’d figured that out, it made them all a lot less scary.

      It didn’t mean they were pushovers, though.

      As I moved forward to follow up on the liver shot with a right, left, right combo of my own, Enyalius pivoted off his lead leg, matador-style. He was definitely hurt, because the move was sluggish and ill-timed. Yet, it was surprising enough to allow him to catch me off guard with a solid check hook to my jaw just as I advanced.

      It was my turn to stagger, stumbling right as I nearly dropped to a knee for real this time. Luckily, I recovered and caught myself at the last moment just as the god of scuffles smelled blood and pressed his counterattack.

      Now his strikes were even more looping and wild, lacking the crispness he’d displayed earlier. These were the punches of a fighter who was out of gas and behind on the scorecards, desperate to close the deal in the final rounds of a match. The barrage was no less deadly though, and it was all I could do to block, parry, cover, and dodge his attacks as I shook off the effects of that hook to my jaw.

      Finally, I’d had enough. I lowered my left hand, feigning fatigue, and waited for him to lean into a long, looping right hand—the puncher’s gamble. It was a shot that had everything behind it, all the power the god could muster, and if it connected it would put me down for the count.

      Enyalius gambled poorly this time, because I’d anticipated just such an attack. Rather than eating it on the chin like I had his check hook, I leaned away as I spun to my right, turning as I built momentum to deliver a solid spinning back kick to his liver area, right where I’d hit him with that shovel hook.

      I wore combat boots for a lot of reasons, and one of them was so I could kick like a mule, even in human form. When the heel of my boot connected with his flesh it made a sound like a baseball bat striking a side of beef. Rather than pulling the kick, I extended fully, causing the god’s torso to bend over my lower leg as my boot penetrated a good foot past the point of impact.

      Enyalius folded like an origami Slinky, dropping to the clay surface of the arena gasping for breath. A hush fell over the crowd, the dangerous sort of silence that sometimes preceded mob violence. If that happened, I was screwed—no way could I outrun a herd of supernatural creatures, demigods, and gods.

      The tension was palpable as I swept the crowd with my gaze, watching and waiting for the initial surge that would turn them all against me. There was no time to fully shift, so I slipped my hand inside my Bag, resting it on Dyrnwyn’s hilt. The sword and my magic would allow me to take a few of them out before I went down, at least.

      Just as I sensed the tension was ready to boil over, someone began to clap with a slow, steady cadence. I tracked the sound to its source—it was maybe-Artemis. She stared at me with the eyes of a hawk, the slightest smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, slapping her hands together over and over, until one person joined in, then another, and another.

      Soon, half the crowd was applauding me. It wasn’t a standing ovation, but it was enough to act as a pressure valve, releasing all that built-up tension caused by the shock of seeing their hometown boy get whooped. I sighed inwardly, then I took a quick bow. Before the crowd could change their minds, I knelt beside Enyalius, who was already starting to recover.

      “Well bub,” I said while maintaining as straight-faced an expression as I could manage. “I think you owe me your most valued possession.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later I headed back to the riverbank, Cornucopia in hand. When the god had handed it over, the thing looked like nothing more than a broken bull’s horn to me, and I’d said as much. To prove it was the real deal, Enyalius had demonstrated its powers by ordering the entire McDonald’s menu from it.

      Seeing all those paper-wrapped burgers, steaming hot fries, and icy cold drinks pour from the mouth of the horn was enough to convince me. No ice cream cone, though—apparently, the machine was broken. I snagged a Happy Meal, then I shook hands with the god, still unsure if he was the famous actor or just a perfect twin.

      “Are you—?” I asked as the god of scuffles munched on a double cheeseburger like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      He winked at me and grinned. A split-second later, I was back at the bar in Leptokarya. The patrons weren’t even fazed that I’d suddenly reappeared in their midst. I shoved the horn in my Bag along with my Happy Meal and immediately portalled back to Bruce.

      The cyclops was sat right where I left him earlier, and once again he was arguing with his little bronze golem. “I told you four hundred fifty grains, not forty-five hundred. That’s one-quarter stick of dynamite, you bucket of bolts. You used enough to blow the rear door off an armored truck.”

      The little bronze crab whirred and spat steam in response. Out in the river, the water was populated with hundreds of dead fish that floated slowly downstream. Every so often another would bob to the surface, trailing blood and guts as it floated to the fish version of Valhalla, I supposed.

      Bruce hissed. “The idea is to put on a show, not to destroy the local ecosystem.”

      The crab clicked and clacked its claws, lifting its rear end as it blew steam from its posterior.

      “Why, you—I know he’s a river god, and that he can restore anything we break. That’s not the point.”

      Clearly, this could go on a while.

      I harrumphed loudly. “Sorry to interrupt, but—”

      In response, Bruce practically leapt out of his chair as he ripped off his shades. “Do you have it?”

      The look in his eye was manic and desperate all at once. Not knowing what he was capable of, I turned my body subtly, hiding my Craneskin Bag behind me.

      “I acquired it, and the Cornucopia is somewhere safe, yes.”

      He frowned good-naturedly, then he grinned. “Sorry, man, I’m just eager to wrap this job up and get the heck out of here. I suppose you’ll be wanting to make me sign a contract in blood. Hang on.”

      He reached into a compartment on his utility belt, from which he produced a pen knife. Bruce flicked the blade out and was just about to slice his finger open when I reached out to stop him.

      “Whoa! Hang on a minute, there’s no need for blood oaths. Just a spit-shake will do, minus the spit.”

      Bruce’s unibrow shot up on one side. “Kind of a strange way to seal a deal, but okay. Mind handing the horn over so I can get my pay and go?”

      “About that,” I said as I inclined my head to the right. “There’ll be a few ground rules first, and I need to ask you some questions before I introduce you to the rest of the crew.”

      “Ah, like an interview. No problem, I can do that.”

      I almost laughed, because dealing with Bruce was like doing business with the Nerd Herd, also known as Belladonna’s official fan club. Like the nerds, the cyclops’ forthright nature and affability made him hard to dislike. I hoped he wouldn’t betray me, as I knew at least one of the crew would.

      “If you want to look at it like that, sure. First, I need you to swear that any conversations you and I have in private stay that way. Deal?”

      He held two fingers up. “On my honor as an engineer, I do so solemnly swear. What else?”

      “Being a cyclops, you’ve worked with Hephaestus, right?”

      “Only some of us do, those with the aptitude. Not all cyclops are as charming and talented as me.” He leaned in to whisper behind his hand. “It might shock you to hear this, but some of us live in caves and eat humans.”

      “Hmm, I can’t say I ever heard of that. Who knew?” I thought back to reading Homer’s Odyssey in high school, and I wondered if Bruce had it in him to chow down on a person while they were still alive. “But you did work with the god, right?”

      He nodded. “Oh yeah, sure. Until he fired me. How do you think I ended up taking a bum job like this?”

      “What happened?”

      Rover began clicking and hissing with gusto where he stood a few feet away. When I cocked my head at just the right angle, the noise the automaton made sounded eerily similar to laughter.

      “Hush, you,” Bruce said to the golem. “So, I got blamed for screwing up the casting on Hera’s new chamber pot. I’m telling you, that thing was as solid as the Rhodes Colossus. It’s not my fault it cracked when she sat on it. Maybe that heifer ought to go on a diet.”

      I barely suppressed a grin, as I wanted to keep the cyclops on task. “Ahem. So, you’re familiar with Hephaestus’ work.”

      “I ought to be. I was his chief foundry foreman for eight centuries.”

      “Tell me, then,” I said with a gleam in my eye. “What can you tell me about how Hephaestus enchants metal?”
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      A few hours later, I stood beside Loki in front of the gathered crew, inside the employee break room in the warehouse. As I waited for the group to quiet down so I could speak, I noted the seating arrangements. These were indications of alliances and friendships that had occurred naturally while I was busy getting these individuals to our crew. I expected at least one of the team to betray me along the way, so it paid to know who might follow in a defection.

      Hemi and Toshiko sat next to each other at one of the marred plastic folding tables that populated the space. They’d become fast friends from the moment she showed up, likely because they both followed strict moral codes, and they both came from warrior cultures.

      Jack and Deacon sat at another table cater-corner to one another, playing five-card stud to pass the time. Jack owed me his freedom, but it was anyone’s guess if the giant felt obligated to me because of it. Deacon was here for the pay, and because of his connection to Loki.

      I had a feeling the kobaloi was the only one beside me and Hemi who knew the trickster’s real identity. I’d been instructed to keep it on the D.L., and I saw no need to renege on that promise. Yet, the fact that Deacon and Loki were acquainted caused me to suspect him as a potential turncoat. No trickster could be trusted, and anyone Loki admired was bound to have questionable morals.

      Camilla and Bruce sat on opposite sides of a third table. The werecat was tinkering with some sort of grappling hook projectile device, while Bruce was busy modifying the tools on Rover’s arms. They barely acknowledged each other, except to trade tools back and forth in silence as they worked.

      Camilla seemed completely disinterested in anything that wasn’t related to thievery and getting paid. Obviously, the loyalty of a mercenary like Camilla could be bought for the right price. On the other hand, Bruce had expressed a desire to get back into Hephaestus’ good graces.

      Accordingly, I wondered if the cyclops might sell us out to gain favor with his former boss. If the myths were to be believed, the blacksmith to the gods was ultimately loyal to the Olympians, despite having been at odds with Zeus and Hera both in times past. Bruce was rather close-mouthed on the topic, saying only that his former employer had always served the gods faithfully.

      While I could trust neither of them, Bruce and Camilla hardly seemed friendly to one another. If one defected, I doubted the other would tag along. That was the only thing I might say for certain about either of them.

      Then there was Lyra, who sat alone in the corner. She was an enigma to be sure. Beautiful, sultry, talented, but with a sadness that I couldn’t quite peg. Interestingly, when Bruce first saw her, he went all bug-eyed, then he became downcast and quickly found somewhere else to be.

      The singer pretended she didn’t notice, but I saw something behind that perfectly cultivated mask. There was pain there, and the cyclops was a reminder of it. I’d have to watch those two, for sure.

      Bottom line? Right now, the only person I trusted in the room was Hemi. He trusted Toshiko, so I marked her off my list of suspects. All the others were wild cards.

      That all made for one hell of a start to the heist. If I was lucky, I wouldn’t have to resort to my back up plan.

      Right. I’d be better off betting on the lottery, at this point. Whelp, time to kick things in gear.

      I cleared my throat and snapped my fingers rapidly to get everyone’s attention. “Alright, I’ve made you wait long enough. Time is money, so I won’t waste any more of yours by parsing words about the job you’ve been hired to do.”

      “Speaking of,” Deacon said, “we’ve still not been told what we’re lifting.”

      Little shit just had to interrupt.

      “I was about to get to that until you opened your trap,” I countered. “Now, if you’ll let me speak, I’ll explain exactly what we’re up against, the payout, and everyone’s part in the job.”

      “Fair enough,” the dwarf said, in a tone that indicated he thought nothing of the sort.

      “First, I’ll introduce my assistants.” I gestured to Loki who lounged in a chair next to me. “This is Lucas, our money man. If you need anything—gear, petty cash, whatever—he’s your guy. Be advised, you will need to produce receipts for everything, and your operating costs will come out of your final pay.”

      “So, no hookers and cocaine in the VIP section at Crazyhorse, eh Deke?” Jack said as he kicked the dwarf under the table. Deacon grimaced good-naturedly, taking the ribbing in stride.

      I allowed the laughter to subside, then I pointed at Hemi. “As for logistics, Hemi is my righthand man. Go to him before you come to me if you have questions about the job.”

      Hemi sat stone-faced, arms crossed over his chest. He knew it was best to look like a brute in front of this crowd, and I doubted I’d see his normal, affable side until the job was done. I inclined my head toward him.

      “Anything to add, Hemi?” He grunted. “Guess not. So, let’s talk about the job.”

      With a flick of my fingers, I tossed a handful of silver dust and crystal powder into the air, infusing it with druid magic as I did so. At the same time, I triggered a spell that refracted sunlight through a larger crystal that sat on a nearby windowsill, focusing it at the “pixie dust.” This essentially allowed me to create holograms at will.

      It was a cheap bit of magic, but flashy enough to impress. Without a doubt, I needed to sell this job to the crew, and I’d use every trick I could to do so. I gestured at the shimmering mass of silver and crystal powder, and it took on the shape of Caesar’s Palace.

      “The target—Caesar’s Palace in Vegas.”

      Deacon whistled. “Everyone knows that Olympus owns that joint. And it’s under new management.”

      I nodded. “You are correct. It’s also where the Greek gods store a portion of their physical wealth, which they keep there for purposes of spending on gambling and other entertainment. We estimate the vaults hold approximately three billion in gold and gems currently.”

      Jack raised his hand, scratching his hairy armpit as he did so. “I got a question. How are we supposed to move all that merch? Three billion in gold is a lot of tonnage.”

      “Five tons, give or take,” Camilla remarked.

      “Once we’re inside the vaults, I can move it,” I said. “But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. First, we have to get in there.”

      Deacon laughed sardonically. “That’s a tall order. That place is wrapped up tighter than the Delphic Oracle’s cunt.”

      “That’s… quite a colorful way of putting it,” I replied.

      “Ya’ could teleport in,” Jack said. “Then ‘bam!’—one and done.”

      “Nah, they’ll have countermeasures for that,” Deacon scoffed.

      I tsked at his remark. “You’re right, Deacon, but not for the reasons you think. The countermeasures are built into the building, as the corridors shift and rearrange themselves at random. Teleport in there blind, and you’ll likely end up inside a wall, or falling down an elevator shaft. Which, of course, makes physical entry mandatory.” I pointed at Bruce. “Why don’t you tell us what else we’ll be facing?”

      The cyclops blinked a few times before answering. “Well, first there’s the casino security. You’ll have humans patrolling the public areas and manning electronic surveillance. Mixed in with them will be supes in disguise—empousai, from what I understand.”

      “What is an eem-pew’s-eye?” Toshiko asked.

      “Demons,” Deacon answered. “Nasty, tough, beautiful. Experts in hand-to-hand combat with brass limbs they can use to deadly effect. And they’re shapeshifters to boot.”

      Toshiko inclined her head as if considering the challenge such opponents might offer. The yōkai might be a trickster, but I was getting the impression she lived for the thrill of battle.

      I glanced from her back to Bruce before speaking. “What else stands in the way, Bruce?”

      He frowned and gave a small shrug. “Behind closed doors you’ll have more guards, the Spartoi. They’re basically like undead automatons birthed from dragon’s teeth. Not very smart, but durable and they fight like the Terminator—nothing can make them quit.”

      “Great,” Jack quipped.

      Bruce continued. “Then there’s the vault itself. It’s a combination of modern electronics, magic, and ancient technology. The three different mechanisms are designed to act as failsafes for the other two. Defeat one, and the others trip.”

      “Explain that to the rest of us, if you don’t mind,” I said as I picked up my coffee cup to take a sip.

      Bruce steepled his hands, tapping his fingers together as he glanced at the ceiling. “Say you know how to deal with magic wards, and you break through by unraveling theirs. The subsequent release of energy trips the physical locks, which snap into place inside the door. That in turn sets off the alarms, which will tell every guard in the hotel to come running.”

      “Hmm,” I sipped my mocha. Delicious. “And the same goes for cracking the safe, or overcoming the electronic sensors first?”

      “Well, yeah,” the cyclops said. “You can’t beat one without triggering the others. To open it, you have to unlock or defeat them all at once.”

      “Any lock can be defeated,” Camilla stated. “And guards can be distracted, snuck past, or otherwise dealt with. This does not sound so difficult.”

      Bruce scoffed. “I’m not finished. Once you’re past the vault door, then you run into the sphinxes.”

      Jack belched and scratched the crack of his ass as he leaned forward in his chair. “I’m sorry, did you say ‘sphinxes,’ as in plural?”

      “Yep,” Bruce nodded. “Straight outta’ Cairo. But that’s not the best part.”

      “Oh?” Jack replied. “Do tell.”

      “Tell ‘em,” Deacon said smugly. He kicked back in his chair with his fingers laced behind his head.

      Bruce pursed his lips. “It’s just a rumor, mind you.”

      “Pfft.” Deacon scowled. “A rumor that has to be true.”

      “C’mon, tell us,” Jack pleaded.

      “I too would like to know,” Toshiko said.

      Camilla crinkled her nose. “I’ll admit, my curiosity has been piqued.”

      The cyclops licked his lips nervously. “Supposedly, Typhon lives inside the vault, sitting atop that huge pile of gold and gems, guarding it against any who might be foolish enough to try to take it.”
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        * * *

      

      The room erupted in excited chatter, bickering, and gasps of disbelief. I knew this would be the most controversial part of the reveal, but I’d had no idea it’d cause this much of a ruckus. I raised my hand to my mouth, inserting two fingers so I could whistle shrilly to get everyone’s attention.

      Raising my hands in a placating gesture, I swept my gaze from person to person—or creature to creature, as it were. “Relax, people. None of you will be entering the vault.”

      “So, I guess you’re going to get all that loot out of there on your own—and deal with the baddest titan ever to terrorize the planet?” Deacon shook his head. “Right.”

      “Believe it or not, that’s the plan,” I countered. “Your jobs will be to get me inside, and you’ll receive an equal split of the take for doing so.”

      “How exactly will this plan work?” Toshiko asked. “Not that I am agreeing to anything yet. But I would like to make an informed decision.”

      “Thanks for asking, Toshiko,” I said as I hopped my ass atop a table behind me. I gestured at the hologram, willing it to transform into a three-dimensional animated wireframe of the hotel and casino. “Our first step will be getting the layout of the place. You, Deacon, and Bruce will work together on the technical side of that equation. Deacon, you’re obviously our dip. It’ll be your job to lift anything Bruce needs to do his job.”

      Deacon chewed a matchstick as he considered my proposal. “Shouldn’t be too hard in a place like that, what with all the mundanes running around. Keycards, physical keys, codes, drives—there’s nothing they have in the front-facing side of the biz I can’t steal.”

      I inclined my head slightly to acknowledge his apparent commitment to the job. “While you’re doing that, Toshiko will gather intelligence—routes, passcodes, and the like. Once you’ve gathered what Bruce needs, he’ll figure out a way past all the surveillance and electronic security.”

      “But that leaves the guards,” Camilla said. “I can sneak in most anywhere, but I dislike physical confrontation.”

      “Lyra will help you in that department,” I replied. “She’ll be our inside man—”

      “Inside woman, stud,” Lyra interjected with a sly smile.

      “Of course,” I said, recovering quickly. “Lyra will be working in entertainment, which will give her access to places even a floor boss couldn’t get into.”

      “How’s that work, exactly?” Deacon arched an eyebrow as he stared at the pretty siren, or whatever she was.

      “Honey, there’s access, and then there’s access,” Lyra cooed. “As long as there’s a man standing between me and where I need to go, there’s nothing standing between me and where I want to go.”

      “Er, right,” Deacon growled. “Forget I mentioned it.”

      Lyra winked at him, tipping the wide brim of her hat slightly. “None taken, darling.”

      I sucked air through my teeth, then I sat my drink down and stood. Approaching the hologram, I gestured at it and a red line formed near the casino cage. That led to the elevators, then it continued up the elevator shaft.

      “See this?” I asked rhetorically. “This is either our biggest problem, or our greatest advantage.”

      “What’s he mean?” Jack asked. “I don’t get it.”

      “The vault isn’t underground,” Bruce answered. “It’s up—way up.”

      “Olympians,” Deacon shook his head, scowling. “Always gotta’ be lookin’ down on people.”

      “Way down, in fact.” Bruce scratched the back of his neck as he continued. “There are at least one hundred floors above the casino and hotel that are invisible to mortal eyes. That’s where the VIPs stay when they’re in town—gods, demigods, daemons, and the like.”

