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Chapter 1
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The dark blood inside me urged me to kill this guy and take his gold, instead of going through with the shady deal for Merlin’s staff.  I resisted my destructive instincts caused by the stolen black magic running through my body.  I was trying to be a better person.

I wiggled my nostrils, took a quick sniff and didn’t detect any magic coming from the client.  I’d thought he was hiding it behind the heavy layers of cologne, aftershave and deodorant, but he was clean.  Confident the man wasn’t setting me up, I opened the door wider.    

“Get in here.  Hurry.”  I grabbed the tanned man by his right shoulder and pulled him into my balcony cabin.  With a look of concern on my face, I peeked out into the hallway of the ship, popped back in and closed the door.  “Were you followed?  Lock that door.”

“Nobody followed me.”  The man turned around and swung the latch over to lock it.  

I performed a cursory scan and detected no weapons.  Knowing I could kick the shit out of him or kill him if it came to that, I remained calm.  He whirled back to face me and extended his arm for an introductory handshake.

I put my hands up.  “No names.  It’s better that way.”  

The client shrugged.  Dressed in a light beige suit with a loud purple T-shirt underneath, Miami Vice style, he looked like the typical mid-forties South Beach business asshole.  He chewed his gum forcefully and bobbed his head around.  I assumed he was trying to come across as a hard-ass, replicating the actions of his favorite movie gangsters. 

Ray-Ban-style shades sat atop the frosted peaks of his heavily gelled hair.  He scratched the fine dark stubble on his left cheek and shifted his weight uncomfortably from leg to leg.  

My plan to put him on edge seemed a success, but I couldn’t get cocky.  I needed the money from this deal so I could remain in Hilton Head and avoid returning to Pittsburgh.  Too many beings wanted me dead up north. 

I could see his tough guy routine was an act.  His fear was palpable, hiding behind the thin veneer of machismo, trembling uncontrollably and praying that no one would notice.

Being a veteran of these tense negotiations, I remained silent and enjoyed the gentle ocean sway of the ship as I watched him squirm.  I had the balcony shades drawn, closing off the view of the crashing waves, but I could still hear the cascading melody of the sea.  I could have offered him a seat on the couch, or at the table, but I’d rather he stood on the shimmering carpet that resembled sapphire scales.

The long black and white art deco clock on the wall caught my attention.  The hands were stuck at 10:37.  It spurred a gentle reminder of how my life had stopped ten years ago when I’d walked away from the murderous business I’d involved myself in.  

My mind drifted and a hazy vision took form in front of my face.  It was my father, my husband and a young boy with red hair.  The boy had his back to me, and as he started to turn around, the illusion dissolved into nothing.  

The client finally broke the silence as a burst of words sprang from his mouth.  “You got it, or what?”

“Oh, I got it all right.”  I tipped my forehead toward the bed.  “But first.  You wearing a wire?”  I knew recording devices could be the size of a pinhead these days.  This tactic was aimed at keeping him off guard and letting him know I was in control of this deal.  Besides, now he could feel like a real gangster.

He pursed his lips and rolled his eyes as he shook his head.  “What?  Are you serious, lady?”

“Totally serious.  Now, let’s go, Don Johnson.  Show me them chesticles.”  I did miss screwing with these kinds of guys.  That part of the job had been fun. 

“Is this for real?” he asked, craning his neck to peer around the room.

“Stop wasting time,” I said and gestured with my hands for him to untuck his shirt.  “Lift up that pretty T-shirt and prove that you aren’t wearing a wire.”

Exasperated, he huffed, and a fiery red glow began to build under his stubble, quickly spreading to his nose and wrinkling forehead.  “I could ask you the same, you know?  Guess you never heard the phrase, never trust a soulless ginger.”

“No offense, but I don’t exactly look like a cop.”  I tugged on my red Iron Man T-shirt.  “You do.  Plus, as the seller, I’m taking a much bigger risk than you in this equation.”  