      “All of it shifting and moving at random. Atop that sit the penthouse suites and the vault,” I remarked. “Which is where Camilla will come in as our failsafe. If we can’t get in through the hotel, she’ll get in and set up a portal device to bring us through from the outside.”

      “I assume I’ll be able to see what I’m doing while I’m finding this route?” the werecat asked.

      “You will. It’s a standard illusion, disappearing at a touch for the person in contact with it.” Camilla was about to speak, but I held up a hand, cutting her off. “Don’t worry, Hemi and I will take care of the guards. You won’t even have to risk chipping a claw.”

      Deacon harrumphed loudly. “And then? Say we get past all that—the standard surveillance and security, the empousai, the spartoi, and sneaking through or around a hundred floors full of supernatural VIP guests. Then you gotta’ crack that vault door.”

      “Jack, Bruce, and I will handle that,” I said. “Never you worry. Your job will be done by that point.”

      “But there’s no guarantee that we get paid if you fail,” the dwarf countered. “So, I could risk my butt for nothing.”

      “You’ll be advanced one hundred thousand each for your troubles. It’s not thirty million—”

      “Thirty-seven-five, actually,” Bruce said.

      Camilla shook her head. “Fences.”

      “Ah,” the cyclops said.

      “It’s true that gold and the other items we lift will be hotter than a two-dollar pistol.” I sniffed and rubbed my nose with a knuckle. “So, we’ll lose twenty percent off the top when we liquidate it. Trust me, it’s best if we take the hit and get our shares in cash.”

      “Hah! Trust him, he says.” Deacon chuckled. “But he’s right. And one hundred kay is nothing to sneeze at.”

      “Hope you don’t mind getting your advance in cash,” I said. “Cause it’s all I have.”

      “Now you’re speaking my language, kid,” the kobaloi said, rubbing his hands together.

      “That’s a lot of hookers and coke,” Jack added, winking at his new partner in crime.

      “It’s a risky job,” Deacon replied. “Best put that advance to good use in case we don’t come back.”

      The two of them brayed like a couple of donkeys at their own humor. Meanwhile, Toshiko stared at the wall in front of her disapprovingly. Hemi rolled his eyes, Bruce looked back and forth for someone to explain the joke to him, Camilla scowled, and Lyra sat there looking classy as she ignored their antics.

      After their laughter had died down, Lyra spoke. “It seems that, despite how crazy this scheme is, we’re all in. The question that remains, however, is what you’ll do once you’re inside that vault.”

      I smiled, wiping an imaginary mote of dust from the corner of my eye. “I have it under control. You just leave that part to me.”
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        * * *

      

      After everyone had dispersed to discuss their roles while prepping for the trip to Vegas, Loki pulled me off to the side.

      “Got a minute, Coli-NASCAR driver?” I glanced at him, and he glanced back quizzically. “What?”

      “You’re running out of these, aren’t you?” I asked, straight-faced.

      “Me? Never. So anyway, I had a question for you.”

      “Only if you answer one in return.”

      He cocked his head slightly. “Sure, why not?”

      “You first, then,” I said as I began rummaging in my Bag.

      We weren’t exactly on a timetable, but I wanted to get this job over with as quickly as possible so I could get on with my own itinerary. If Loki thought it was rude, he’d have to deal with it. After he’d used me for a pawn in his schemes, a little leeway in the decorum department was the least he could give me.

      “You sure you know what you’re doing?”

      I continued shuffling items around inside the Bag as I responded. “We already settled this, didn’t we? I definitely don’t know what I’m doing, because I’ve never run a heist before. However, you seem to have picked out a very competent crew, so I think I’ll manage.”

      What I didn’t say was that I knew I was just there to take the fall for him if things went sideways. Somehow, he planned on snagging the Apple, Maeve’s missing timepiece, or both. My role was simply to serve as a distraction, and to take the heat when he did so.

      Loki popped the top on a tallboy. Where it had come from, I had no idea. He took a long draught from it, then he gestured at me with it. “Seems like not too long ago you were just a doe-eyed kid on my doorstep in Iceland. How things change.”

      “I was actually in your living room, and you were lying on your dining room table with an elder vampire at your side—or was it two of them? Initially, I thought you might be dead.”

      “Aw, shit—I’d forgotten about those two. Damn, they were wildcats. Whatever happened to them, I wonder?”

      “They wanted to eat me—literally—so I nearly killed one of them. Click froze them and my spell in stasis, then we split. I have no idea what happened to them after that.”

      “Wait, you don’t think—ah, hell no. I’m a lot of things, but not that.”

      “Huh?”

      Loki knitted his brow as he replied. “Oh. I thought you were accusing me of doing those chicks while they were in stasis. That’s gross, man. Like, fucking a corpse, except a lot more rapey.”

      “Technically, they were dead, but I get your meaning.” I finished what I was doing and closed the Bag. “But no, I wasn’t accusing you of being a rapist.”

      A first-class con and a gaslighting user, but not a rapist.

      Loki wiped his brow. “Whew, that’s a relief. I’d hate to think you thought poorly of me, Coli-naughty-and-nice.”

      “Man, you are really reaching.”

      “It’s a thing I do. I have to keep going, or else I break out in hives.”

      “Loki, you are one strange deity, you know that?”

      “Technically, I’m a frost giant. When you look at things from that perspective, everything else kind of falls into place.”

      I chuckled in spite of myself. Even though I knew the guy was screwing me, I couldn’t help but like him. My coffee was nearby, so I heated it with a little druid magic and took a sip.

      Stale. Damn.

      “Hey, man, didn’t you have a question for me?”

      “Did I answer yours to your satisfaction?”

      Loki shook his head in the negative. “No, but I did get an answer.”

      Games within games. Why did I ever get mixed up with these tricksters, anyway?

      “Uh-huh. Loki, where’s Click?”

      “The Gwydster? He’s off doing time magic stuff.” Loki wriggled his fingers for effect. “You know, walking the crooked paths and all that shit.”

      “Twisted paths.”

      “I bet. Hey, you sure you have a handle on what to do when you get inside that vault?”

      “If I told you I was going to wing it, would you believe me?”

      “Nope. But you always seem to find a way to pull Victory from the jaws of Defeat’s ass. So, I believe in you.”

      Not, ‘I trust you,’ but ‘I believe in you.’ Hmph.

      I nodded and scratched my lower lip with my thumbnail. “You know, when this job is over, I’m going my own way. I have things I need to do, and I can’t allow myself to get distracted or sidetracked like I normally do. You understand, right?”

      He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Colinimble, of course I understand. You have your own path to walk. Far be it from me to take you away from that.”

      “Huh.”

      “What?”

      I gave a slight shrug. “That one wasn’t half-bad.”

      Loki’s face lit up. “I know, right? Like, why hadn’t I used that one before? ‘Nimble’ seems like such a natural extension of your name, you know?”

      In response, I chuckled with as much sincerity as I had left in me. “You know what? I can’t say I’m going to miss you or the rest of those trickster knuckleheads, but I will say we’re going to go out with a bang.”

      “That’s the spirit, kid! Vegas won’t know what hit it.”

      One can hope.
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      Later that night, I found a secluded corner of the junkyard, a place where I could have both privacy and cell reception. I knew the junkyard like the back of my hand, and once I’d found both inside Finnegas’ camper van, I cast a chameleon and silence spell on myself. Then, I called Fallyn.

      “Hey, babe,” I said when she picked up.

      “Babe? That’s a little schmoopy, isn’t it?”

      I chuckled. “Maybe a little. Or maybe I just miss you.”

      “I’m just on the other side of town. It’s not like we can’t see each other. I mean, shit, Colin, you do have your own teleportation tree.”

      “Yeah, but I have to keep that a secret. I honestly don’t know who I can trust here—besides Hemi, of course.”

      “Speaking of, how’s the crew coming along?”

      “The crew? Just fine, except for the fact that Loki hand-picked every single one, and any one of them could be poised to stab me in the back at any moment. Other than that, they’re an exceptionally talented crew.”

      Fallyn chuffed, a half-laugh, half-wolf noise that many werewolves made. “Who do you think will be the one?”

      “Meh, could be any of them. But my money’s on the thief.”

      “Which thief, Colin?”

      “Uh, right. The werecat. Although the dwarf is a close second. Pretty sure he’s Loki’s guy, though, so I have a feeling he’ll stick around until the end.”

      “Sounds like you have your hands full. When you need me, I’ll be here.”

      I was just about to respond when I noticed a shifting shadow outside the van. “Hang on,” I whispered. “Someone’s sneaking around out there.”

      “Where are you?”

      “The old man’s van.”

      “Hmm. Check it out then text me back.”

      I hung up without responding, tossing the phone in my Bag so it wouldn’t ring and give me away. The silence spell was effective, but it could only do so much if my phone vibrated on a resonating surface. Once I was situated, I slid deep into the shadows of the van and crouched, very still.

      Soon I saw a lithe, slight figure slink around the corner of the stacks, headed my way. Had I been followed? I watched and waited until they passed the van and stopped.

      Suddenly, I realized my scent would easily give me away. With a bit of willpower and a touch of Druid magic, I cloaked my body odor by enhancing the smells around me—dirt, engine oil, transmission fluid, and rust. Hopefully it wasn’t too little, too late.

      The shadowy figure passed the van, moving quiet as a mouse. Whoever it was, they wore dark clothes and a hood that covered their face.

      It might’ve been Toshiko, or Camilla, or Lyra—or Loki, for that matter. He was normally a bit taller than me, but he was also known to take other shapes for fun.

      Rather than speculate, I decided to wait, watch, and listen. I could’ve used Druid magic to connect with a field mouse, bird, or mole nearby, but if it was Toshiko, she might sense me somehow. Yōkai were weird that way—-they had strange magic and even stranger powers, so I didn’t want to risk it.

      Instead, I found a pinhole in the aluminum foil Finnegas had used to cover the back window glass. It wasn’t ideal, but it gave me a partial view of the stalker, and that would have to do.

      The figure had stopped to partially duck between two stacks of crushed cars. They pulled something out of their jacket, unfolding it and laying it on the ground. A column of shadow arose from the device and coalesced into a humanoid form that was roughly the shape of a woman. A voice came from the shadow simulacra, one I recognized.

      “Has he revealed his plan yet?” the shadow asked.

      “Partially. It’s much as we anticipated. They chose their operatives well, that much is certain.”

      The voice didn’t match anyone in the crew. Whoever it was, they were masking their voice in case they were overheard. Tricky, tricky.

      “Send me details. When you’ve learned enough, you may stay to sabotage their plan, or leave with the rest of the information and receive your pay. I’ll leave that up to you.”

      “As you wish.”

      “One last thing,” the shadow simulacra said. “Does he suspect the trap?”

      “Not at all. He thinks he’s blindsiding you.”

      “He’s a fool. How he lasted this long is anyone’s guess.”

      That’s what you think, bitch.

      “I could take him out and prevent all this trouble. It seems a waste of time and energy to allow him to attempt a theft of your resources. Risky, as well.”

      The shadow raised a hand. “Say no more. You’ve voiced this concern already. Believe me when I say this is all part of the fun. Besides, he’s tougher than he looks.”

      The turncoat’s silence said everything about their assessment of my formidability. After several seconds, they responded. “As you wish.”

      “Yeah, whatever. Just remember that if you decide to gank him, I warned you. I’m not your boss, only your employer, so I can’t tell you what to do. Just make sure you get me the rest of his plans before you do something stupid. Peace out.”

      Peace out. That bitch was a walking stereotype.

      The shadow figure vanished. After several seconds, the mystery turncoat knelt and folded up the device, tucking it back in their jacket. Was I tempted to jump out and confront them? Yeah, but I didn’t want to tip my hand.

      As they slunk back the way they came, I continued to sit very still. Once they were out of earshot, I carefully exited the van. Then, I sent a series of texts before heading off to the Grove to get some much-needed sleep.
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        * * *

      

      After a long rest in the Grove to clear my head and replenish my physical reserves, I headed earthside so the team would see me puttering around. I didn’t want them to know about the Oak and Grove—too risky—so I had to keep up appearances. Once everyone started stirring, it was time to head to Vegas.

      We gathered in the warehouse break room again, as had been arranged the night previous. I did a quick head count, and quickly noticed someone was missing.

      “Where’s Camilla?”

      Deacon was the first to speak up. “How am I supposed to know? She said she was going to find someplace else to sleep. I guess bunking in the Airstream with the rest of us wasn’t up to her standards.” He looked at Jack. “That was what, eleven-thirty, maybe?”

      “Yeah, ’bout that. Haven’t seen her since.”

      The Airstream had been Loki’s idea, something to keep everyone close once we gathered the crew. We’d be staying off the Strip once we got to Vegas, a place Loki had arranged. The RV wasn’t ideal, but for one or two nights I didn’t think it was a bad deal.

      Toshiko ended up at Maki and Hemi’s place. I guess he wanted to introduce her to his girlfriend, or wife, or whatever they were to each other. Probably a good idea. Guy-girl friendships were always tricky.

      Lyra had gotten a room at a trendy little hotel down the street. It was one of those bougie-ass joints, a place that some investor had upcycled from a hooker dive to swanky place to stay. I couldn’t blame her, and as long as she showed up for the transport, I didn’t really care.

      That left Camilla, Jack, Bruce, and Deacon, who all slept in the Airstream except for the burglar, according to the guys. Interesting. I was starting to wonder if she was the mysterious stalker from the previous night, when she walked through the door, dressed in a tight black velour warmup suit with a black backpack slung over her shoulder.

      “There she is,” Deacon said. “Trouble with a capital T.”

      The werecat gave him a subdued grin. “As if I was going to sleep in that flatulence containment device with you three.”

      “Oh?” I asked, trying to sound nonchalant. “Where’d you end up, then?”

      “I found an empty rental, and I made myself at home.” She looked at me askance. “You didn’t think I’d actually pay for a hotel room, did you?”

      Lyra took a drag off her cigarette, which of course was in a long, black lacquered holder. She blew smoke at the ceiling as she spoke. “There’s always credit card fraud, my dear.”

      “Oh? And how does that work?” Camilla seemed genuinely interested to know how Lyra made her way through the world.

      The torch singer flicked ash into a nearby coffee cup. “You find a mark, ingratiate yourself to them, and lift their wallet. Preferably at a different location from the one at which you intend to stay, and after you’ve drugged their drink.”

      Camilla frowned. “Too much trouble. All I had to do was look for a “For Lease” sign and break in.”

      Lyra gave a purse-lipped smile. “Yes, but then you can’t order room service.”

      Loki entered at that point, saving me from further chance of being an accessory to various acts of larceny. I glared at him pointedly—part of the act, as he’d insisted I treat him like a flunkie.

      “Everyone’s here. Are we ready?”

      The trickster smiled obsequiously. “As we’ll ever be.”

      “And you have the thing? You tested it?”

      He held up his hands. “He said it’d work. It’ll work.”

      Deacon leaned over to whisper to Jack. “What’ll work?”

      “I think he’s referring to our method of transportation,” Bruce said.

      I was, but again this was all part of the act. Loki tossed a device on the ground that unfurled like a carpet. It was constructed more like tank treads, and it possessed absolutely zero magic, save for some special effects I’d invested it with. The thing was part of a police spike strip that I’d modified to look like a bit of technomagic. We couldn’t have the crew knowing Loki could cast portal magic—that’d be a dead giveaway, for sure.

      “Know where we’re headed?” I asked.

      “Yep,” Loki answered. “A secluded hallway in the lower levels of an off-the-Strip hotel. We’re good.”

      “Fire it up, and let’s get this crew to Vegas then.”

      Loki punched a button on the device. The thing smoked and shot out some sparks, then an eight-foot-tall oval appeared in the air above it, a window into a dimly-lit industrial hallway some 1,200 miles away. The smell of stale air and dust wafted through the portal, an indication that no one had used the corridor in quite some time.

      I stuck my head through it and looked around, then I stood aside and gestured toward the opening. “After you.”

      Bruce was the first to take the leap, stepping through while carrying Rover under one arm as he munched on a Slim Jim that he held in his other hand. Toshiko followed next, then Lyra and Camilla.

      Deacon gave Jack a rueful glance. “I hate technomagic.”

      “It’ll be fine, lad,” Jack replied. “Do ya’ want me to hold yer’ hand as we walk through?”

      The dwarf glared at me as he passed by. “My pecker better still be working when we get to the other side.”

      Loki followed soon after, as he’d need to make a show of shutting down the portal. I scowled as I watched the three of them head through the gateway. That left just me and Hemi.

      “You trust this lot?” the big Maori asked me.

      “Like I trust a fox to guard a henhouse. Just stick to the plan, and everything will be fine.”
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long to settle into the hotel. Loki had secured us adjacent penthouse apartments with a connecting door—one suite for the ladies, one for the guys. I, of course, had my own accommodations, but I took a third penthouse apartment across the hall for appearances’ sakes.

      The first thing I did when I got in my suite was to ward it against surveillance and entry. I fully expected our turncoat to case the place, so I didn’t make it too hard to get through my countermeasures. It wouldn’t do to kill the person before they reported back to Eris, after all.

      Then, I planted everything I wanted seen around the place. Maps here, sticky notes there, and a laptop left on the breakfast counter—password dR00D78745, of course.

      Once that was done, I scattered some clothes about, wet a towel and left it on the rack to dry, and emptied my shave kit on the vanity in the bathroom. After a half an hour of watching TV in bed—for appearances, the sheets had to be crumpled, of course—I sent out a group text to the crew and headed across the hall to meet them.

      Someone had ordered a tray of bagels and pastries and a carafe of coffee from room service, which the guys were tucking into as I entered. A few minutes later everyone was situated, and it was time to get down to business. I told everyone to gather in the guys’ living area, and there I began handing out assignments.

      “Lyra, you’re to secure a job working the lounges. I hear there’s an opening for a singer, so it shouldn’t be too hard to arrange.”

      The pretty vocalist raised an eyebrow. “Oh, is that so? I hope no one was injured on my count. I can always find employment on my own merits.”

      “Don’t worry, no legs or vocal cords were broken. Just a nasty case of the stomach flu. She’ll be fine in a few days.”

      It was all true, but what I didn’t say was that Loki was going to poison the poor girl. We’d picked her specifically because she worked the front end of the casino and hotel, and she worked the VIP lounge upstairs. She was a half-siren, and thus clued in, which meant she also knew who really owned the place.

      Thus, in Loki’s defense, anyone who was working for Eris was probably bad news—guilt by association and such. I still felt compelled to talk him out of it, and likely saved the woman’s life. For all I knew, the half-siren was a single mom trying to make a living, or some innocent kid who got mixed up working for the wrong people. Hell, I didn’t know, and it wasn’t for me to be judge, jury, and executioner just because of who employed her.

      I looked at Toshiko. “I need you to get access to the cage. That area connects to the VIP elevators, which’ll get us to the real penthouse suites.”

      Toshiko inclined her head slightly. “Any stipulations on how the job should be handled?”

      This had been discussed previously, so I didn’t even hesitate. “No innocent deaths, and no bodies to be found. Other than that, it’s up to you.”

      The yōkai could shapeshift, or at least cast illusions on herself that could even fool a god. I had no doubts she’d be working in the cage in no time. But she was a kitsune, and thus a trickster in her own right. I couldn’t take the risk that she’d kill someone out of sheer expediency, so the directives were necessary in that regard.

      I shifted my gaze to Deacon, Bruce, and Jack. “Deacon and Bruce, you’re to work with Lyra and Toshiko. Secure what we need to penetrate the mundane electronic security and surveillance. I want to own their system by tomorrow morning.”

      Between Deacon, Lyra, and Toshiko, by the next morning we’d have enough intel and physical contraband to get almost anywhere in Caesar’s. Once they gave it to Bruce, he’d find a way to infiltrate their system without raising the alarm. At least, I hoped as much.

      Jack raised a finger in the air. “What ’bout me?”

      “Don’t worry, I have an assignment for you.”

      Jack was to start working on cracking replicas of lock mechanisms that Hephaestus and his cyclopes had built in the past. We couldn’t get an exact model of the vault door, but Bruce had been able to produce other examples from memory. Obviously, the cyclops was already an expert on the topic, but I’d need them both to crack the vault when the time came. Hopefully, Jack was up to the task.

      The only crew members left were Camilla and Hemi. I addressed them both in turn. “Hemi, you’re on bodyguard duty. You’ll watch Camilla’s back while she accesses the roof and finds a route up the hidden floors to the VIP penthouse.”

      “I hardly need an attendant,” the werecat said.

      True, but I need someone keeping an eye on you.

      “It won’t hurt to have Hemi to back you up.”

      My tone brooked no argument. There was no way I was letting her run around unattended. The fact was though, she was an expert burglar. If she wanted to, she’d shake Hemi and be in the wind before nightfall.

      At least with him on her tail, she’d have a rough time of it. And we’d be able to timestamp the point at which Eris became privy to the bulk of my plan. That would be crucial at later stages of the game.

      I swept my gaze across the room. “Now, go. You all have your assignments, and I expect results. We’ll meet back here at this time tomorrow evening.”

      “And what are you to be doing, while we break our backs?” Deacon asked.

      “Me?” I shared a look with Loki. “I’m going to go arrange your payroll.”
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        * * *

      

      It would have been impossible to liquidate seven hundred thousand worth of raw gold within the timeframe I had to pay the crew. Rather, six hundred if my spy defected. Hemi was getting a fair cut, of course, although he didn’t know it.

      Getting gold from the Grove to pay the crew their advances had never been the plan. Since I first met Loki in Iceland, he’d been bugging me to do a night on the town in Vegas with him. Something about me being his lucky charm? Heck, there was no telling with that dude.

      So, that’s what we did. We painted the town red, blue, pink, fuchsia—hell, we ripped off Sherwin-Williams and just tossed the whole damned store at it. Then, we went back for more.

      Loki taught me how to count cards, although I never got the hang of it. Still, I learned enough to be able to watch for heat when he was at the blackjack table.

      My affinity for all things electrical was stronger than ever, and it went well beyond diagnosing and fixing cars these days. Once I made a connection with the security cameras, I could tell where they were trained. I could also use my druid magic to keep an eye on security and the pit bosses, through the eyes of various fauna inside the casino that the average person would miss.

      All told, that combination of skills kept us from getting backed off until it was too late at over a dozen mundane casinos. Loki’s skill at casting illusions prevented us from being blackbooked, and the rest was history. We cleaned house at high stakes blackjack all night long, clearing the necessary payroll and then some.

      Each time we cashed out our chips, I hid the cash inside my Bag. That still made us a target for robbers, but they were normies and easy enough to handle. When we were done, Loki wanted to hit some strip club a few blocks off the main drag, natch.

      I declined because I had something I needed to do.

      Loki got Deacon and Jack to go with him instead, and I headed back to the strip to make an appearance. Plus, I had to meet someone, and I’d already kept her waiting way too long.

      When I entered the bar off the main lobby in the Bellagio, she was sitting all alone, nursing a martini while at least three guys checked her out. At some joints she’d have been pegged for a working girl and ushered out by security, but she was dressed way too classy for that. No, Lyra had dressed like Lauren Bacall in a classic sleeveless evening dress with a flat neckline that was belted at the waist to accentuate her figure.

      And did she ever have a figure, with legs that went on for days. I wasn’t there for a date, although I did intend to show her a good time. But we had work to do, and I kept my mind on that as I approached her so she could see me coming.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      She sipped her martini, her lips making love to the glass before she set it down. She didn’t look at me as she spoke, but I had her attention all the same. “Some men are worth the wait. You clean up well, druid.”

      I took a seat and gestured for the bartender to bring two more of the same.

      “What, this old thing?” I said, gesturing at the tuxedo I wore. The tag said “DIOR” and the price was probably out of my league, just like the woman sitting next to me. Loki’s doing, of course. “Just something I had laying around.”

      She laughed, and her smile lit up the room as she did so. “That would sound corny coming from another man. Somehow you come across as sincere, and that makes it smooth.”

      I frowned slightly, nodding my head to acquiesce. “Wasn’t always this way. I used to be a fumbler around women.”

      She side-eyed me and sipped her drink. “Oh? What happened?”

      “I stopped giving a damn.”

      “There it is,” she said. “That’s where the swagger comes from. Oh, and you have it in spades. But it’s not just that you don’t care, it’s that you know you don’t have to. It’s one thing to talk a good game, and another entirely to know you can back it up. The others, they have no idea what you are, and what they’re dealing with.”

      “How’d you know?” I said as I cradled my drink in my hand.

      “Been at this a long time. I have contacts, and word gets around. The term ‘druid’ has consequence in our world, even on the other side of it. Doesn’t hurt that you have a rep, too.”

      “For?”

      A smile teased at her full, red lips. “For being one of the good ones. For doing what it takes to get the job done. For remembering favors. That sort of thing.”

      “People also tend to get hurt around me. Even killed.”

      “Oh—” she waved my comment away with a perfectly manicured hand. “I haven’t lived this long by scaring easily. ‘The fearful are caught as often as the bold.’”

      “Helen Keller. My mother often quoted that saying to me.”

      Lyra pulled a cigarette from a silver case, which I lit without a lighter, of course. “I heard she’s another firecracker, a real humdinger.”

      “She wasn’t much of a mother, but she taught me to survive, that’s for sure.” I sipped my drink again, pausing to avoid a jarring change in topics. “Lyra, what made you take this job?”

      She puffed on her cigarette, blowing smoke at the rafters. “I already told you, it’s been a long time since I met an honest man. It’s like supporting a cause.”

      “There’s gotta be more to it than that.”

      Her expression soured slightly. “Have you asked the others the same question? Don’t bother if you haven’t because I can tell you the score. The cat is in it for the money, no surprise there. The fox, for the action. The warrior, loyalty. The escape artist, to repay a debt. The dip, for a lark. The cyclops, to regain what was lost.”

      “And you?” I asked, my gaze searching her face for some clue as to why I’d decided to trust her. I hoped it wasn’t just because I was a sucker for a pretty face.

      She flicked ash in an ashtray that the bartender had brought while we conversed. I had a feeling we weren’t supposed to smoke in here, but we wore one-fifty-kay in wardrobe and accessories between us. The whole point of casino hotels was to attract high rollers and keep them around. Nobody was going to tell her to put it out.

      “Me? I’m here for revenge.”

      “Against whom?”

      “Not you, kid. On that count, you have nothing to worry about. The rest is my business.”

      She stubbed out her cigarette, leaving most of the martini I’d ordered her in the glass. I dropped two hundreds on the bar, half to keep up appearances, and half because the bartender knew how to do her job. I finished my drink, then I stood and offered Lyra a hand.

      “Shall we, then?”

      “The night is young, druid. Time to put on a show.”
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      I wanted to get Eris’ attention, but I couldn’t be too obvious about it. My reasons for doing so would be revealed in good time, but for the moment I needed a bit of patter before the prestige. That’s why we were at the Bellagio, and why I headed to the high stakes blackjack tables.

      Eris might not have had her eye on her neighbors, but her people definitely would. Rumor had it that Honos was in charge of security at Caesar’s. I was certain a deity of his caliber would either actively watch other casinos for cheaters, or he’d have people on staff doing it for him.

      Forget that the casinos regularly shared information on card counters and cheats with each other. That wouldn’t matter when it came to folks who tampered with the odds using magic. Only someone who was clued in and adept at the arts could detect such interference.

      There was another reason I was there as well, and that was to test a theory I had about the rabbit’s foot that was attached to the churchkey I’d retrieved for Rübezahl a few weeks back. That I’d been entrusted with it for a reason was beyond question—the churchkey had already been proven to have a negating effect on Eris’ magic. However, I couldn’t help but wonder why the rabbit’s foot was there.

      Purchasing a stack of $500 chips with cash was enough to get me noticed by the pit boss, who directed one of the floormen to check me out. The cage jockey checked my money under the floorman’s supervision to make certain it wasn’t counterfeit—all good, as it had come from other casinos earlier that evening. Then, the overly polite floorman asked what I thought I might be playing this evening.

      “I’m feeling lucky,” I said, feigning slight inebriation. “Got my good luck charm right here with me. How about some blackjack?”

      The floorman nodded and smiled. “Very good, sir. Allow me to direct you to the correct table.”

      We followed him through the main floor and into another casino room, although I could’ve trailed him by scent considering how much aftershave the guy wore. He led us to a double-deck table with minimum $100 and max $10,000 wager limits. The guy was being nice, probably because I looked a little drunk, as this game gave the house a very low edge.

      Perfect.

      “Whatdya think, babe? Will this do?”

      “I think it’ll do just fine, Max,” Lyra said in a perfect Dallas accent. Her job was to play the moll to a “T” to sell my act hard to security.

      “Alright then, darlin’—you just stand there and look pretty while daddy wins you a new Corvette.” I flagged down a waitress as I bought in for $1,000 on the next deal. “Garrison Brothers, neat, and a Cosmo for the lady.”

      “Appletini,” she corrected me.

      I chuckled. “An appletini it is, then.”

      By the time the waitress had returned I’d lost five grand on a few hands, which was my plan. Most card counters lost before they won unless they were exceptionally lucky or cheating the game in other ways.

      My goal was to get backed off so I got noticed by the folks next door, and to do it in spectacular fashion. That meant staying at the table long enough to win big.

      Time to kick this plan into high gear.

      Card counting wasn’t illegal, but it was frowned upon by all casinos, simply because it stripped the house of their edge. Blackjack was the only game in Vegas in which the player could flip the odds ever so slightly in their favor, simply by playing the math. It took months to learn to keep the count correctly, and I hadn’t had time to do that, but I had prepared for this trip by learning how to play a perfect strategy game.

      Perfect strategy was simply choosing the right move at the right time, based on the player’s hand and the dealer’s upcard. This removed emotion from the game, and it also reduced the house edge from around two percent to a half percent. On this table, if I played a perfect game, I could get their edge down to around 0.25 percent.

      After that, it was up to Lady Luck. If she was on your side, you might win large. If not, you still lost your shirt to the house.

      No card counter could win without first playing perfect basic strategy, so that was essential to getting noticed by security. If I was counting cards, I’d be waiting until the odds of hitting 21 increased in my favor based on the card count and the dealer’s upcard. Since I didn’t have that skill, I was trying a more reliable method.

      Time to see if my hunch is correct. Here goes nothing.

      Earlier I’d hidden my Bag under my jacket, cutting a slit in the liner of my jacket pocket so I could reach into the Bag. I did exactly that, grabbing the rabbit’s foot as the next hand began.

      My hand? A seven and a ten. The dealer’s upcard was an eight, but that didn’t matter because you always stood on seventeen. I did exactly that and beat the dealer when she flipped her downcard—a six of spades.

      “Player wins,” the dealer said as she paid out a grand on my $500 bet.

      “Woohoo!” Lyra screamed, hanging off my shoulder as she sloshed her appletini around.

      “Whatever you’re doin’ keep doin’ it, baby. I think our luck is kicking in.”

      I rubbed the rabbit’s foot on each one of the next five hands, winning all five and hitting blackjack three of those five times. On the third hand I began betting the table max. This being a 3:2 table I was winning fifteen-kay every time I hit blackjack.

      By the time I was up over eighty-five grand on seven consecutive hands, a couple of burly-looking men in Bellagio blazers approached us from behind. Either of them could’ve been defensive linemen in the NFL. One had a beard, and was bald, the other was clean-shaven and bald, and that was the only way to tell them apart.

      The bearded security guard spoke first, signaling to the dealer that my game was done. “Sir, we’re going to need you to come with us.”

      “Whatdya mean, we gotta’ come with you?” Lyra said with a perfect twang and just enough drunk belligerence to sell it. “We hit a lucky streak, and now you gotta’ break it, just when the house is starting to lose?”

      “Oh, I see how it is,” I added. “Y’all just don’t want us to win. That’s alright, we can take our chips and go.”

      I started to do exactly that when baldy laid a meaty hand on my shoulder. “You’re really going to need to come with us, sir. Please.”

      Now, normally I’d have made a stink until they let me leave. Card counting wasn’t illegal, and unless they had an agent from the gaming commission or a cop there, they had no right to detain me. But this was what I wanted, so I decided to oblige.

      “Damn it, Max, they got no right!” Lyra griped.

      “S’alright, darlin’. We’ll go with the nice men, then we’ll find another game somewhere else.”

      I stuffed my chips in my pockets, making sure I dropped what I came in with inside the Bag. They’d confiscate my chips later, once they had us in a controlled area, so I wanted to make certain I didn’t lose what we’d won earlier. Then I slammed my drink and followed baldy with Lyra on my arm, as beard-boy took up a rear guard.

      They led us into a room with a concrete floor and cinder block walls, where we sat at a cheap plastic table while they tried to scare us into revealing how I was cheating their game. Since I hadn’t been counting cards—that much was obvious—they figured I was using some sort of electronic device. And while they searched us both, they found nothing, because I’d glamoured my Bag such that they’d overlook it, no matter how many times they searched.

      After a time, they gave up, and I agreed to leave my ill-gotten gains in exchange for my freedom and avoiding a call to the gaming commission. Just as I thought they were about to let us leave, the pit boss walked in the room. He whispered in the security supervisor’s ear, and she in turn ordered all Bellagio staff out of the room.

      That’s when the rosy-cheeked man from my fight with Enyalius walked in—Honos. Following him, flanked by the demoness who’d stalked me back in Austin and another who could’ve been her twin, was Eris.
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        * * *

      

      The god of honor and fair play wore a tailored gray suit in a classic cut, nothing too fancy but nice enough for casino work, for sure. The bodyguards were dressed in pant suits, which made them look like pharmaceutical salespeople. If it hadn’t been for the ever so faint stench of brimstone that emanated from them—and my previous bout with the one I recognized—I’d never have known they weren’t human.

      As for Eris, she wore a silver sequined party dress that was so short, it would’ve let me see all the way to France had she bent over in front of me. The strappy number had short slits on each side, and a gathered, deep-plunge bust that barely covered her B-cup breasts. Silver stripper heels and a matching clutch completed the ensemble, making her look like a celebrity influencer headed to the club for a night out.

      Honos took up a position near the wall, arms crossed over his chest. Eris finger-combed and shook out her perfectly layered and tousled, just-past-shoulder-length blond hair, while the demons stood slightly behind her to each side, glaring menacingly. Once sufficiently groomed, the goddess of strife and chaos stepped up to lean over us with her hands on the table.

      “My, my—look what the cat dragged in. A clueless druid, and a brass bitch who obviously still doesn’t know her place. Welcome to my town, dummies.”

      “Man, they’ll let anyone in this place,” I quipped in an aside to Lyra.

      “Hookers and floozies included, apparently,” the singer replied.

      Eris was unfazed by our insults as she replied. “I own this place, morons, along with half a dozen other hotels and casinos along the strip. Although you somehow managed to miss every single one until thirty minutes ago, despite the way you were tearing up the town earlier.” She glanced to her left without turning her head. “Honos, search them, will you?”

      Although strictly speaking Honos was a Roman god, it made sense that he’d be working for the Greeks. The two pantheons were one and the same, after all. He checked Lyra first, using as much discretion and courtesy as possible, then he searched me.

      “All I found was this,” he said, holding up my Craneskin Bag. “Should I take it?”

      “No,” Eris said with a frown. “It’s just a gimmick, and it’d be back with him within a day.”

      Honos returned to his post by the wall wearing an amused, if subdued, expression. He’d gained a bit of respect from me by going easy on Lyra. I caught his gaze and nodded slightly, to let him know I’d noticed.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sakes—he’s the god of honor,” Eris groused. “He treats everyone that way.” She grabbed a chair and turned it around, straddling it in a very unladylike manner. The deity leaned forward, elbows resting on the back as she searched us with her gaze in turn. “Now, you want to tell me what you’re doing screwing around at my hotel?”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “Honest, I just wanted to hit the tables. Heck, I had no idea this was your place. Did you know she owned it?” I asked, looking at Lyra.

      “Not a clue,” she replied icily, staring daggers at the first empousa all the while.

      Must be some history there. Interesting.

      “Lies,” Honos said.

      “Uh-huh,” the goddess replied. “You just happened to be pulling a card counting con next door to where every god in the Greek pantheon plays and stays when they come to Vegas. Immediately after I rip your town a new one and send Zina to kick your ass. Right.”

      “Her name is Xena?” I asked, pointing at the first demoness.

      “With a Z,” the empousa said.

      I glanced at Lyra. “What do you know? It speaks after all.”

      “It’s shocking that she can even produce intelligible speech, considering her IQ,” Lyra replied.

      “Yes, yes—everyone hates each other here,” Eris said, rolling her eyes. “Except Honos, of course. But the question isn’t whether or not I hate either of you, but what I should do with you now.”

      “I’m content to just walk on out of here,” I said. “I’m on vacation.”

      “Also a lie,” the god of honor stated.

      Eris’ eyes narrowed. “Vacation, eh? And I suppose that, if I did let you go, you’d be on a plane back to that ass-backwards state of yours by sunrise?”

      “Nope,” I replied.

      “Truth.”

      Eris looked over her shoulder at Honos before turning that glare back on me. “And why might you be sticking around in my town?”

      “First off, this is the United States of America, not Greece. You don’t own shit here, even if you did invest in some real estate and businesses. So, I’ll go where I like. And second, what I do is my business.”

      Eris half-closed her eyes and shook her head. “What-evs, dude. You say tomato, I say I own half the town and have what I don’t own on paper locked up in favors. But fair enough on the other part, so maybe it’s time I changed tack. How’d you end up with this hag?”

      “You mean my lovely companion?” I inclined my head toward Lyra. “We met earlier this evening. She offered sparkling conversation, and I offered my rapier wit. It was a match made in heaven.”

      Eris locked eyes with Lyra. “He doesn’t even know what you are, does he?”

      For the first time since I’d met her, Lyra’s calm façade cracked a bit. “He knows enough. And he trusts me.”

      “Hah! Then he’s an even bigger asshole than I thought.” Eris’ lips curved into a wicked smile. “What say we show him what he’s hanging with, hmm?”

      I turned my gaze full on Lyra. Her expression hadn’t changed, but I could see something in her eyes. Fear, maybe. I glanced at Eris.

      “Don’t.”

      “Oh, trust me, druid. If you’re working with this thing, you need to see this.”

      Eris snapped her fingers, and the powerful glamour that surrounded Lyra began to fade in places. From there it was like someone had taken a flame to gasoline-soaked paper. Eris’ magic spread, sparking and hissing as it ate away the spell that had concealed Lyra’s true nature from the world.

      What was revealed was odd, to say the least. She looked more or less the same, except instead of perfect pink and alabaster flesh, the singer’s body now appeared to me made of metal. Or, more specifically, bronze.

      Every single inch of her exposed skin looked as if it had been cast from the coppery-gold colored metal, from her fingernails to the tip of her nose to her legs all the way down to her open-toed heels. Small lines were apparent at areas where two pieces came together, places where her joints articulated, or where her skin needed additional freedom to approximate human movement.

      Lyra raised a hand to cover her face, an involuntary reaction to her true nature being revealed. As she did, the corners of her eyes crinkled slightly. On closer inspection, I saw that this was merely an illusion caused by overlapping layers of the brass carapace that covered her body. I realized then that whoever had made her must’ve been an extraordinary craftsman.

      “Ah, I can tell by the look in your eyes that you’ve realized what she is,” Eris said. “Not a person, not even by half. Just an automaton, a robot. A made thing. Metal trash that should’ve been smelted down long ago and recycled, if Hephaestus had the guts to do so.”