He shook his head, mumbled ‘stupid bitch’ under his breath, and reluctantly lifted his shirt.  “Happy?” he grumbled with the pomposity of a spoiled brat who’d finally finished all his vegetables at dinner and wanted an achievement award.

As he tucked his shirt back into his beltline, I instructed, “Now drop your pants.”  This was my second strategy to keep the client off guard.  

“What?  What kind of operation are you...”  He stopped short when he noticed the smirk on my face.

A few months ago, I’d overheard this guy’s friends in a bar.  They were talking about acquiring the Spear of Destiny and I had seen it as a way to make some easy money.  I’d told them about an artifact I could find for them and they’d hooked me up with this guy.

Now that I had his mind racing, it was time to get down to brass tacks.  “You got the money?”

He tapped his hip pocket, and I heard the sweet clank of gold coins colliding with each other.  The solid thunk of the precious metal awakened the dragon blood inside me.  The sound made me envision a giant pounding on my inner dragon’s front door, inflaming my fire-breathing spirit at the prospect of collecting and hoarding twenty beautiful one-ounce gold coins.  Paper money just didn’t do it for me. 

His eyes lit up when he noticed me grinning.  “All right.  Let me see it,” he demanded, chewing his gum with even more intensity than before.

I went over to the bed, lifted the maroon comforter and grabbed the black leather bag.  The gold zipper slipped from my fingers, so I grabbed it again, yanked it open and walked up to the client.  He gravitated closer as I opened the bag and released a plume of sparkling azure enchantment.  The tiny blue bits danced around his face before fading into dust.  I warned him, “Pick it up, but be careful.  It has to feel comfortable with the holder.”

With his eyes about to bulge out of their orbits, his arm moved robotically, extracting the broken piece of Cherrywood from the black leather bag.  “It better be from Merlin’s staff.  I have people waiting on our first island stop in the Keys.  They’re experts and can tell me if it’s fake.”

His so-called experts had no way to verify the fragment.  Balor had eaten Merlin’s original staff in the epic battle at Machu Picchu in 1865.  Only a few humans knew the story and I doubted his experts were in that circle.  “Look at it.  Does it look real?  How does it make your hands feel?  Are they tingling with anticipation, yet?”

He stared at the nine-inch piece of wood that I had imbued with sparkling sapphire enchantment and dusted in itching powder.  The enchantment held no magic, but it gave the appearance of wizardry.  I’d found the Cherrywood walking stick at an antique cane shop in Hilton Head.  I’d broken it, put some wear and tear on it and aged it by soaking it in seawater.  

I felt bad selling a fake, but this guy wouldn’t miss twenty-five grand, and if I went back to my former city to get my buried reserves of money, bodies would start dropping.  This deal would save lives.

The client put the staff back into the leather bag and scratched the back of his thumb.  “I do kind of feel something.  Like it has its own power.”  He caught himself grinning, deepened his voice and warned sternly, “But my men will know.  And if you try to run, we’ll catch you.  We basically own that island.”

Threatening a woman.  What a tough guy.  I hated to break his dear heart, but I’d been threatened by beings and creatures who could cause his body to spontaneously combust by pointing a finger at him.

Unbeknownst to him, I had no plan of being on this boat when we hit the first stop.  I had another destination in mind.  So his threats had no effect on me.  In fact, they were quite humorous.  “I’d love to meet your friends and answer any questions they may have.”

He kept scratching his hands that had broken out in a rash and softened his tone.  “Good.  Glad to hear that.”

I zipped the bag back up.  “How ‘bout that pocket change?”

The client pulled the suede pouch out of his pocket and dangled it by the drawstring.  The tiniest pinprick of an opening allowed me to see the golden glow inside.  I snatched the bag and shook it next to my ear, a golden virtuoso symphony speaking directly to my soul.

He snatched the leather bag from me, and he asked, “You gonna take a closer look at it?”

“No.  It’s real.”  I laughed evilly.  Fake base metal coins gilded in gold had more of a ringing ching than the heavy thunk of pure gold.  “Besides, I know you wouldn’t be stupid enough to rip me off.  It would be very foolish to do to a witch who knows Merlin.”