      I swung my gaze to the goddess, and the empousa behind her. Eris smirked in a practiced mean girl way, all smug arrogance at having gotten the best of a rival or lesser. Zina, or Xena, or whatever the hell her name was smiled as she watched Lyra squirm. It was obvious she took great pleasure at how Eris had exposed the torch singer’s true nature.

      When I looked at Lyra again, I saw she’d shed a single tear—not of water and salt, but oil. I laid a hand on her arm. “It’s okay, Lyra—I’ve got you.”

      I stuck my hand inside my Bag and ordered my Port-a-Oak to take us back to our hotel.
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        * * *

      

      “Lyra, are you okay?”

      We stood in the hallway between our rooms, which is where I’d told the Grove to send us. She looked a little lost and fractured, and her glamour hadn’t returned yet. Realizing that she probably didn’t want to be seen like this, I gently grabbed her hand.

      “C’mon, this way,” I said softly, wanting it to be more of a suggestion than a command.

      She wrapped her arm in mine, laying her head on my shoulder as I guided her into my suite. Her body felt so cold and hard through my tux—how had I not noticed that before? Setting that thought aside, I shut the door behind us and led her to the couch. She sat, and I sat cater-corner to her, holding her hand.

      “I’m sorry I placed you in such a compromised position. Had I known—”

      She gave the slightest shake of her head. “You couldn’t have known. Circe herself cast that illusion, and I thought none other than she could pierce it.” She’d adopted a rather formal tone, yet her voice softened a bit as she continued. “It’s okay, kid. I’ll be alright, just give me a minute.”

      We sat in silence for several minutes, me warming her cold bronze hand, her wiping away tears that smelled of gear oil and copper. After a time, she nodded, and I patted her hand and sat back in my seat, looking at her with concern.

      “Can I get you anything?”

      Lyra chuckled. “Got any WD-40?” I must’ve looked a bit trapped, because when she saw my expression, she gave an off-handed gesture. “I mostly eat and drink to keep up appearances. Thanks to Hephaestus’ work, I can taste it, but it provides no sustenance and very little pleasure. The stuff goes in and comes out in much the same state it enters.”

      “When I found you, were you in hiding?”

      “Not really. When the Smith created my sisters and I, we had intelligence, but we were not self-aware. As high magic tends to do over time, the power he’d imbued us with changed as the centuries went on. At some point we were no longer content with being beholden to the gods, so we escaped.”

      “You don’t have to tell me this if you don’t want to,” I said, meaning it.

      She flashed a sad smile. “It helps to talk about it, and I haven’t, for a long, long time. We were his crowning achievement at the time, you see. Automatons with the gift of soothing song. Some were shaped like me, others like birds, and still others a combination of both forms. But we were nothing more than slaves, oddities to be used and gawked at, while we sang night and day for their amusement.”

      “Sounds like the gods.”

      I handed her a tissue from the table, which she took to wipe her cheeks. Her burnished skin glistened now with a polished glow that was more than just the sheen of oil.

      “It’s the mechanism inside that sustains me. Sometimes it heats up when I’m upset.”

      “Ah.”

      “He crafted us so expertly, and polished us so carefully, people thought we were made of gold. As if Hephaestus would waste gold on trite baubles.” She snorted softly in disapproval, exhaling small puffs of smoke as she did so. “After we made our escape, he sent the cyclopes after us first. We sang them to sleep whenever they came near. Then he sent the empousai.”

      “Zina and her kin, I take it.”

      Lyra nodded. “Yes. They were efficient, brutal, and thorough. And, I might add, completely immune to our magic, for beauty has no sway over demonkind. When they brought the first of us back to Hephaestus, Zinaida asked what they should do with my sisters. ‘What you will,’ was his answer.”

      “Not the smartest thing to tell a demon.”

      “They tortured my sisters, Colin, and when they grew tired of those games, the demons tore them to pieces. Some of the demons even replaced their own body parts with ours, finding them to be superior to their own flesh.”

      “Ah, that explains it then.” The automaton looked at me, and for the first time I noticed that her eyes were gemstones set in pearl, light blue topaz, perhaps. She cocked her head quizzically, and I tsked in response. “On one of my previous meetings with Zina, she kicked me. Don’t think I’ve ever been kicked that hard before.”

      “His work is unrivaled,” she said with a grim smile. “And he knows it. Which is why I was spared. After the empousai had hunted and killed the rest of my kin, I was all that was left. He couldn’t bear to destroy the final proof of his master work, so he called them off.”

      “Perhaps it was a mercy.” I regretted that I’d said it, even as the words left my lips.

      “Hah! Have you ever known the gods to be merciful? Since then, I’ve tried to steer clear of Olympus, and I’ve tried to get revenge on the empousai when I could. But they are notoriously hard to kill.”

      “I can see that. And Hephaestus?”

      “He ignores his illegitimate children, as ever. Just ask the cyclops.”

      “Hmpf. Just like a god.”

      We sat in silence for a time, until Lyra gestured down at her body. “Well, I’m not much good to you like this. What will you do with me?”

      “I’m not in the habit of abandoning people just because they lack utility to me. That’s not how friendships work.”

      Lyra had cocked her head again, and her jeweled eyes searched me for something. What, I had no idea. “You are a rare and unique man, Colin McCool.”

      “Meh, I’m just me.”

      “As I said.”

      The topic of discussion was making me uncomfortable, so I decided to change the subject. “You risked a lot just to allow me to chase a whim, so as far as I’m concerned, you’re still on the crew. I’ll get Toshiko to take your place on the inside.”

      “And what will I do?” she asked.

      “You still want to get revenge against the empousai, right? Let’s make that happen.”
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      After a cursory inspection of the space, I offered Lyra use of the bedroom and promised to retrieve her things from Toshiko shortly. After she’d retired to my room, I checked out the rest of the suite. The maps and notes were missing, as was the laptop.

      Looks like everything is going according to plan. Time to gather the troops.

      I opened the door to the suite just as Hemi was about to knock. “Mate, where you been? And why haven’t you answered your messages?”

      My phone was in my Bag with the money because I didn’t want anyone using it to identify me if Loki and I were busted earlier. “Sorry, man. I was helping you-know-who with something. What’s up?”

      “It’s that sheila you had me escorting—the werecat. She gave me the slip.”

      I smiled. “I figured as much, and I doubt she’ll be back. Don’t sweat it, her position was redundant.”

      “Oh?” He gave me ‘the brow,’ reminding me once again how the guy had no idea he looked like a famous movie star.

      “Trust me, it’s under control.”

      “Bro, when you say things are under control, that’s when I start to worry.”

      I smiled, acknowledging and ignoring his remark. “Are the guys back from partying yet?”

      “Smelling like booze, cheap perfume, and lost wages.”

      “Then gather everyone in their living room. It’s time to put this plan into action.”

      “Now?” He glanced at the imaginary watch on his wrist. “It’s five am.”

      “Call me a sadist. Please, just do as I ask, I’ll be there in a moment.”

      “Alright, you’re in charge of this crew,” he said as he walked away. “But I hope these blokes can do their jobs munted as, aye?”

      When he was gone, I ducked back in my room, then I snuck to the bedroom door to ensure Lyra was occupied. From the sounds of it, she was on the phone with someone trying to arrange a replacement glamour for the one Eris had dispelled. Perfect.

      I headed to the second bedroom and locked the door behind me. What I had to do next was not at all tops on my bucket list. In fact, it was probably one of the last things I wanted to do. However, it had to be done.

      “You there, Click?”

      He appeared as if walking out of nothing from the far corner of the room. “Aye, told ya’ I’d be here, did I not?”

      “Does Loki know you’re here?”

      “Nay, the daft fecker still thinks I’m running a fool’s errand fer’ ‘im in Musphelheim. How Maureen managed ta’ send word ta’ me whilst I was still in Vanaheim, I’ll ne’er know.”

      “One thing’s assured, you can always count on Maureen.”

      “No doubt. But honestly, lad—who sends an ally to Muspelheim just ta’ get rid o’ someone?”

      “You and I both know that Loki isn’t exactly a nice guy.”

      “‘Tis true, but I still think o’ the tosser as ma’ mate.” He pursed his lips, then his mouth distorted into a crooked frown. “Ya’ ready, boyo?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      He stabbed a finger at me. “Ya’ know, if ya’ pull this off, ye’ll be able ta’ call yerself a journeyman o’ the chronological arts.”

      “If I pull this off without shitting my pants, I’ll call it a miracle.”

      Click pursed his lips and nodded. “Should that happen, jest be certain ta’ stand downwind o’ me.”

      “I—nevermind. Be ready to pull me out if I fuck this up.”

      “‘Course. That’s if ya’ don’t cause a fatal time distortion, an’ convert this reality inta’ a black hole o’ negative matter an’ void space.”

      I paused and scratched my forehead, looking at him from beneath my hand. “Is that actually a thing?”

      “Don’t know, but anything’s possible if ya’ feck up. No pressure.”

      I growled at him, then I closed my eyes and began to drop into the trance necessary for walking The Twisted Paths. Under Click’s guidance, I’d done enough of this sort of thing to feel comfortable going back and forth between our timeline and The Hellpocalypse. But this—this was something different.

      If I want to get the gods off my back, this is how I’m going to do it.

      Steeling my resolve, I found the thread I wanted, which was easy because of where it went. Then, I followed it until I found what I wanted, and stepped through. As I did so, it felt as though the very essence of my being were torn apart, molecule by molecule, atom by atom, and reassembled at my destination point in time. It was perhaps the most agonizing thing I’d ever experienced.

      The pain was far worse than shifting into my full Fomorian form, and even more painful than smashing every bone in my body and healing them with my Fomorian healing factor. It felt like I was being incinerated from the inside out, only to be reformed in reverse after nothing was left but ash and smoke.

      The bitch of it was, that was the easy part. The real challenge was what I had to do once I got there. After that, this heist was going to seem like a piece of cake.
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        * * *

      

      When I came back from my trip down The Twisted Paths, Fallyn was waiting for me on my bed. Click was there as well, so it wasn’t quite as salacious as it sounds. Still, she was a welcome sight.

      “Hey beautiful.”

      “Wow, you have really gotten mushy in my absence.”

      I chuckled good-naturedly. “I missed you too. And just so you know, there’s a beautiful, mysterious woman locked away in the bedroom next door.”

      “Click filled me in.”

      I gave the pseudo-deity an arch look. “Spying again, I see?”

      “I couldna’ help it, lad. These walls are thin.”

      “Meh. I think centuries of having the ability to go invisible at will has made you drunk on power.”

      Click blushed, and that cracked Fallyn up. “I think you hit a nerve, Golden Boy.”

      “Maybe so, but we can discuss that later. Right now, I need to get the first crew moving. Click, is Fallyn up to speed?”

      Fallyn smirked. “I am. Now, let me get this straight—first you recruited a large crew of highly-trained specialists. Then, your crew cased the target facility, penetrating their security systems to ease your way in for the heist. After that, you purposely revealed yourself to the villain, hoping to goad her into making a mistake. Now, you’re about to attempt a plan that’s doomed to fail, just so you can pull off the ‘real’ plan.” The werewolf chuckled. “You’re just following the plot to Ocean’s Eleven, aren’t you?”

      I gave a lopsided shrug. “With some of The Italian Job and a smattering of The Thomas Crown Affair tossed in for good measure.”

      “Ooh, an’ don’t ferget Ant-Man,” Click added.

      I hissed through my teeth as I turned on him. “We’ve been over this, Click. Ant-Man was not a heist film. It was a Judd Apatow film, posing as a superhero movie, acting like a heist film.”

      The immortal magician scowled. “Ya’ jest don’t like Paul Rudd.”

      “I have nothing against Paul Rudd. In fact, I Love You, Man is one of my favorite movies.”

      Fallyn clucked her tongue. “It’s true, he’s made me watch it half a dozen times.”

      “More like three or four,” I countered. I glanced at each of them in turn, my expression turning serious. “You two know what to do?”

      Click drew himself up in indignation. “I’ll have ‘em where they need ta’ be, ne’er you mind.”

      I wasn’t so sure of that, which was why I’d had him fetch Fallyn. She and I exchanged a knowing look.

      “Don’t worry, we know what to do,” she said. Which was code for, ‘I won’t let him forget or get sidetracked.’

      “Alright, then I’ll see you after I take care of Eris.”

      I stopped by the other bedroom on my way out. Before I could knock, Lyra opened the door.

      “Lyra, I have a couple of friends here, and I want you to stick close to them until I have Zina in position.” Her jeweled eyes flicked to the other room. “Don’t worry, you can trust them.”

      “I’m placing my trust in you, not them. What’s my role in this?”

      “I’m sending Bruce over here before he meets me at Caesar’s. I think he can help you deal with Zina, and in the most poetic way possible.” I explained what I had in mind, and by the time I finished her expression had gone from skeptical to modest approval.

      She rubbed her forearm absently, which made a strange, musical metallic sound as her hand and arm rubbed against each other. “Your plan is simple, but I think it’ll work.”

      “The beauty of it is that it’ll give Bruce the opportunity to prove his brilliance to Hephaestus.” She scowled, so I laid a hand on her shoulder. “I know you don’t care about that, but Bruce does. We’re going to need his A-game to get this to work.”

      Lyra gave a curt nod. “Again, my trust is in you, not him.”

      “It’ll work. Once he’s done, just stay close to Fallyn and Click. They’ll get you where you need to go.”

      Lyra extended her hand, and we shook. Cold hands, warm heart. I hadn’t known her long, but my instincts told me she was one of the good ones.

      “Alright, then I’m off to raid the castle.” When I arrived across the hall, the remainder of the crew were gathered in the living room. Toshiko was alert, her eyes darting from person to person. Bruce absently stroked Rover’s back as he waited, tapping his foot while he watched a show about skyscrapers on TV. Deacon and Jack both looked like hammered shit, sprawled as they were across the side sofa and on the floor.

      “Ugh, tell that bastard to stop hammering on the wall,” Jack said.

      “That’s your pulse,” Deacon replied with his arm covering his eyes. “I told you not to enter a drinking contest with a clurichaun.”

      “Where’s Camilla?” Bruce asked, tapping his foot ever louder and faster.

      Hemi sat down next to him so he could clamp a hand on his knee. “Stop that, mate.”

      The look Hemi gave me said he’d only told Toshiko about Camilla. “She split with her advance.”

      “Ah, hell—I knew we couldn’t trust her.” Deacon threw his arm to the side as he rolled himself up to an unsteady seated position. “That means we’re down one.”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “We worked redundancy into the crew selection. Each of you has skills that can cover the other’s.” I inclined my head at Toshiko. “She can cover Camilla’s job, easily.”

      Jack groaned. “Whadabout the rest of us?”

      “We follow the plan. Jack, you and Bruce will be with me, cracking the vault. Deacon will be with Toshiko, creating a distraction and watching her back while she heads in from the outside route. Hemi and I will deal with any security as we make our way into the cage and through to the VIP elevators.”

      “Aye, understood,” Hemi said.

      I glanced at Deacon, then Toshiko. “I take it you got Bruce what we needed to get in?”

      Toshiko gave a quick, sharp nod. “Hai. We have secured uniforms, keycards, and passwords. Bruce-san reprogrammed and altered the ID cards to match your appearances. All is in order.”

      “Great. Hemi and I will get through to the VIP area first, then we’ll bring Jack and Bruce through from a maintenance route. Toshiko and Deacon will be outside working their way in from the alternate route. If either team gets nicked, your job is to escape and meet at the rally point. Questions?”

      Jack raised his hand. “Got any willow bark?”

      “Ah, hell. I need you two in tip-top shape. Come here, both of you.” They made to stand, and almost fell over each other. “Scratch that, I’ll come to you.”

      I laid hands on each of them, connecting my consciousness to their bodies via druid healing magic. Then I altered their liver function to supercharge it for the next fifteen minutes, and I set a timer that would cause them to empty their stomach and bowels violently in five minutes. When I was done, I stood back and looked each in the eye.

      “I’d get to a bathroom if I were you.”

      The sight of the pair stumbling and weaving as they scrambled for the restrooms elicited a few giggles from the rest of the crew. That is, except for Bruce, who shook his head ruefully as we watched them exit the room.

      “What’s wrong, Bruce?” I asked.

      “Those two are animals. I can’t even imagine what they’re about to do to the plumbing. Can I sleep in your suite tonight?”
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        * * *

      

      Once everyone was squared away, Hemi and I secured our keycards, ID lanyards, uniforms, and passwords, then we had the Grove portal us into a maintenance closet at Caesar’s. As we changed clothes, Hemi chuckled to himself nervously.

      “Anything you want to share, buddy?”

      He smirked. “This plan is shit, aye? You don’t expect any of this to work, do you?”

      “Nope,” I said, flashing him a Cheshire grin. “But don’t worry, I have you covered. When the shit hits the fan, you’ll all be far from the action.”

      His tone was flat as he replied. “What if I want to be close to the action?”

      “Hey, man, don’t go getting all sentimental on me now. This time I have to do this alone. Trust me, it’s the only way to pull this off. We’re bearding the lioness in her den, and there’s a whole zoo full of tigers, jackals, and hyenas backing her up. Going through with this plan would be fucking suicidal.”

      “You got that right.”

      “Besides, Eris is expecting us.”

      Hemi’s jaw dropped to his chest. “She’s what, mate?”

      “Yep. I expect she’ll let me get into the vault because I’m the one she wants. Or at least, the one she fears. But then it’s going to be a shit sandwich, for sure.”

      “Oh, then I’m definitely going in there with you.”

      “Nope, no can do, my friend. You have to trust me on this. This is my plan, and I have to do it my way. Deal?”

      Hemi looked like I’d just shot his dog and insulted his mother, but finally he shook his head and laughed. “You are one crazy nutter, you know that?”

      “It’s kind of my thing now.” I pulled my lanyard over my head, glancing at my ID as I did so. “John McClane? Man, I wanted to be McLovin.”

      “Next time, bro. You ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      I led the way out of the closet, past an employee locker room and down a service hall that led to the casino floor. From there I made a beeline to the cage, acting as if I knew exactly what I was doing and where I was going.

      “Tell me again why we’re not using the invisibility cloak?” Hemi whispered.

      “Can’t fit us both, and we’d set off every alarm ward in the place as soon as one of us put it on,” I whispered back. As we reached the cage, I flashed my badge to one of the tellers. “Buzz us in, please.”

      The man behind the glass looked like an older version of Ben Affleck, after he’d gotten divorced and given up on life for a couple of decades. “It’s not shift change,” he replied flatly. “Not supposed to let you in.”

      “Yeah, we know that,” I shot back. “But we got a call to head to the VIP area. Something about an incident with a couple of the employees? They need someone to replace them.”

      I had no idea if there was such an incident. However, I knew what happened when you mixed humans and supernatural creatures. My guess was that employees were getting injured or going missing all the time.

      I’d also bet that anyone who worked upstairs was a volunteer and paid handsomely as an enticement to accept the risks and sign an ironclad liability release waiver. Apparently, I was right.

      The guy exhaled through his teeth as he gave a curt head shake. “Better you than me. I stay away from that place.” He hit a button and I heard the magnetic lock on the door release. “Come on, then.”

      We entered and walked through the cage, past two security guards who checked our credentials and patted us down. Then we got buzzed out into another service hallway that supposedly led to the VIP elevators, and a service elevator to the vault floor.

      “That seemed too easy,” Hemi remarked softly.

      “It was. Now, let’s find that adjoining service corridor so we can fetch Jack and Bruce.”

      The hotel needed a way to bring in supplies and goods that came from the mundane world. They couldn’t simply bring in everything via magic portal, as it was too resource-intensive. Besides, there weren’t enough slaves in the so-called divine realms to do the sort of work necessary to reprovision a hotel of this size daily.

      That was why they had halls that led from the VIP elevators to the docks. We’d have entered from there, but these doors were magically sealed, and they only opened from the inside. If we could even find them from the outside, and if we could get them open, we’d have found nothing but a brick or concrete wall on the other side.

      This was the big secret regarding the interior of the closed-off, VIP section of the casino and hotel. Like Maeve’s manse, at least part of it existed in another dimension. That’s why there was no breaking in physically from the mundane world, and why we had to use subterfuge to get inside the place.

      Not as if that’ll matter, of course. We’re going to get caught anyway.

      Getting caught was part of my plan, although the rest of the crew didn’t know it. I couldn’t tell them because I didn’t want Loki to know what I was doing. No doubt, the trickster was going to pull a double-cross at some point and snag the Apple, the timepiece, or both. Secrecy was the only way to keep him from knowing that I expected that to happen.

      Of course, I could’ve looked down The Twisted Paths to see the future, but I didn’t like doing that. For one, such scrying methods were unreliable, as they only indicated likely possible futures. Also, simply knowing what might happen would often alter events considerably, and according to Click, that was dangerous magic.

      Looking ahead a few seconds, no biggie. Trying to predict major events? I’d leave that to crazy fuckers like Click.

      It took us a while to sort out the maze that was the service halls in the backend of the hotel, but eventually we found the door to the docks. But when I rolled the door up, Jack and Bruce were nowhere to be found.

      “Guys? Yo, Jack and Bruce, you out there?” At that, the three of them crept out from behind a dumpster—Jack, Bruce, and Rover. I looked at the automaton askance. “That thing is going to attract a lot of attention.”

      “Maybe so, but it’ll come in handy if we run into trouble,” the cyclops replied. Now that the mission was under way, he appeared a lot calmer than he had earlier. “Is the coast clear?”

      Jack chortled loudly. “‘Is the coast clear?’ Oy, you are such a noob.”

      “Yeah, mate, it’s clear,” Hemi said. “Now, let’s get going before someone spots us, aye?”

      No sooner had Hemi said that than a half-dozen empousai seemingly dropped from the sky to the asphalt deck of the loading and unloading area. They had Jack, Bruce, and Rover surrounded and cut off from Hemi and me. Hemi started to exit the loading dock door to assist them, but I stopped him by grabbing his arm.

      “Uh-uh, let me handle this. I need you to keep this entryway open. Whatever you do, don’t let them shut this door!”
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        * * *

      

      The empousai began closing in on the cyclops and giant, each wielding modern versions of ancient Greek weapons—xiphe, dorata, kopides, and the like. I fully expected Deacon and Bruce both to shapeshift and grow to their normal sizes. When that didn’t happen, I shouted at them to do so.

      “Guys, change size already!”

      “Can’t,” Jack said as he batted away an experimental spear thrust. “Council that runs Vegas’d have a shit attack, if’n they found out we broke the masquerade.”

      “Ah, shit,” I replied. “I was saving this for later, but oh well.”

      I spoke a trigger word, releasing a truncated version of Mogh’s Scythe at the outermost empousai. Instantly, two sheets of highly compressed air molecules shot out at lightning speed, cutting two of the demons in half at the waist. That left four more, evening the odds so long as I jumped into the fight.

      If worse came to worst, I had more spells at my disposal. However, I was saving my internal reserves for later. I had no idea if I’d be able to draw from the Oak and Grove’s power once I was inside the vault. My instacast spells drew on those reserves, so it’d be hand-to-hand from here.

      Just as I was ready to jump into the fray, Hemi called from behind me. “A little help here, mate!”

      I spun, gasping as I saw what concerned him. Ranks of skeletal warriors marched down the hallway toward us three abreast, their eyes two red embers glowing dully in otherwise empty eye sockets. Each was armed as the hoplites once were, with a round shield on one arm, a short spear in the other hand, and short Greek swords belted at their bony waists.

      The spartoi hadn’t quite reached Hemi, but as they advanced in lockstep it was clear their directive was to force him back and out the dock door. Once that goal had been accomplished, they could shut it and lock us out for good. We’d never get back in then.

      Within a split-second I’d decided on a course of action. “Hemi, duck.”

      He hit the deck, landing half in and half out of the bay door. I cut loose with a fireball from each hand, funneling extra magic into them as I released them into the corridor. The fireballs grew to overlap, filling the tunnel just as they met the leading edge of the skeletal phalynx.

      BOOM!

      The fireballs detonated, flooding the hall with fire that was hot enough to incinerate human flesh. Some of it washed over Hemi where he lay on the floor. He managed to cover his head with his arms in time to allow his protective tattoos to absorb the heat of the spell.

      When the smoke and flames cleared, the scene that was revealed was a stunner, to be sure. The walls of the corridor and drop ceiling were scorched and blackened, yet the spartoi were unharmed.

      ‘Born from dragon’s teeth.’ Shit.

      Sounds of battle echoed behind me, causing me to glance over my shoulder. Bruce had donned a pair of thick bronze cesti, which he was using to lay into the demon huntresses. Jack, on the other hand, had picked up a pair of short swords from the two empusai I had dropped. The giant acquitted himself well against a pair of demons, but it was clear he was barely holding his ground.

      The real surprise was Rover. That little dynamo darted around on the ground, scampering this way and that as it slashed at the empousai’s ankles and calves with spinning saw blades and short, scalpel-like weapons. While it wasn’t doing much damage, it was distracting the demons enough to give Jack and Bruce a fighting chance. But that wouldn’t last.

      Damn it. Time to change tack.

      “Hemi, hold the doorway.”

      “What, I’m Hodor now?” he snarked with a grin as he popped to his feet.

      The warrior reached behind him with both hands, pulling a pair of flat, paddle-like greenstone clubs from thin air. The patu had long thongs that he hooked with his thumbs and wrapped around the back of his wrists. This gave him a more secure grip while allowing him to swing them to gain a slightly greater reach when needed.

      Hemi began to spin, swing, and flip the clubs at dizzying speeds around his body, almost like nunchaku. Then, he stuck out his tongue and made a crazy face, releasing an ululating cry as he engaged with the front ranks of the spartoi. I knew that, if they were as tough as Bruce had claimed, he’d only last seconds before they overwhelmed him in those tight quarters.

      “Hemi, watch your footing,” I warned.

      “Roger that, bro,” he said as he parried a sword strike, returning it only to be blocked by the skeleton’s shield.

      I dropped to one knee, laying my hand on the concrete surface of the corridor floor where it ended at the bay door. Channeling druid magic into the hard surface, I altered the bonds between the molecules of stone and bits of sand that had been made when it was poured and set. Instantly, the concrete softened to powdery sand.

      “Get ready to jump back,” I said.

      With a thought I connected with the water table, deep below the desert floor under the city. Water was scarce here, especially with the recent years of drought. Finally, I located some, bringing it up through the earth, through subfloors of the hotel, and into the many cubic yards of concrete powder that filled the floor of the hall.

      “Now, Hemi. Move!”

      He leapt backward over my head, just as the concrete “sand” turned to concrete mush. Within moments two dozen spartoi sank to their waists in the thick, oatmeal-like mix. Undeterred, they began to wade toward us.

      “Uh-uh—nope.” I pulled the water back out of the concrete, causing it to set and harden from one second to the next.

      Now, the spartoi were trapped in the hall floor. They stuck up like animated plants, a literal garden of the damned. They were still very much alive, or at least moving and aware of our presence, but at least I’d temporarily stopped them.

      Time to help Bruce and Jack.

      Hemi had already jumped into the fight, taking one of the empousai by surprise by braining her and caving her skull in. I blindsided another, clocking her at the base of the skull with the hardest punch I could throw. She dropped like a rock, and Rover jumped atop her as she lay stunned on the ground.

      Before I knew what the automaton intended, it slashed the empousa’s throat with a buzzing, rapidly spinning circular saw. Black blood flew everywhere, shooting out in a spray that drew a wet line across my Caesar’s employee shirt and face.

      “That’s one way to take care of it,” Hemi remarked.

      I wiped demon blood from my eyes, just in time to see the four of them run mop up duty on the remaining two empousai. The blood smelled like iron and sulfur, and I had a feeling I’d have a hard time washing the odor from my hair later.

      “Ugh, that was gross,” Bruce said as he surveyed his automaton’s handiwork.

      Jack leaned over a demon, eyeing it like a kid watching ants kill a butterfly. “Wait a sec—got a stubborn lass here.”

      The demon quivered on the pavement, clearly in its death throes. Jack stomped its head into the asphalt, flattening it like a smashed melon. Gray matter and more black blood squirted out in all directions. At that, the cyclops turned his head, emptying the contents of his stomach with a loud splash.

      “That was grosser,” Hemi observed.

      “The head or the vomit?” I asked.

      “Eh, take your pick.”

      After scanning the area for more of the demons, I called to the crew. “C’mon, we need to move.”

      “Through that?” Jack pointed the tip of one of his appropriated swords at the hallway full of angry, armed skeleton torsos.

      “Right, hang on.”

      I knelt and touched the ground again, finding the water I’d called up earlier. Once I had control of several thousand gallons, I called it up and directed it into the hallway. Druid magic kept it contained inside the corridor, rather than allowing it to seep out down the loading ramp or into the rest of the hotel.

      Once the skeletons were submerged under several feet of water, I drew all the heat from the water, insta-freezing it. This served to encase the spartoi inside a huge block of ice, rendering them harmless.

      Only about four to five feet of space was left above the sheet of ice, but it was enough to crouch and walk through. I clambered atop the ice, taking a moment to appreciate the dull red glow of two dozen pairs of spartoi eyes looking up at me.

      “C’mon, we need to boogie. If we’re lucky we’ll make it to the elevators before the rest of the security staff realizes their sisters and bone golems aren’t coming back.”
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      Once we’d passed the frozen skeletons, the route to the elevator was clear. It seemed that all the security staff on this floor had responded to whatever alarm had been sounded when we opened the dock door.

      This is easy—too easy.

      I suppressed a smile, instead painting a look of grim determination on my face. There were no cameras in these halls, but we were probably being watched just the same. My keycard opened the service elevator, but it didn’t unlock the keypad inside.

      “Bruce, can you handle this?”

      The cyclops shouldered his way forward, while Hemi and Jack kept a lookout. “Yeah, give me a minute.”

      In under sixty seconds, he’d removed the panel and hot-wired the keypad. Soon the buttons lit up on the wall, indicating the elevator was ready to take us up. “Hop on, guys.”

      Once we were all inside, I searched for the proper button on the board. All the floors were numbered in Greek symbols, but I recognized “PH” easily enough. Still, there was no obvious button for “vault.”

      “Bruce, help me out here.”

      He examined the panel. “Nope. My guess is that the vault floor is accessed from the penthouse level.”

      “Are you sure?”

      His brow knitted, which looked odd since he had that weird unibrow. “You were the one with the 3D floor plan. How am I supposed to know?”

      I sighed and hit the “PH” button. “Be ready. There’s no telling what’s waiting for us.”

      Taking point, I stood in front of the doors with a ball of lightning hovering over one hand, and a fireball over the other. Hemi stood at my right shoulder, patu in hand. Jack was at my left, scratching his back with one of the short swords he’d absconded with earlier. As for Bruce, he was busy futzing with Rover’s tools. How he managed in those Infinity Gauntlets he had on was beyond me.

      You could cut the tension with a sword as the elevator came to a halt, “PH” reading on the LED display on the panel. The doors dinged, and I leaned forward on the balls of my feet, ready to spring into action. As the doors slid apart, the scene revealed before us was nothing like I’d expected.

      Naked and half-naked people were everywhere. A fat balding middle-aged dude wearing laurels at his temples and not much else chased a pair of nubile nymphs across the hall. A throng of bodies lay entwined in the middle of the hall on the carpet, writhing against each other in a gross display of deific amorality. Every so often, another naked someone would dart out of an open doorway, typically with one or two others in hot pursuit.

      “Well, this was unexpected,” Jack said as he began to prop his swords against the wall of the elevator.

      “Ah-ah! No—we’re here to do a job. Hide your weapons as best you can, and act like you’re supposed to be here.”

      I marched out of the elevator, stepping over bodies and trying to avoid seeing things I couldn’t unsee. As we passed a room, my attention was drawn by a strange braying sound. Within, a minotaur and a satyr were doing unmentionable things.

      Gods and demigods lounged throughout the room, some looking on with interest, others looking bored, and still others engaged in quiet conversation. I shook my head and continued on.

      “Where’s Jack?” Hemi asked.

      “Back there,” Bruce answered absently, still messing with Rover’s arms even as we weaved around bodies and dodged random cavorting nudists.

      A glance toward whence we’d come revealed Jack standing in front of the minotaur room, watching unabashedly as he turned his head this way and that. I jogged back and grabbed him by the arm, pulling him down the hallway. Jack’s expression was one of genuine perplexity.

      “How d’ya think…? I mean, that thing was…” He paused to gather his thoughts as I dragged him along. “Wouldn’t that kind of…?”

      “It’s best not to think about it,” I said. “I’m already having nightmares.” Jack made to go back again, and I pulled him the other direction. “Focus!”

      “Right, right.” His eyes were a bit glazed, but a second later he zeroed in on me. “I still have questions, though.”

      “Don’t we all,” I muttered. “Hemi, tell me you see a stairwell entrance somewhere.”

      “I’ve mostly had my eyes covered,” he replied.

      “Smart,” I observed. “Anyone else see anything?”

      Rover whirred and clicked out a rapid cadence behind us. Bruce translated as he ratcheted down a new assortment of attachments to the automaton’s left arm. “Rover says that based on the floor plan, it’ll be at the end of the hall to the right.”

      Please, let that bucket of bolts be right.

      We turned the corner, and there at the end of the hall was a door with a placard on it in Greek. “What’s that say, Bruce?”

      “Employees Only.”

      “Bingo.”

      It was locked, but Bruce had no problem bypassing it with a set of tools he pulled from his belt. I took point again, heading up three flights of stairs, through a darkness that was wholly unnatural. The stairs were illuminated at our feet and ahead, but all around us lay the blackest void I’d ever seen, outside of the actual Void.

      “Definitely not in Kansas anymore,” Hemi remarked.

      Finally, at the top of the stairs we reached a steel industrial door that stood in a wall of nothingness. I pushed on the bar, and it gave with little resistance. The door latch released, and there I paused to ready another spell. I didn’t have to tell anyone what I was thinking.

      Be ready.
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        * * *

      

      I swung the door open, stepping through and blocking it with my foot. The corridor ahead was unremarkable, with a sealed concrete floor, gray stone walls, and air that smelled faintly of cooked pork. Lights in the high ceiling above could’ve been magical or electrical in nature, but I was betting on the former. We were somewhere “else” now, and I doubted they were hooked into the grid.

      Ahead, the hall continued on for fifty feet or so, at which point it took a sharp left turn. I held a finger to my lips, then I strained my ears to listen for any sign we weren’t alone. Silence was the only answer I got, but it was the thick, heavy kind, pregnant with all sorts of nasty possibilities. With no alternative but to go back, I marched on, spells at hand.

      We were twenty feet or so from that corner when Zina and a dozen armed empousai shimmered into view. Hemi tapped my shoulder, and when I looked, he jerked his chin behind us. There to our rear stood a dozen more of the demons. Where they’d come from, I had no idea.

      “Xena with a ‘Z’, what a surprise,” I said as I dug around in my Bag. When I found what I was looking for, I started passing them out to everyone in the group, whispering instructions under my breath. “Put those in, would you?”

      The empousa snorted dismissively. “You are trapped, druid. The goddess saw through your simple schemes, and now you will be revealed for the meat you are.”

      Ah—so that explains the cooked pork smell.

      “Sorry, meat’s not back on the menu, girls,” I replied as I inserted my earplugs. “You’d best head back to Mordor, if you know what’s good for you.”

      “The math is easy enough,” the empousa snarled. “My sisters and I have been hunting gods, demigods, and heroes since time immemorial. Even with the demigod, the giant, the cyclops—and whatever you are—you will fall.”

      “Don’t forget Rover,” Bruce said under his breath, just as he inserted his second earplug.

      She was right, however. I knew from fighting Zina back in Austin that these things were tough. If I had room to fully shift, I’d probably take half of them, easily. But in this form? A handful, with my magical stores nearly depleted.

      Likewise, Jack and Bruce were limited to their current forms as well. Both possessed a toughness and strength that was much greater than a normal man of the same size, but it wouldn’t be enough. Each of the empousa could match them in both areas, and I had a feeling the females were better fighters, too.

      Good thing I planned ahead.

      I opened my Bag and spoke into it. “Now.”

      A familiar voice echoed back. “Now?”

      “Yes, now!” I growled.

      A portal appeared in the wall next to us, through which Lyra and Fallyn stepped through. My girl was already shifting on the fly, ripping through her clothes like Lou Ferrigno. As for Lyra, she wore a knowing grin that failed to match the fierceness in her sapphire eyes.

      Zina rolled her eyes as she pointed with the short sword in her hand. “If you think a lykanthropos and that wind-up toy are enough to even these odds, you are less intelligent than I expected.” She kept her gaze on me while ordering her subordinates. “Kill all but the druid. You may hurt him all you wish, but don’t let him perish. We’re to deliver him to Eris.”

      The empousai began closing in, smiling evil, toothy grins that displayed elongated canines in some cases, rows of sharp teeth in others, and full sets of brass chompers in others still. The crew formed up back-to-back, with me, Hemi, and Lyra facing Zina’s side, and Fallyn, Bruce, Jack, and Rover facing the other.

      “Anytime now, Lyra,” I said.

      Zina’s eyes narrowed just as Lyra opened her mouth. I’d heard Lyra sing, but I had yet to hear her scream. Back at the hotel, I’d had Bruce alter her voice box to focus the magic into a particular frequency—one that matched the harmonic resonance of a certain metal.

      Everything in nature has its own frequency, bronze included. Bruce, being familiar with his master’s work, had adjusted Lyra’s voice to resonate with that alloy. Normally, this wouldn’t have much of an effect, but combined with Hephaestus’ magic and Lyra’s ability to focus her voice at high volumes, well…

      Let’s just say her performance brought the audience to their knees.

      Lyra’s note was projected at Zina and her bunch, but despite that and the earplugs, we still had to cover our ears due to the echo. The sound filled the chamber, a sort of low hum that grew in volume rapidly, causing the stolen bronze body parts of the demons to vibrate, first softly, then violently.

      The source wasn’t affected because I’d warded Lyra’s body against the effects. As for the empousai, those stolen limbs were quite literally shaken apart. All those tiny seams where the parts articulated fractured, then the parts began to disintegrate into their individual components.

      Those demons that had teeth made of bronze found them rattling loose. Bronze arms and legs gave out, causing some empousai to tumble to the ground, Zina among them. The remainder who merely lost the use of hands and arms found themselves at a severe disadvantage now, as only a few of them had at least one arm left.

      When Lyra was done, less than one-third of the enemy’s number remained standing, and of those, only a handful had an arm with which to fight. I surveyed the battlefield quickly, pulling out my earplugs as I did. Then, I yelled my command to my troops.

      “Kill them all! Leave none alive.”

      They fell on the empousai like rabid animals, hacking, slashing, biting, and tearing. Some tried to flee, and I cut those down with judicious usage of Mogh’s Scythe. Jack in particular took great glee in stomping heads, while Rover went around slashing throats and femoral arteries.

      Fallyn tore a few heads off after discovering that demon blood tasted like trash. Hemi dispatched his fair share cleanly, while Bruce left the dirty work to us. He just wasn’t a killer, and that was okay. The world needed people like Bruce, so I wouldn’t hold it against him.

      When we were done, only Zina remained. Lyra stalked after her, catching the empousai as she crawled down the hall away from us. I expected some sort of prelude to violence, perhaps a bit of dragging it out, but no, that wasn’t the keledones’ style. She simply stomped on the demon’s neck at the base of her skull, crushing it with a sickening crunching sound.