Beads of sweat formed over his brow, and as he leaned forward and dipped his head, the droplets fell to the carpet.  “Nice doing business with you, lady.  Enjoy the cruise.”  

“Oh, the pleasure was all mine,” I commented, eliciting a double-take from the client.

He tucked the black bag under his arm, unlocked the door and nodded.  He slid his sunglasses down over his eyes and exited, looking both directions in the hallway before hooking a right.  I immediately locked the door as a devilish smile developed on my face.  

I handled the pouch delicately, trying not to touch the drawstring and the itching powder that he could have left on it.  I transferred the gold to a different pouch and went to shove it in my hip pocket, but my tight leather pants refused to accommodate it.  After several attempts, I stuffed the gold in, leaving an unnatural lump on the front of my hip.

Now that I had my gold and didn’t have to return to Pittsburgh, it was time to go up on deck and enjoy retirement.
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Chapter 2


“Misunderstanding is the spoon that stirs the cauldron of life.”
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In the realm of supernatural beings, the difference between good and evil depended entirely on interpretation.  If one deemed he or she had been treated unfairly, the perpetrator of that behavior was then viewed as evil.  Even if that view was wrong.  The interpretation, or more often than not, misinterpretation, always lay in the eyes of the beholder.

Sometimes, the beholder was a vengeful God or Goddess, which naturally resulted in murderous chaos.  That was why it felt good to retire from the mythical relic hunting game.  I gazed dreamily around the torch-lit deck of the ship, checking out the small groups of guests, huddled with cocktails glued to their hands.  I’d closed myself off from my friends and associates and had been alone for the past decade, so I tried not to get jealous of the camaraderie.  

Servers in white suits and black bow ties circulated with silver trays of hors d’oeuvres perched atop their fingertips.  Two young lovers posed for pictures as a violin player serenaded them. The cruise ship bobbed along the calm waters.  Glowing moonlight glistened off the crests of the waves.  

I could get used to this life.  The carefree thought barely had time to take shape in my head when a giant man chewing a mouthful of food emerged from a swarm of passengers.

How had he found me here?  I turned to the side and buried my face in my glass of white wine, pretending to drink it.  Peeking out of my peripheral vision, I noticed him approaching and lowered my glass.  I had been living among humans for the past decade, avoiding anyone involved with the supernatural, especially the wretched Gods.  

It was no use hiding anymore.

As I turned to smile at Zeus, a sharp pain shot down my neck and into my shoulder.  I never used to feel pain before the incident.  

The Greek God of Thunder—a mountain of a man—was in his natural appearance, which was unusual for the devious shifter.  Dressed to impress in a black suit and bowtie, I wasn’t the least bit impressed.  Zeus had long, dark, scraggly hair pulled back into a ponytail and a well-trimmed beard with gray spotting.

He oozed muscle definition, evidenced by the stressed buttons on his tight suit jacket and the material bunching up around his massive shoulders.  His tight jaw, lively green eyes and olive complexion made for an appealing man, let alone a God, but most of the tales were true.  He was the ultimate sleaze.  

“How did you find me here?” I asked, unenthused.

“It’s nice to see you too.  I should like to think a man of my stature deserves a better greeting,” he said, holding his arms out at his sides.

“What would you like?  A bow?  A curtsy?  I’ll start treating you with respect when you do the same for me.  Do you even remember our last encounter?”  Dressed in a pair of leather pants, short heels and a red Iron Man T-shirt, I’d already started thinking about an evacuation plan.  

He inched progressively closer and his cologne overpowered the natural salty sea scent.  “I do.  But first, where have you been?  I remember hearing about you trying to rescue the Dagda’s Harp from the demons.  Many reports said that you’d died in the Red Cavern about ten years ago.”

“They just covered me in lava.  No big deal.”  I attributed my survival to my mother being the Goddess of Fire and the dragon’s blood that coursed through my body.  Luckily, my horrific burn scars had healed completely, my hair had grown back in and my skin looked the same as it had before the incident.  Except for those pesky wrinkles.