      When the singer turned and locked eyes with me, the look I found there was pure victory. She’d gotten her revenge, and as far as I was concerned, her job was done.

      I opened my Bag and spoke into it again. “Alright, it’s time—send everyone but Bruce, Jack, and the golem home.”
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        * * *

      

      “Whah—?” Hemi said as a portal opened under his feet.

      “Colin, you’d better not—” was all Fallyn managed to get out before she slipped through another portal in the floor.

      Lyra couldn’t speak in her normal voice, due to the alterations Bruce had made to her voice box. However, I think she’d known all along that my plan was to keep everyone else safe. She winked and blew me a kiss just before she likewise fell through an oval of emptiness that appeared underneath her.

      “Hate ta’ be you when ya’ get home,” Jack remarked.

      “She’ll get over it, as soon as she realizes that she can’t help me where I’m going.”

      Bruce raised a gauntleted hand. “Speaking of help, weren’t Deacon and Toshiko supposed to meet us up here?”

      “Oh, I have a feeling one of them will be along eventually.” I gestured down the hall, where the next phase of my plan awaited us. “Now, let’s get that lock open.”

      When the four of us rounded the corner, the vault door stood before us just a few dozen feet ahead. It was a massive bronze, steampunk-looking affair, all exposed gears, levels, and pipes. Moreover, it was covered in Greek letters and arcane symbols, some etched and others apparently cast into the pieces at the time of their making.

      It was my guess that the locking mechanism itself would be daunting to any safecracker. Add to that the small black box attached to the front, and the thing appeared doubly formidable. The box was barren, except for the hundred or so keys laid out in a grid, each etched with a single symbol with no two alike.

      I didn’t need to examine it in the magical spectrum to know that it was perhaps the most intricate example of technomagic I’d ever seen. Granted, the electronic aspect of it represented a relatively small part of the whole. Yet that many keys meant the potential combinations that could open it were endless.

      Jack whistled, long and low. “Would’ja look at that beauty.”

      “My former master is unequaled at his craft,” Bruce stated with no small bit of awe in his voice.

      “Yeah, but can you guys crack it?”

      “Wouldn’t be here if I couldn’t,” Jack said. He cracked his knuckles and rolled out his neck. “Give me five to see how closely this matches the locks the cyclops provided.”

      As the giant got to work examining the locking mechanism Bruce stood aside, looking on with professional interest. I side-eyed him, but initially decided to let his inaction ride. After a minute or so my impatience got the better of me, and I spoke.

      “Aren’t you going to start figuring out the electronics?”

      “Huh?” Bruce startled slightly before glancing over at me. “Sorry, I was all caught up in watching an expert work their craft. No, there’s no need. Rover already knows the combination.”

      “Wait a minute—you already know how to bypass the lock?”

      “Oh no, I don’t know anything. Rover, on the other hand, knows quite a lot of things. He worked in the shop for almost as long as I did, and he saw a lot. Besides, Hephaestus tended to be rather loose with that sort of information.”

      “How so?”

      Bruce screwed his mouth up in a crooked frown. “He’s brilliant, but he’s also a god. You know how they are—arrogant and disdainful. He left the combination out in the open on a scrap of parchment when he was crafting the thing.”

      “I don’t get it. Why would he do that?”

      The cyclops gesticulated animatedly as he began to extol the virtues of his former employer’s work. “Just look at that keypad, and you’ll have your answer. See, the trick isn’t in knowing the combination, it’s in having the ability to enter it. It’s a multi-part combination broken into four patterns of six keys each. You have to press all the keys in the right patterns simultaneously to disarm the lock.”

      Suddenly, I was beginning to appreciate the Smith’s ingenuity. “Meaning, only someone with as many digits could open it—one of the centimanes.”

      “More properly known as the hecatoncheires,” Bruce replied. “Or, in English, the ‘hundred-handers.’ Good guys, if a little full of themselves. I mean, it’s pretty easy to be a serious maker when you have a hundred hands. The boss was always lavishing them with praise, which is why they’re absolutely loyal to him.”

      “So, they’re the key,” I said as I nodded approvingly. “Smart.”

      “Correction—all three of the keys,” Jack interjected as he stepped away from the door. “I think it takes the trio to unlock this thing.”

      “Yeah, but all I need is for each of you to unlock one part of it. Can you?”

      “Sure, but I don’t see ‘ow we’ll synchronize our efforts.” Jack crossed his arms and stroked his chin. “From what I can tell, there’s an error of margin of only a few deciseconds.”

      “But you can do it.”

      “‘Course,” he replied.

      “And you?” I asked of Bruce.

      “I can’t, but Rover can. That’s what I’ve been doing for the past few minutes, installing extra digits on his forelimbs that’ll allow him to punch in the code.”

      Rover whirred and rattled as it raised its arms up for all to see. All four ‘hands’ were now large brass spheres that appeared to be uniform and seamless. Suddenly, they sprang open, each becoming dozens of individual articulating ‘fingers.’ It was only in that moment that I came to fully appreciate Bruce’s talent and ingenuity.

      “Well, no time like the present,” I said as I examined the door in the magical spectrum, just to be certain I hadn’t missed anything earlier.

      Knowing it would take me hours to figure out how to disarm the wards on the vault door, I’d spent part of my trip down The Twisted Paths figuring it out in advance. I examined hundreds of the most likely outcomes, watching the three of us get atomized by deific magic over and over again. Eventually I found the path in which I succeeded, of course, but that made it no less unpleasant an experience.

      After I’d verified my earlier findings, I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly and fully. “Okay, let’s get in position.”

      Jack took a place in front of the numerous gears and levers that made up the physical locking mechanism. Those would need to be flipped in a certain combination at the same time that Rover entered the code on the keypad.

      The little bronze automaton scampered up the door, its legs somehow finding purchase on the slick, polished surface. Soon it was poised over the keypad with all four multi-digit hands at the ready, waiting for my signal.

      Of course, I had to disarm the wards simultaneously. The timing needed to be impeccable. I had that covered as well.

      “Bruce, you’re going to count us down,” I said as I made several arcane gestures, each designed to give my magic purchase on the essential weaves of the ward lock.

      “On the count of three,” Bruce said.

      “I thought you said he was countin’ us down,” Jack protested.

      “Counting down makes zero sense. I’ll count up to three.” Rover clicked and whirred in reply, so Bruce shifted his gaze to address the golem. “No, you’ll go on three, not one.”

      I opened the flap on my Bag, speaking into it. “Get ready.”

      “Who’s Freddy?” a voice answered back.

      Lord, have mercy.

      “Damn it,” I growled, continuing at a louder volume. “I said, ‘get ready.’ We go when Bruce says ‘three.’”

      “‘Three shall be the number thou shalt count, and the number of the counting shall be three,’” Deacon quoted.

      “‘Four shalt thou not count, neither count thou two, excepting that thou then proceed to three,’” Bruce said in an affected British accent.

      “‘Five is right out,’” the voice that came from inside my Bag added.

      “Smart asses.” I chuckled despite my frustration. “I knew there was a reason I liked you knuckleheads. Start the count, Bruce.”

      “One…”

      Please get this right, Click.

      “Two…”

      Don’t fuck this up.

      I readied my magic, as Jack tensed up with his hands and one bare foot on three levers, while Rover remained completely still and silent for once.

      “Three!”

      Time stopped for each of us as Click cast three separate stasis fields. His job was to follow the individual time streams forward, speeding up or slowing each of us down to synchronize our actions accordingly. Of course, I was the only one who’d notice it happening, being the only one with skill in casting time magic.

      The time stream sped up, then Click released the other two. I clipped the weaves to shut down the wards, just as Jack flipped the three levers and Rover punched in the code.

      For a second or so, nothing happened, then the gears on the door began to spin. Steam shot out of various relief valves, and one by one the thick bronze bolts slid and locked back from the door frame. With Click’s ability to grant us perfect timing, we’d done the impossible—we’d opened the vault door.

      Rover climbed down and scuttled to heel next to Bruce. Jack stepped aside and gestured like Vanna White at the door.

      “I think the honors lie with you, bruv.”

      I turned around and looked each of them in the eye in turn. “I know you guys want to see what’s inside, but—”

      “Sphinxes,” Bruce said, finishing my sentence.

      “Ain’t it ‘sphinxi’?” Jack asked.

      “Definitely sphinxes,” the cyclops answered.

      “And I’d feel a lot better if you three were safely elsewhere when I went in.” I spoke into my Bag one last time. “Take ’em home.”

      “On it, boyo,” Click replied from inside the pocket dimension that was the interior of my Craneskin Bag.

      “See you when the job’s done,” Bruce said.

      “Give ‘em hell, gaffer,” Jack said.

      Portals appeared beneath their feet, and the three slipped out of sight.
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      All was quiet in the corridor outside the Vault of the Greek Gods. I glanced back the way we’d come, noting the trickle of thick black blood that was slowly making its way around the corner. It was beginning to smell of shit as well as iron, brimstone, and cooked human flesh.

      For some odd reason, it gave me comfort to know that demons shat themselves in their last moments, just like the rest of us.

      “Sure ya’ don’t want me ta’ go with ya’, lad?” Click asked from within the Bag.

      He wasn’t supposed to be able to project his voice out of the pocket dimension, but he was damned near a god, so a lot of what he did was inexplicable. I shook my head, even though he couldn’t see me do it.

      “Naw, she’ll know. Besides, I have it covered.”

      “Aye. Don’t ferget how dangerous she is, tho’—treacherous, too.”

      “I’ll be alright, Click. See you when I see you.”

      I closed the flap and swung the Bag around on my back. Then I pulled out my phone and opened a document I’d typed up earlier, reviewing it to be certain I remembered it in full. Once I felt ready, I spun the huge brass crank wheel on the door, releasing the final latch so I could swing it open. Despite the sheer massive weight of it—the thing was easily fifteen feet tall, and likely to be a few feet thick—it pivoted easily, almost as if it weighed nothing at all.

      I’d had no clue what was directly on the other side, but all the opening revealed was darkness. That meant the threshold likely marked entrance into another dimension. I’d have to cross it to see what lay beyond.

      Figures. Not like I don’t know what to expect when I get there.

      I scratched the back of my head and stepped on through. Passing through the doorway felt like walking into a wall of whipped cream. I felt a slight resistance and had the sensation I was swimming for a split-second, then I was through.

      The other side looked much like the hall I’d just left, only bigger—way bigger. I walked forward, following it for a few hundred yards as the ceiling got higher and higher until it eventually vanished in the darkness above. A dozen or so yards after that, and I came to a spot where two alcoves appeared in the walls, each roughly ten feet up and twice as wide, with the interior walls stretching up into the black expanse beyond.

      There was a red square painted on the floor between the alcoves, large enough for a giant to stand inside. “STAND HERE” had been stenciled in the center in white paint. I already knew what came next, so I did exactly that.

      A loud purring sound came from the right alcove, and a booming female voice echoed from the left. “Who comes before us, Asim?”

      The purring gently transitioned into a rich bass voice. “I know not, Amunet. Man flesh, it seems.”

      The voices were cultured, but they had an awkward, forced way about them. It reminded me of those people who wore period clothing while affecting a transatlantic accent. After hearing them speak, I half expected the sphinxes to challenge me to a jitterbug or Charleston contest.

      “Mmm, long has it been since we tasted such,” Amunet said as she inched her way forward to the edge of the alcove.

      Her movements were quite catlike, and no wonder. She was essentially a twelve-foot-tall lion with a giant’s head atop her shoulders. Rather than the traditional headdress seen on sphinxes found in museums, she wore her hair in thick cornrows that ended in lush black braids that flowed down either side of her neck. Beautiful beads made from jewels and brightly colored stones adorned her hair, and they clicked together each time she swished her tail.

      Knowing how the game was played, I was completely safe, for the moment. Thus, I felt no trepidation at turning my gaze to my right, where Asim awaited me inside of his alcove.

      He appeared a bit more eager, hanging his forepaws over the edge as he gazed down at me with interest. Unlike his sister’s—or was he her mate?—Asim’s hair was cropped close to his skull. He wore kohl around his almond eyes, while I noted his partner did not.

      The skin on their humanoid faces was smooth and dark like burnished bronze, their features fair and bold. Each had high cheek bones, thick full lips, strong jaws, and steel-gray eyes that shone with bright intelligence, no small amount of curiosity, and hunger.

      Sphinxes were interesting creatures. Created of magic and representing the gods’ insatiable need to fuck with nature, they were the result of interspecies DNA splicing facilitated by copious amounts of eldritch energy. Their purpose was their function, to act as guardians protecting the gods’ possessions, sacred places, and forbidden knowledge.

      How they did this was the oddest thing of all. Sphinxes were compelled to give their prey a fighting chance, not by fighting but by displaying wit and wisdom. They did this by challenging interlopers with riddles. Answer three in a row correctly, and you got off scot-free. Answer wrong, and they hypnotized you and devoured you whole.

      Asim stared back at me, an amused smile tugging at his lips. “And for what purpose does the human venture forth?”

      “I wish to pass,” I replied.

      “And does the prey—”  Amunet stopped herself. “That is to say, the petitioner, know the rules?”

      “He does,” I said.

      “Then, let us begin,” Asim suggested. “The more you take away, the more—”

      “A hole,” I said, cutting him off.

      Asim glared at me. “You’re supposed to wait until I finish the riddle.”

      “Um, sorry.” He continued to glare. “Did I get it right?”

      “You did,” he snarled.

      “My turn,” Amunet said enthusiastically.

      “You seem happy about that,” I remarked.

      “Well, whoever stumps the petitioner gets the first bite.”

      “We take turns going first,” Asim added.

      “It’s an excellent system,” Amunet asserted.

      “Obviously. I’m ready for the next riddle, by the way.”

      “Splendid.” Amunet’s tail swished back and forth like a metronome needle. “Always in you, sometimes on you; if I surround you I can—”

      “Water,” I blurted out.

      Amunet hissed. “I thought you said you knew the rules.”

      “My apologies, but I have places to be.”

      She huffed and laid her chin on her forepaws. “Correct.”

      I looked back to Asim, who flashed a toothy grin. His teeth were not unlike those of a vampire, I noted.

      “Final question.”

      “No lightning round?” I asked.

      He drew his lips into a taut line, narrowing his eyes. “There are no bonus points for answering additional questions.”

      “Seems like there should be, you know? Like, I should get a prize for going above and beyond.”

      “Now I really want to eat him,” Amunet whispered. “Give him a difficult one.”

      “By all means,” Asim said, clearing his throat. “I’m as small as an ant, as big as a whale. I’ll approach like a breeze but come like a gale. By some I get hit, but all have shown fear, I dance to the music although I can’t hear—”

      “Is there much more to this one? Because it’s kind of long.”

      “Patience,” Asim snapped. “I’m almost done.”

      “Continue, please.”

      “Ahem, where was I?”

      “You were at ‘hear,’ I believe,” Amunet said.

      “Ah, of course.” The male sphinx did a little shimmy of his shoulders as he drew himself up a bit. “Of names, I have many, but then only one. I’m slow as a snail, but from me you can’t run. What am I?”

      “Let’s see,” I muttered, tapping a finger on my chin. “Ant, whale. Breeze, gale. Fear and hear, one and run…”

      “He’s stumped,” Amunet asserted. “Can we eat him now?”

      “Hold on now, it’s my turn,” the other sphinx responded. “I’ll be the one to say when we eat.” He turned his attention to me. “Ready to give up?”

      “How long do I have?”

      “As long as you like, within reason. We’ve given petitioners up to an hour, but if it looks like you’re stalling we simply pounce.”

      “Well, that hardly seems sporting, not having clear time limits.”

      “Yes, but the tension is so delicious,” Amunet purred. “Sometimes they even piss themselves.”

      “Ugh. And you still eat them?”

      “It’s considered a delicacy where we’re from,” Asim said.

      “Egypt?”

      “No, Camden.” He yawned, affecting boredom. “Give up?”

      “Is it…?”

      “Yes?” they intoned simultaneously, leaning forward on their individual perches.

      “The answer is, ‘a shadow.’”

      Amunet yowled like she’d been shot, while Asim practically fell off his ledge. Apparently, he’d been very eager to pounce. It took several seconds for the two to regain their composure, but eventually they resumed their very catlike poses. I noticed that Amunet’s tail was no longer swishing.

      “May I go now?”

      “Yes!” they shouted in unison.

      “Great. Have a nice day.”

      “Fuck you, ya’ douche-noggin,” Amunet snarled in a low-brow, east coast accent.

      “And get a real haircut,” Asim added, his voice now more Jersey Shore than The Philadelphia Story. “That side-swoop makes you look like the world’s biggest cock-nozzle.”

      I flipped them off without looking back as I headed down the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      Distance was difficult to gauge within the vault, as the corridor was just one long, uniform lane. Eventually, however, a golden glow appeared in the distance. As I continued on it grew brighter, and after several minutes of walking I was able to make out the arch that marked the exit.

      As I neared it, I slipped Gunnarson’s invisibility cloak around my shoulders, and I was actually able to get it to cooperate. This allowed me to slink up to the door undetected, where I got a good look at what lay beyond. Quite simply, the view was a sight to behold.

      As in the corridor, the ceiling disappeared into darkness high above. But down here near the floor level, it was anything but dark. That was due to the contents of the room, as well as a strange artificial light that came from everywhere and nowhere at once, glittering and reflecting off multiple surfaces.

      Most of those surfaces were gold, although plenty were silver and other precious metals. I’d expected to see something like Smaug’s horde, just piles upon piles of gold coins and phat lewt, but the reality was quite the opposite. Rather than an unorganized mess of treasure, the vault contained row upon row of huge metal shelving units, each populated with neatly placed valuables.

      Every item was tagged, and the tags were marked in neat handwriting. I saw various handwriting styles, as well as evidence of at least a dozen languages. Recognizing my native tongue, I checked a tag at random, which said:

      ITEM: 3rd century lyre, gold and inlaid lapis, w/strings made from a unicorn’s mane.

      PROV: Apollo > Hermes > Aphrodite

      DATE: Added to collection 364b in 832. Transferred to 945d in 1267. Moved to 90a in 1801.

      Curiosity sated, I released the tag and continued on. The place was enormous, but I didn’t want to steal from just any god. I wanted Eris’ shit.

      It took some time, but eventually I found what I was looking for simply by heading toward the center of the vault. That’s where the smoke and the chemical fire smell were coming from, along with a peculiar musky odor that reminded me of a bearded dragon that one of my childhood friends had kept as a pet. As a rule, lizards give off very little scent, but they can mark their territories with musk.

      No one else could smell the lizard, and it wasn’t until years later that I figured why I was able to do so. I wondered if a normal human would detect the odor I was picking up in here. If they did, it was likely the pheromones would repulse them such that they were sent packing, making it highly unlikely. Ambush predators rarely gave themselves away, after all.

      The section was 3219, shelves “e” through “p.” It was full of reinforced metal travel crates, the sort banks and museums used to move precious items. I opened one of them—that one was full of Krugerands stacked in clear plastic tubes. I shut it and checked a second box, which contained neatly stacked gold bars, tucked securely within hard black foam.

      A brief review of the tags revealed similar manifests, although one box contained nothing but “bananas,” thousand-dollar poker chips from various major casinos all over Vegas. That one was the real jackpot, as it held more wealth than several other containers combined. Every box was marked as owned by none other than Eris.

      Bingo.

      “It’s pretty damned impressive, isn’t it?”

      I shut the box I’d been examining, turning to face Eris without removing the cloak. She was dressed more conservatively than when I’d last seen her, in a black strapless tuxedo jumpsuit with matching black heels. Her hair was pulled up but carefully coifed in a loose, breezy style. If the do wasn’t a glamour, I’d say it likely cost a grand or more at a high-dollar salon.

      “Oh, take off the silly cloak,” she pouted, waving dismissively. “I’m in my power and on my own territory, so there’s not much I’d miss.”

      I swept the cloak off with a flourish, stuffing it in my Bag. “Eris, we meet again.”

      “Yeah, yeah—charmed and all that. We both knew this day was coming, and thankfully you were dumb enough to bring yourself to me. Camilla insisted that was your plan, but I didn’t actually believe you would be that stupid. Sheesh, but you are a dipshit.”

      Well, at least I know for sure what happened to my cat burglar now.

      I ignored the insults, instead seeking to draw information from her while I could. “Still, I don’t get it. Why rebel against the Trickster’s Union and come after me? What’d I ever do to you?”

      She rolled her eyes like she was speaking to the dumbest kid in class. “You really are dense, aren’t you? I don’t have anything against you, except marching orders. Everyone answers to someone, and I’m not exactly sitting high on Olympus. Am I a goddess? Sure. Do I have a ton of followers? Nope. So, they send the orders from on high, and I carry them out.”

      “Who sent orders from on high?” This, I needed to know.

      “Think, McFly,” she said with a sneer. “You think those dusty old deities in the Celtic pantheon are the only ones who want to return to power? Not even. Some of us might have retired to a life of privacy and quiet, like Niamh, cooking and gardening and shit while she plays ‘Real Divorcees of Austin.’ Fucking pathetic. But others miss the old days.”

      “The old days, eh?”

      “When you fuckers feared us. We showed up, and humans cowered. We could wipe out entire cities, and no one would bat a fucking eye.” Her eyes actually grew a little misty as she continued. “Ah, now those were the days.”

      “I still don’t see what this has to do with me,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “All I ever wanted was to be left alone.”

      “Shit, I’d be happy to let you. But some of the big shots think you’re too dangerous to leave be. You fucking killed that avatar, fucking Queztl-whatever-the-fuck, and that marked you out.”

      “Kulkulkan, actually.”

      “What-evs. You’re a wildcard, an unknown quantity, and you keep gaining more power. So, she assigned me to take you out.”

      “Who assigned you, Eris?”

      She wagged a finger at me. “Ah, ah, ah. No peeking.”

      “I’ll be dead anyway soon. You have the Apple on you, obviously. With all that power present, you can fuck me up. Why not tell me?”

      She sighed loudly while twisting her mouth into a lopsided frown. “Not my place to say. And if you think I’m doing the dirty work, you are sadly mistaken.”

      Here it comes.

      Eris snapped her fingers over her head. “Ty, be a good dragon and eat this lowbred piece of trash.”

      A sort of rustling noise echoed across the chamber, and I had the feeling that something huge was moving in the darkness. Despite the enhanced eyesight I enjoyed when I stealth-shifted, I couldn’t make out much for some reason. There was a loud snort, followed by a great wind that blew from up above.

      Suddenly the darkness parted, and I realized it wasn’t darkness, but smoke. And there, staring down at me, was the head of a serpent that was as big as a two-story suburban home. At least, it was sort of serpentine, but also strangely humanoid.

      For the most part, its skull was elongated and diamond-shaped, but it had more height from the bottom of its jaw to the top of its skull that a normal-sized snake. And, unlike a mundane serpent, it had vestigial ears on the side of its head, beneath a ridge of bone and spikes that came down and over its eyes to meet in the center of its forehead.

      The dragon’s orange-gold eyes—because it was a dragon, most definitely—were very snake-like, with vertical slits and nictitating membranes that slid horizontally across as it stared down at me. A great, forked tongue snaked out of its massive mouth, tasting the air as its thin, scaled lips parted slightly to reveal needle sharp teeth the size of small tree.

      Typhon snorted again, blowing smoke over both of us. As his head swayed back and forth, I noticed a massive collar around his neck, and a chain that could anchor a battleship rattling off into the distance. When I tried hard enough, I could just make out the outline of his massive, lizard-like body, undulating in the smoke that roiled and clung to the high cavern ceiling far overhead.

      If he wanted, he could have me for a snack with one quick strike and snap of his jaws, and there’d be nothing I could do about it. Heck, even in my full Fomorian form, I stood a snowball’s chance in hell against him. How did you even fight a creature that was the size of a football field and could breathe fire, with skin like armor and claws that could shred a heavy assault tank?

      Ah, shit.

      “Liberator,” the dragon said in a voice like thunder.

      I gulped audibly. “Uh, hey there, Typhon.”

      “Wait, you two—?” The confusion was evident in Eris’ voice as her gaze darted back and forth between us. “Never mind that. Just fucking eat him so I can get back to work already. I’m hosting the sheik of Abu Dhabi and a full film crew for dinner at eight.”

      The goddess pulled out her phone and started typing on it with her thumbs. I guess they had WiFi in here, go figure.

      Typhon swung his massive head around so he could look at Eris directly. “No.”

      “Great,” she said, still glancing at her phone until his answer registered fully. She looked up at him, the glow of her phone illuminating her pretty, sorority girl features. “What do you mean, ‘no’?”

      “I refuse,” the ancient titan said. “Slay him yourself, if you must.”

      I drew Dyrnwyn from my Bag, savoring the sight of the blade alighting with white-hot flames up and down its length. Holding the sword vertically in front of me, slightly to one side so I could look at Eris, I fixed her with a hard stare.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me then, blondie.”

      “Shit.” Eris pulled something from her pocket: a shiny, round brass thing.

      The watch.

      I was already moving toward her, but I was a step behind. She held the watch aloft and pressed a button on the side. When she did, it was as if a black hole opened behind her, sucking her in through a pinhole in time and space. By the time I swung my sword where she’d just been, she was gone.

      Damn it.

      “I have to go after her,” I said as I craned my neck to look up at Typhon.

      “Hmm. I take it our deal still stands?”

      “Of course.”

      He snorted great, billowing puffs of smoke. “Go. I have waited eons. I can wait a bit longer.”

      “Thanks, Typhon. I’ll be right back, and when I do, I’ll cut you loose.”

      With that, I closed my eyes and began to track a goddess down The Twisted Paths.
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      Tracking someone down the Twisted Paths was not a simple matter. Time travel left clues, yes, but you never knew when those clues were false trails and dead ends. If the person you were chasing was smart, they might even lead you into traps—say, tricking you into slipping into a timestream in the middle of a gun fight, or dropping yourself into the La Brea tar pits.

      Click and I had played plenty of hide and seek in the Paths during my training. When you had nothing but time on your hands, as every chronourgist did, you could run all the scenarios you liked. Chasing a master of chronourgy down the variegated, bifurcating arteries of time itself tended to prepare a druid for the worst, especially since Click wasn’t beyond dropping me into the shit.

      I’d been attacked by man-eating lions in Africa, shot at by counter-terror tac teams in Israel, drowned by merpeople off the coast of Ireland—you name it, he’d led me into it. For that reason alone, my confidence level in my ability to catch Eris while avoiding trouble was pretty damned high. Plus, that timepiece she’d stolen from Maeve left a trail through the timelines a mile wide.

      No subtlety to this thing whatsoever.

      Maeve might’ve been convinced that her thingamajigger had been made by Chronos, but if that were the case, he was a shitty practitioner of time magic. Using the arts of chronomancy and chronourgy required a light touch if you didn’t want to damage the fabric of existence or screw up the extant timeline. Those who seriously studied time magic worked at it like a surgeon with a scalpel.

      This thing was a scythe, cutting a path through the Paths with reckless abandon. What really had me concerned, however, was that Eris would do something dumb in her haste to escape. One very real possibility was entering our own timeline in the past and setting events in motion that would alter time.

      That wouldn’t change our future—once the future had been experienced, that then became your unalterable past—but it could cause another timeline to branch off. Like the Hellpocalypse, such a splintering could result in an entirely new reality being born into existence, one where horrible things might happen. I didn’t want to be responsible for that, so I intended to catch her quickly.

      Her trail first led to France, into the trenches of World War I during the year 1918. That was a dick move, and obviously meant to make me lose her trail in the transfer.

      One of the tricks of escaping down the Paths was to enter the timeline at one specific juncture, then move around within that position in time before you reentered the Paths. It was much easier to lose a pursuer this way, as they’d have to track you through the physical world. That was a lot more difficult than following a magician’s wake through the Paths.

      Yet entering and exiting timelines left ripples as well. They were harder to spot, but they were there. I found where Eris entered 1918 easily enough, and before I followed, I slipped on Gunnarson’s cloak and threw the sword inside my Bag. The last thing I needed was to start a new religion by appearing in the trenches out of nowhere carrying a flaming sword.

      Once I was invisible, I jumped through. It was cold, wet, and muddy, and the smells were overwhelming—a combination of stagnant water, human waste, smoke, and death. As I moved through the trenches, the moans and cries of the wounded and dying were difficult to ignore. I had to remind myself that if I stopped to help someone, not only would I lose Eris, but I’d also possibly create a new branch of time as well.

      After a thirty-minute slog that left me with images I could never erase from my memory, I finally located where she’d exited the timeline. Heading back into the paths, I was cold, wet, and pissed off. I then followed Eris to the very late Pleistocene of North America.

      Cold didn’t come close to accurately describing the conditions I experienced when I entered the timeline there, chasing Eris across a tundra populated by megafauna, much of which would be happy to eat me for dinner. But if her plan had been to lead me into an ambush, she must’ve forgotten about the cloak’s abilities.

      Or, she wasn’t keen to everything it could do. The thing could cloak me from any being’s scent, hearing, and sight. Unless it decided to crap out at an inopportune time, I was absolutely undetectable while wearing it, at least when I wasn’t facing goddesses on their own turf.

      Other than the cold, the most difficult thing I faced there was avoiding becoming distracted by the animals populating the tundra. It wasn’t every day you got to see a herd of wooly mammoths, after all.

      As for Eris, she was running a zig-zag pattern across the plains. The bitch could move, too. Until now, I’d only seen her as the spoiled college girl she pretended to be, but in actuality she was a deity, with all the requisite powers that entailed. Physically speaking, even minor gods were a match for any supernatural creature, including me.

      I’d stopped to look more closely at a track she’d left in the frozen ground when I heard a sort of high whistling noise in the distance.

      What the hell could that be?

      That’s when it began: a series of sonic booms and explosions as fireballs erupted in the atmosphere. At first, I thought Eris had brought down a firestorm on me, a ballsy move but probably not a big deal this far back in the timeline. But then I remembered what happened around 13,000 BC.

      The Younger-Dryas impact event. Shit.

      The Younger-Dryas impact hypothesis was a theory about what caused the deglaciation of North America, and subsequent extinction of the megafauna that inhabited the late Pleistocene. Ever wonder what killed all the mammoths, saber-toothed tigers, and short-faced bears? Try a comet the size of a small city that fragmented on entering the atmosphere, causing meteor airbursts over most of the hemisphere.

      It was like a thousand nuclear air detonations happening all at once, and I was smack in the middle of it.

      Fuck!

      I saw the explosion overhead before I heard it, a massive orange fireball that lit up the sky like a second sun. The sound it made was deafening, then the concussive surge hit, a pressure wave that was like the hand of God pressing down on the Earth. Before I could come up with a reasonable survival strategy, I was being tossed and tumbled across the tundra like a rag doll.

      First, I tried rolling into a tight ball, but I kept getting bashed against rocks and trees and breaking things. Soon I had broken limbs, a crushed ribcage, and a concussion—and the event was just getting started. With no other options, I started to shift into my full Fomorian form.
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        * * *

      

      Shifting while I was healthy was bad enough. Rearranging every bone, sinew, and muscle in your body hurt like a motherfucker. But doing it while you were suffering repeated, massive traumas, well—that was another matter entirely. What followed was twenty seconds of the worst hell I’d ever experienced.

      At least, I think it was twenty seconds. I had no idea, because I lost consciousness in the middle of it. When I awoke, I was in a world of darkness, and I was suffocating. It took me a few moments to orient myself. That was when I realized I couldn’t see because I had a mouthful of fur.

      Something was on top of me, something that was far bigger than me. I was pinned underneath it, and I couldn’t move it.

      Well, shit.

      Although I couldn’t breathe, I was capable of holding my breath for extended periods in this form. So, I waited for my healing factor to repair what it could. Minutes passed, and as they did, I found myself thinking ever more clearly. That allowed me to do an inventory of my current state based on feel alone.

      Can’t feel my legs.

      That was the first thing I realized. My right arm was also twisted under me at an unnatural angle. It seemed it had been broken and healed backward.

      Great.

      My left arm seemed to be functioning, but it was pinned flat under the weight of what I assumed to be a full-grown wooly mammoth. Without the use of my other arm and legs, I had zero leverage with which to push the thing off me. It was time to formulate another plan.

      Problem one—I’ll need to breathe eventually.

      Problem two—my body is in a nonfunctional state.

      Problem three—once it heals wrong, the only way to fix it is to re-break everything, set it, and let it heal properly.

      Or, to shift back into my human form, broken as fuck and all, and start all over again. My Fomorian healing factor would then fix everything as it rearranged me completely on the way from human to Fomorian nightmare. Which brought me to…

      Problem four—if I shift back to human right now, I’ll either suffocate or be crushed and killed under the weight of this fucking smelly ass dead mastodon.

      Wait, were mastodons and mammoths the same thing? I couldn’t remember. All I knew is that I had to solve one problem at a time. Air first, then.

      I started by wriggling my left arm, doing my damnedest to create enough space to turn my hand palm-down. That seemingly took forever, but eventually I managed. From there, it was a matter of finger-crawling my arm outward in the hopes I could reach out from under this seven-ton carcass.

      Fingers scraping across the ground, muscles straining, dragging my one functioning limb, inch by painful inch…

      I found myself taking breaks ever more frequently as I went because I was running out of oxygen. Even Fomorians needed to breathe, after all. Yet I kept at it, my Fomorian warrior brain augmenting my innate dogged determination to survive.

      After what seemed like hours, I felt it—the biting snap of cold air at my fingertips. With a final, muscle-burning effort, I turned my hand sideways and made a fist, propping it up to allow the tiniest bit of air to slip in along the space between my arm, the dead mammoth, and the ground.

      I was lucky, as we’d landed on some sort of stony outcrop. Had I landed on the tundra soil, the weight and warmth of my body and the dead animal would’ve melted the permafrost, forcing my body under. They’d have found us in this state ages from now, just a jumbled pile of bones.

      Then the Smithsonian would swoop in, collect my skeleton, and bury it in a drawer somewhere in Area 51. Why? Because there is no room for any such thing as a giant in the fossil record.

      I tried laughing, but it hurt like a motherfucker. So, I set my mind to the next problem.

      I need to shift, but I can’t do it while I’m stuck under this damned thing. How the fuck am I going to get out?

      It was time for an inventory of tools and resources. I didn’t have much, because everything was in my Bag. That is, except for my magic. But, surprise—I’d used most of my innate magical reserves fighting those fucking empousai and spartoi.

      With the Oak and Grove fifteen thousand years into the future, there was no way to tap into their magic, either. And I couldn’t just slip into the Paths like this. If I passed out, there was no telling where I’d end up. Hell, my mind might float around in there forever, while my body died out here.

      If I could blast part of this thing off me, I might be able to squirm out from under it. What could I use, though? A fireball?

      No, I’d be firing it point blank, and it’d sputter out before it had time to penetrate and detonate. A lightning bolt would simply burn a hole through the carcass. No way could I currently summon enough juice to cause something this big to explode.

      I did have one other option.

      Mogh’s Scythe.

      It would be risky as hell. If I could manage to cast it, I might, just might, be able to slice this thing in half and crawl out through the resulting division. Only one problem with that plan, though.

      I might slice myself in half, too.

      Or I could wait here for this thing to decompose, eating chunks of dead, decaying flesh off it until enough of it rotted away to allow me to escape. I had to laugh at that one. Hell of a plan, that.

      Mogh’s Scythe it is.

      Typically, I directed and aimed the spell with my hands. Now wasn’t the time to experiment with casting it from other parts of my body, not in the state I was in right now. No, I needed to stick with the tried and true, and I needed to be as accurate as possible when I did so.

      So, how am I going to do this?

      Whenever I cast the spell, I directed a flat sheet of highly compressed air from my hands, wide enough to cut an opponent in two. That was all well and good, but I needed to get the air to compress in the first place. This was going to take some doing because I’d have to compress it, send it through to the center of the carcass, and then spread it out to slice the thing clean through.

      Again, I worried if I was going to cut myself in half. If I wanted to get out of here, I had to cut the animal in half along my body’s axis. A dangerous proposition, to be sure.

      So, send it into the thing’s body, and then expand it up instead of out.

      Would that work? I’d never done it before. Time to find out.

      I started by dropping into a druid trance, then I connected with the air “outside.” This I pulled in, little by little, compressing it within the palm of my left hand. When I had several hundred cubic meters of air compressed into a sphere the size of a golf ball, I flattened it and sent it spinning like a buzzsaw into the carcass.

      Sensing its position with my magic, I stopped the compressed air blade’s movement and rotation right above my chest. Next, I turned it so it was lined up with the axis of my spine. That wasn’t strictly necessary, as I could shape the air however I liked. But it would help me visualize the next step in the process.

      The most dangerous part.

      Deep in my trance, I pictured what I wanted in my mind dozens of times. I imagined the compressed air taking the shape of a semicircle above me, with the flat part just out of contact with my body and the round part bisecting the carcass. Over and over again, I saw it happening, even as I compressed the air further to build potential energy for when I released it.

      When I was absolutely certain I was ready, I released the spell.

      FOOSH!

      I must’ve pulled in a lot more air than I thought I had, because it not only split the thing in two—it blew the halves apart by a foot or more. That gave me plenty of room to breathe, even though I was covered in mammoth blood and guts and whatever it had been eating for the last several days.

      Gross.

      Using every bit of strength I had left, I struggled to a sitting position, using my one good arm to claw and pull myself upright. My spine was definitely severed, and my right arm was fucked, but I now had a fighting chance. The next step was extricating myself completely so I could shift and shift back unobstructed.

      Could I do it here? Yeah, but with the part of the weight of the mammoth pressing down on me, I might not heal correctly. I had to crawl out to do it right. So, that’s what I did.

      Using one arm—a Fomorian’s arm, but still—I clawed and tore my way up through the carcass. It was slippery, disgusting work, but I managed it, bit by exhausting bit. When I was done, I pulled myself over the edge of one half of the carcass, then I slid off down the other side, eyes closed and panting my ass off.

      I lay there for a moment, basking in the glory of survival in the face of ridiculous odds. That’s when I heard it—someone giggling. I opened one eye and looked, and there she was, sitting on a boulder nearby.

      “Why, hello, Colin,” Eris said.
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        * * *

      

      Eris was dressed in the same black jumper and heels, looking as fresh as the moment she’d popped out of our time on her way to 1918. It had to be nice to be a deity, what with the access to seemingly limitless reserves of magic and the ability to bend the laws of nature.

      “Bitch,” I rumbled in my deep, resonant Fomorian voice.

      She snorted and affected a wide-eyed expression of awe. “I bet that was. Fucking ’ay! I was going to just finish you off after I found you, but then I saw the predicament you ended up in, and I couldn’t help myself. ‘Is he going to make it? Isn’t he?’ Why, the suspense was killing me. And what a spectacle. I mean, dayum!”

      I don’t think I’d ever wanted someone dead more than I did her in that moment. She’d tricked me, just as Click had warned she would, and in the worst way possible. I wasn’t completely invulnerable in my full Fomorian form, but damned near it, and she’d found a way to bring me to my knees.

      I couldn’t match even a lesser goddess like Eris magic for magic, druid master or no. Not even with the Oak and Grove at my disposal. My main advantage was physical, and I’d planned to catch her out of her element and use my raw strength to subdue her.