“Where have you been for the past decade?”  He stared at me with one eyebrow raised in a state of perplexity.  Like I was supposed to check in with him.  He added, “Nobody has seen you until recently.”

I knew it.  One of his lackeys had spotted me and ratted me out.  “I’ve stayed off the grid for a while.  I’m staying out of the supernatural artifact game now.  In fact, I’m retired.  And why am I even talking to you after what you did to me?”

A server walked by and extended her hand.  I passed her my empty glass.  “Thank you.”  Behind her, I noticed the client from earlier. 

I waited until she left and turned my attention to Zeus.  

“If you’re referring to our last encounter, we had a wonderful time,” he said stepping closer and leaning in near my face.  I could feel his warm breath on my nose as he continued in a softer tone, “You said you loved me if you recall.”  His words reeked of old man’s breath drenched in Ouzo, but it had been so long since I’d experienced intimate contact that it wasn’t offensive.  No.  I couldn’t get wrapped up in the moment.

I planted my palms on his chest and shoved him away.  The man barely moved, making me angrier.  “You tricked me, you son of a bitch.  You shifted to look like my husband.  I thought I’d found the man I’d been searching for.  The man I truly love.  Not some scumbag who tricks me into sleeping with him.”

He grabbed my hands.  I yanked them away, but he held firm.  He puckered his lips as if he wanted a kiss and said, “I did it for you.  So you could have a nice time.  You know he’s dead and never coming back, right?”

His words were messed up on so many levels that I had to stop myself from pulling my right hand away and slugging him in the mouth.  I took a deep, cleansing breath, but it didn’t work.  I was angrier right now than I’d been in the past decade.  No wonder I wanted to stay away from this shit.

I freed my mitts from his grasp, pointed my index finger in his face and erupted, “First off, stop touching me.  I don’t want your stink on me, so that Hera can track me down.  Second, I know what the general consensus is about my husband.  But I will never give up.  My Darabond is out there somewhere and I will rescue him.  I don’t care if it takes another two hundred years.”  

I rubbed my thumb over the gold half-heart locket in my pocket, my constant reminder of my husband.  Darabond had the other half and I couldn’t wait for the day when we completed the heart again.

Zeus guffawed.  He stopped a passing server, drained a glass of red wine and put it back on the tray.

“Excuse me, what is so funny about that?” I growled.

He suppressed his sniggering and said, “A woman rescuing a man is quite comical.  I respect you for trying, but you are only a feeble, frail woman.  And you appear to be aging greatly.  Perhaps we should go lie down in my cabin.”  The chauvinist was unrelenting.

The left corner of my mouth twisted up.  “I’d rather puke into a dirty pair of underpants and lap it up like a dog than go to your room,” I told him, and his eyes bulged with anger.  “How soon you forget about Machu Picchu.”

Zeus tilted his head to the side and pointed at me.  “Now I will admit that was quite impressive.  For a woman.”

I sighed.  “More like impressive for a God.  Don’t act like I didn’t save everyone.”  

Compared to Zeus, I looked small, but I was tall for a woman.  I wasn’t skinny, sporting a little gut, but everyone was weak and frail in the God of Thunder’s eyes.  I tried to talk him out of this, “I am aging rapidly.  So why would you want to sleep with me now?  My breasts are saggy, skin wrinkled and I want nothing to do with you.  Surely you can find a young maiden to work your magic on.”

“But when a man wants certain things like being with a woman with great magical power, he finds a way.  Even if she obtained that magic in a perverse manner.”  He grabbed my wrists and studied the scars that ran up my arms.  I had thirty-one scars.  One for each creature that had given me its magic.

I peeped around and with no one in the vicinity, I raised my voice, “Perverse manner?  You can go sit on a sharpened stick with that bullshit.  Everyone who gave me their magic did so willingly, and you know that.  What?  Are you going to turn me in to the magic council?”

“God no,” he exclaimed.  “I wish I’d never approved that nonsense in the first place.”  He motioned for a server to come over. 