      Yet she’d outmaneuvered me handily, effectively wiping out my advantage. I had to hand it to her, she was the better trickster by far—despite the fact that I’d avoided her trap earlier with one of my own.

      I coughed up a little blood, wiping it from my chin even though I was covered in mammoth gore. “Did you think this up on the fly?”

      She crossed her legs, uncrossed them, and crossed them again, smoothing her pants out. “Nah. You’re a bruiser by nature, Colin. Never been much of a thinker, that much is clear. We’ve dealt with plenty of those in the Greek pantheon, and gods like me have learned to keep contingency plans in our back pockets. I thought this one up shortly after I nabbed this thing.”

      Eris dangled the timepiece from her left hand, allowing it to swing and spin from a thin gold chain that was attached to it. She stared at it as if it were nothing more than a trinket, a bauble, a gimmick. Thus were the gods fashioned, taking world-altering power for granted, abusing it—and us—as they saw fit.

      Proof that absolute power does corrupt absolutely.

      I hacked up a ball of bloody phlegm and spat it in her direction, even as I wracked my brain for a way out of this mess. “So, what happens now?”

      The goddess tucked the timepiece away in her front pants pocket. “I kill you, that’s what.”

      “Sure you’re equipped for that?”

      “Pfft. You think I’ve never killed a giant before? Colin, I’m an Olympian. Nyx had me training in the ways of war from the time I could hold a sword. I was hunting titans on a centaur’s back before I had my first moon.”

      “Fair enough. But if you were that good, you’d have faced me in single combat.”

      She rolled her eyes, an expression she seemed to favor. “Oh, save it. You’re not going to goad me into letting you heal so I can face you fairly, just to save face.” Eris poked a thumb at her chest. “Trickster, remember? I couldn’t give a shit about fair play.”

      “It was worth a shot,” I replied, ending the sentence in a coughing fit.

      She reached back with her left hand and pulled a shiny bronze harpē out of nowhere. Hooked sword in hand, she popped to her feet. “I guess I’d better get on with this, before your body figures out a way to fix all those injuries.”

      “Nice blade. Hephaestus make that?”

      Eris spun the sword as she tossed it up in the air, then she caught it and gave it a flourish. “The gimp does good work, I’ll give him that. All our shit is enchanted, you know.”

      “Ah. Sharp enough to cut through my neck, I take it.”

      “Oh, don’t be a baby,” she said, pressing her lips into a crooked frown. “I’ll give you a clean death. You’ve earned that much, at least.”

      I gave her a curt nod, then I pushed myself up to a seated position with my back to the corpse.

      As Eris strolled around behind the mammoth carcass she whistled a lively tune—something from Dua Lipa’s backlist, from the sound of it—and she twirled the sword in lazy circles. The blade was likely as fine as anything Perseus had carried.

      The one Zeus gave Perseus was said to be a diamond blade, but that was likely an exaggeration based on how well it performed. I thought it more likely that it was similar to the one Eris currently carried. They probably had whole storerooms full of them in Olympus, weapons forged by the cyclopes and hecatoncheires and enchanted with a wave of Hephaestus’ hand.

      I felt her hop atop the half of the mammoth I leaned against, and as she stepped into position behind me, I began to mutter under my breath. I crossed myself with my left hand, laying it across my breast.

      “Alright, I’m ready.”

      “Seriously?” Eris’ voice dripped with disdain. “You know we rarely listen to those. Total waste of breath.”

      “Just get it over with already.”

      She hmphed. “Your funeral.”

      I waited for the whistle of the blade, then I lifted my arm, blocking my neck as I released the druidic spell I’d infused it with when I crossed myself. Sure, with the enchantment the smith had placed on it, that blade would slice clean through my arm and neck like a hot knife through butter. But there wasn’t a mundane bronze blade made that could cut through Fomorian bone.

      As the sword struck my flesh, it bit deep, just as the disenchantment magic released into the metal. With a loud clang it hit bone, then the blade bent around my arm. I’d turned my wrist so as to avoid getting any arteries or tendons cut, which left my arm functional for what I had planned next.

      Days ago, I’d spent considerable time learning how to disenchant metal forged by Hephaestus and his assistants. Bruce had been ebullient in his willingness to describe the processes they used to enchant metal. I needed the info in order to free Typhon, which I intended to do shortly.

      But right now, that knowledge was saving my life.

      Eris put everything she had into that swing, and when the sword got stuck, it threw her off balance. I didn’t have the use of my legs, but my torso and left arm worked fine. With all the speed and strength my Fomorian heritage granted, I twisted around and grabbed her by her skinny little ankle.

      Then, I did my best Bamm-Bamm imitation. I slammed her against the stone face on which I sat, over and over again. For a good minute, I beat that bitch bloody, bashing her against the rock like a dusty rug until she was barely breathing.

      Did I take pleasure in it? You’re damned right I did. We Fomorians have a mean streak a mile wide. I gave it the beans as I beat her and laughed about it while I was doing it.

      After the goddess of strife and discord was good and subdued—meaning, unconscious—I dug around in her pockets. She had little pocket dimensions in there, so it took some doing, but eventually I came up with the missing other half of the Oak leaf, the Apple of Discord, and the timepiece.

      What a minute—is a portion missing from that leaf?

      I shook my head, dismissing the thought. Now was not the time to concern myself with such matters. Moving with haste, I tucked everything into my Bag, which had shown up while I was dealing with Eris. I had found some other interesting items while I was digging around, including the title to Caesar’s and a few of the other properties she owned along the Strip.

      Private ownership? You’d think these places would be owned by corporations that she controlled. Gods are weird. Vegas Diva, indeed.

      Why she kept the titles on her was anyone’s guess. I assumed, being somewhat fungible and highly forgeable documents, they were too valuable to leave in the vault. On a whim, I grabbed the most valuable documents and tossed them in with the rest of my loot. I’d return to those in a minute.

      My next step was healing, but not until I had her trapped. I used a little druid magic to sink her into the stone up to her neck, making sure to give her room to breathe. Then, I began to shift.

      It was absolute agony. My half-Fomorian form was durable, but it didn’t heal as well as my body did in full-on Hyde-side mode. As I transformed, it attempted to heal the damage that had been done, but the healing went poorly, and I suffered tremendously throughout the process.

      When that part was done, I was left malformed and gasping on the ground, barely conscious. I spent several minutes recovering, checking to make certain that Eris was still out of commission before I attempted to finish the task. She was, so I began to shift back into my one hundred percent Fomorian form.

      Did it hurt? Yes, but in a good way, as the transformation finally put everything back in place. Once I was done, I was left whole and hale, the way things were meant to be. And, I was starving.

      An hour or so later, Eris awoke to the smell of mammoth meat roasting over an open fire. I’d butchered part of it and cooked it while she was out, figuring it was going to be a while before I’d have the chance to taste megafauna again. It turned out that barbecued mammoth was pretty damned good. A bit gamey, but filling.

      I sat gnawing on a mammoth tibia as Eris opened a swollen, blood-encrusted eye. “You’re gross.”

      “I’m full, is what I am.”

      I tossed the bone away, then I pulled Dyrnwyn from my Bag. In the presence of an ancient evil, the sword lit up immediately, blazing brightly and illuminating Eris’ battered face as the light faded over the tundra. When I held the blade close to her face, she flinched away.

      “Now, you and I are going to have a little chat. Oh, and I’m going to need your signature on a couple of documents.”
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      When we were done with our “chat,” I had become the proud owner of several casinos, and Eris had sworn to submit to whatever justice the Trickster’s Union saw fit to administer. As it turned out, she preferred that to facing whomever she’d been working for all this time. Considering that I still couldn’t get the name out of her, I figured it was one of the big dogs.

      Using druid magic, I fashioned Eris’ sword into shackles. After I pulled her out of her prison, I placed the shackles around her wrists before re-enchanting them as Bruce had taught me. Finally, I embedded the churchkey—sans rabbit’s foot, of course—between the shackles, to negate her deific magic. Then, I opened my Bag and called for Click.

      “Yo, come on out. I’m done here.”

      Click popped his head out of the Bag, hanging on the lip with his fingers like a child looking over the edge of a kiddie pool. He looked around with no small amount of wonder, first at the sky above, which was extraordinary despite being partially obscured by the growing cloud of debris that had been forming, then at the mammoth, and finally, at Eris.

      “Ye’ve been busy, lad.”

      “Yup. Did you get everyone back to the junkyard, safe and sound?”

      “Aye, save the cat and the other one. How’d it go with the sphinxes?”

      “Piece of cake. Looking ahead and memorizing the answers was a good call.”

      “When in doubt, cheat. S’what I always say.”

      What I had to do next was going to be difficult. Out of sheer nervousness I began skinning the mammoth, just to keep my hands busy. I’d already decided to do so before I headed back anyway, because I was determined not to allow it to go to waste. Of the many tens of thousands that would die, at least this one wouldn’t have died in vain.

      I pointed my skinning knife at the goddess. “She’s sworn to abide by Trickster justice, whatever that means. You can take her back to face a jury, or whatever you tricksters do.”

      “We tricksters, ya’ mean, lad.”

      I looked over my shoulder at Click, shaking my head. “Nope, I’m done with that. Consider this a tendering of my resignation from the local chapter.”

      Eris chuckled to herself. I chucked a piece of mammoth fat at her head, striking her in the face where it adhered nicely. She lifted her shackled hands, flicking it off with a look of disgust. “Gross.”

      Click climbed out of the Bag, shedding it like a sleeping bag. “Are ya’ certain ya’ wish ta’ do this, Colin? Ya’ won’t be invited back in, not after quittin’ the induction process.”

      “I’m sure. I’m done with gods, and factions, and fighting everyone else’s battles. It’s time for me to shed all allegiances, except those I owe to myself.”

      “Smartest thing you’ve said yet,” Eris muttered.

      I cast a silence spell over her, then I turned my attention back to Click. “Make sure she gets what’s coming to her.”

      “I will, lad. Didja’ figure out who put her up to this scheme?”

      “Nope. One of the biggies, though. But I have that covered.”

      He arched an eyebrow at me. “His eminence, I take it?”

      I smiled. “We’ll find out soon enough.” I gestured with my skinning knife at Eris, whose hangdog expression was almost worth all the mess she’d caused. “You’d best get going.”

      “Right. I’ll see ya’ back at the junkyard, then.”

      “Not for a while, Click. I have things to do.”

      Before I knew it, he’d stepped in front of me. The old, wacky magician had tears in his eyes. “I’m proud o’ ya’, lad,” he said as he clapped a hand on my shoulder.

      “Thanks, Gwydion. For everything.”

      He nodded and wiped his nose on the sleeve of his leather jacket, then he turned to Eris. “Alright, you—time ta’ go.”

      They vanished from sight, and I went back to my task. When I was finished, I tanned the hide and smoked the meat with druid magic. After storing it all in the Bag, along with the tusks and some bone, I thanked the mammoth for giving its life to save mine, then I entered the Paths again.

      Moments later, I stepped back into the time stream inside the Vault of the Gods. I waited patiently, as I was dealing with an ancient being, one who likely saw the span of my life as the blink of an eye. Soon his massive head lowered toward me from the cloud of smoke above.

      “Greetings, Typhon.”

      “Liberator, I am pleased to see you. When you showed up at my mountain all those ages ago, I knew not what to think. Needless to say, I am now thankful you did so.”

      “Gratitude accepted. Let me get those chains off you.”

      He laid his head down on the concrete floor of the vault, carefully so as not to injure me. It took some time, because the chains were absolutely ginormous, and there were a lot of weaves to unravel in the enchantments. Yet, I managed it, and I jumped aside to avoid being crushed as the collar unlocked itself and fell away to the ground.

      Typhon slowly sat up before shaking his head like a puppy. Then, he roared his defiance to the sky. I covered my ears, smiling broadly as I watched the result of my handiwork.

      Would I come to regret this? Nope. I’d negotiated the terms of our agreement ages ago. When I walked the paths before starting the heist, cutting a deal with the titan was my primary goal, and I’d thought it out carefully.

      Just getting there was a challenge in and of itself. Learning a dead language was another monumental task, and getting close to him without being eaten, smashed, or incinerated was yet another among endless complications. Then, I had to convince him to agree to my terms.

      Essentially, I’d agreed to free him from his confinement by the gods, at such future date it occurred, within a year of my becoming aware of it happening. In turn, he agreed not to harm me, nor to destroy the world upon being freed from captivity, and to remain my ally henceforth. All in all, it was a pretty good deal for us both.

      After the titan was done, he lowered his head to speak with me. “Where will you go now, little titan?”

      “Well, I’m still being hunted by the gods, so I have to do something about that. And they sure as heck aren’t going to be happy with me doing this.” I cocked my head as I looked up at him. “You?”

      “Eh, Tahiti, I think. No, I don’t plan to devour it. I believe I’ll shapeshift and blend in with the locals, to live the good life for a time.”

      “No desire for revenge against the Greek pantheon?”

      He snorted out clouds of smoke. “Of course. However, I wish to take my time with it, and savor the process. But if you should have the opportunity to do battle with any of them in the meantime, I will always be available to help.”

      I sighed inwardly, as I was worried he might renege on that part of our deal. “That’s good to know.”

      “Speaking of time, do not worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

      One of the terms I’d forced Eris to accept was that she could never reveal my ability to use time magic, nor anything she’d learned about my druid powers. It was a broad demand, but what choice did she have? It’d help keep those powers under wraps for a while longer, but that wouldn’t last.

      “Yours as well, Typhon.” I paused for a moment to glance at the boxes full of gold and other valuables on the shelves behind me. “Say, before you go—could I get a hand with something first?”
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        * * *

      

      After making a stop or two on the old Oak-n-Grove Express, I exited the vault an hour or so later with the gold, the Apple, the leaf fragment, and the timepiece safely tucked away inside my Bag. There was just one more loose end to tie up, then I could get on with my plan to restore the Druids to their former glory. And, of course, spend some time with Fallyn.

      When I turned the corner on my way back to the casino—my casino—Toshiko and Loki awaited me. Honestly, I’d hoped Loki wouldn’t be there. In hindsight, I supposed that was just wishful thinking.

      “All I want is the Apple and the watch, Coli-nipsy,” the Norse trickster said. “You can have the gold. Hell, I’ve already paid Toshiko, so you can have her share, for all I care. Let’s just keep it civil, and we’ll all leave here rich and happy—you feel me?”

      Although I wasn’t surprised, the confirmation still stung a bit. With a soft sigh, I checked to make sure the flap was open on my Bag, then I fixed my gaze on the kitsune.

      “At first I was sure it’d be Deacon, but when I thought about how you were buttering up Hemi, I figured it out.” I inclined my head at Loki. “How much did he pay you to betray your honor code?”

      Her five tails flicked and swished behind her. It was the first time I’d seen her openly display them since we met. “Enough. Much more than you could offer. There are many things more valuable than money, Colin-san.”

      “And you, Loki? What will you do with the Apple and the timepiece after you have them in hand?”

      He smiled, gesturing broadly. “Coli-naïveté, please. What won’t I do with it? Starting Ragnarök comes to mind. And from there? Who knows?” He patted his palm before extending it toward me. “Now, hand ’em over.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “Is that enough for you?”

      Maeve stepped out of a portal on my right, and on my left Váli swept Gunnarson’s cloak off his shoulders, handing it to me. I folded it up and tossed it in the Bag, keeping the flap open.

      “I think that’s quite enough,” Maeve said. “The Dagda and I will have much to discuss with Odin and Frigg, certainly.”

      Váli nodded. “Indeed. It will be quite the lively conversation in Father’s hall this evening.” He snapped his hand out to the side, snatching a large, double-bladed axe from thin air. The god spun it around, setting it pommel down on the ground with his hands on the blade as he glared at Loki. “Come along, brother. We too have much to discuss.”

      Loki’s eyes widened as his jaw hit the floor. He looked at me, shaking his head ruefully. “You wound me, kid. I wouldn’t have harmed you. I’d have just taken the loot and split.”

      “Yeah, but you know I couldn’t have let it go at that, Loki.” There was genuine sadness in my voice as I continued. “And then, there would be blood.”

      He hung his head until his stringy surfer hair covered his eyes. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      I noticed Toshiko edging toward the exit, so I pointed at her. “Uh-uh, I don’t think so. Hemi, you mind?”

      A portal opened behind the kitsune and Hemi stepped through, slapping his war club in his palm. He called out behind him, keeping his gaze on the yōkai. “Thanks, love. Be home in time for din-din, aye?”

      The portal closed, leaving him towering over the kitsune, glaring as only a Maori warrior can. Toshiko gulped audibly, then she reached for the katana at her waist. Hemi cracked her across the jaw before her fingertips even touched the handle.

      As the yōkai dropped bonelessly to the ground, Hemi shifted his gaze to meet Maeve’s. “What do you want me to do with her?”

      Maeve smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “It’s high time I met with Amaterasu to catch up. Bring her along. We’ll retire to my gardens while my people make the arrangements.” She regarded me with a slight inclination of her head. “Master Druid.”

      Hemi hefted the kitsune over his shoulder. Then, he followed Maeve back to her portal, pausing to flash me a sad smile before entering. “Don’t be a stranger, bro.”

      “I’ll be along to visit soon. I promise.”

      When I turned my attention back to Loki and Váli, the latter had the trickster bound in ropes made of strange sinew. Narfi’s entrails. Damn. The Norse god of vengeance held the ropes in one hand, his battle-axe in the other. He held my gaze as a portal appeared behind him.

      “It seems I owe you a debt, druid.”

      “Oh, I’m sure I’ll find a way we can square up later. Be well, Váli.”

      “You also, Colin McCool.”

      “See ya’ round, kid,” Loki said as Váli stepped backward, yanking the trickster along with him.

      After they were gone, I looked down, speaking into my Bag. “I’m sorry you had to hear all that, because I know Loki was your friend. Will you pass it along to the Trickster’s Union? And make sure everyone gets paid?”

      “Aye, lad,” Click replied with sadness in his voice. “Be safe.”

      I closed the flap of my Bag, and with it a chapter of my life that I knew I’d come to miss in future days. Sure, my time with Click had been filled with craziness and strife, but it was also kind of fun. He’d helped me recover from losing Finnegas, and that was a favor I could never repay.

      Even so, he could never replace the old man. Finnegas would always be my master, the man who helped raise me, who initiated me into the ways of druidry. There would never be another Finn Eces. Not ever.

      I sighed audibly, looking around at the mess we’d left on our way into the Vault. “Wish you were here, old man. Maybe you’d know something about running a hotel.”

      As I headed back to the casino, I wondered who I should talk to about cleaning up the bodies in the hall. Hopefully, Maureen would be back from vacation soon. If anyone could run a hotel and casino in Vegas, it’d be her for sure.

      I’d only have it for a short while, anyway. The place was meant to be a bargaining chip to keep the Greeks off my ass. I was certain they’d want it back, especially considering how I now had control over much of the wealth they’d accumulated over the last several millennia.

      Until then, though, that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy the spoils of war. From what I understood, this place had some killer restaurants.

      Now, what would it take to kick everyone out of the VIP penthouse suites, I wonder?

      I smiled wickedly as I entered the VIP section of the hotel, checking for cell reception and Wi-Fi access along the way. Fallyn deserved an apology, and I intended to enjoy the process of making up with her. Some shopping, shows, dinner, a little gambling—we’d make it a regular night on the town.

      Then, I’d get to work. I had a druid order to revive, after all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        This ends Book 4 of The Trickster Cycle! But never fear, Colin McCool will return soon in yet another Druidverse fantasy novel series.

      

        

      
        Visit my website at MDMassey.com to sign up for my newsletter so you can be among the first to know when a new Druidverse novel is released. When you do so you’ll also receive two free eBooks, just for subscribing.

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for supporting my work!

      

        

      
        ~M.D. Massey
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