Zeus continued, “That said, you tortured them into relenting to your will.  There was nothing willing about it.  You’ve even tortured a dragon so you could steal his powers.”  

Zeus grabbed two silver dollar crab cakes from the server and shoved them into his mouth, flicking the toothpicks out into the Atlantic Ocean.  He winked, and with his mouth full, he mumbled, “Keep ‘em coming.  And don’t be shy with the bacon-wrapped scallops either.”

I noticed the client from before moving closer, and I grabbed a crab cake off the tray.  As soon as Zeus focused back on me, I snapped, “I did not torture them.  I persuaded them.  You know I mix all sorts of magic.  Why would you want to be with that?”  

In hindsight, I had tortured them.  I just wasn’t ready to admit it to Zeus or any other God.  After my husband had disappeared, battles were erupting all over the netherworld I lived in called Sleepy Willow.  I’d found the Morrigan near one of the battlegrounds and we hit it off, becoming fast and furious friends.  

She’d taught me how to cast a spell that would transfer magic from one body to another.  But it needed sealed with a kiss of blood, hence the scars on my arms.  Some of the magic inside me was dark.  Powerful.  Dangerous.  And almost impossible to control.  

Also illegal in some areas of the world where those idiotic magic councils had jurisdiction.  An agreement among several pantheons of Gods had given the councils powers they didn’t deserve, and they doled out punishment to anyone often based on nothing more than a whim.  More or less a kangaroo court.  Oh, how did the world ever exist before the fooking magic councils?

“The danger of being with you excites me,” he said, rubbing his mustache and beard creepily.

“Speaking of danger, where is your wife, Hera?  She can’t be too far.”  I tried to look around the massive man and noticed the client worming closer to our conversation.  He turned away in an ill attempt at nonchalance, and I mashed the crab cake into a ball.  I stepped to the right of Zeus and zinged the seafood treat across the deck.  

The wad of food sailed through the misty air and smacked him right on the side of the face.  He shrieked dramatically as if he’d been shot, hitting a high note that Michael Jackson would be proud of.

The client didn’t run away as I’d hoped, but he knew I was watching him.  Where was I with this other asshole?  Oh yeah, I called Zeus’s wife Hera the Hound because she tracked down anyone who got close to Zeus.  

“I left her on Olympus.  I told her nothing,” he said softly, caressing my wrinkled cheek with his calloused fingers.  I supposed throwing thunder bolts was hell for smooth skin.

The Gods were a fickle bunch.  They enjoyed trysts that bent the bonds of matrimony, yet judged others harshly for the same adulterous behavior.  My parents were the perfect example.

“Stop touching me.”  I pulled my head back, dull burgundy hair blowing in the ocean breeze, and his hand dropped to his side.  I took a step to the left.  Searching the small groups of people on the deck, I couldn’t find Hera.  For good measure, I scoped the entire area, looking out to the ocean and checking the boat’s surroundings.  I wouldn’t put it past Zeus to have Cupid stationed nearby with his bow and arrow.

The screaming seagulls flying above the boat were the only winged creatures in the area for now.  “You know leaving your wife without a reason will only stoke her curiosity.  I’ll bet she’ll be here within a few minutes.”  I needed to get away from Zeus, so I planted the seed.

For being a God, Zeus could be idiotic when he chased women behind his wife’s back.  Hera had busted him countless times throughout their marriage.  But due to her many failed attempts to unseat him, she was essentially powerless to stop him.  So the horny toad carried on with his lustful ways.  The general impunity had created a warped sense of moral integrity and Zeus didn’t really see his behavior as being wrong.

I said, “Now that you know I won’t sleep with you, I guess you’ll be leaving so I can enjoy myself.”

“I want to give you a chance to rethink your position.  I can name a few new positions for you to take.”  He bobbed his head around and winked.

I assumed he wanted to take me in his normal state, perhaps embarrassed that he had to trick me last time.  I didn’t realize he had any shame.

“Enough of the innuendo.  It’s not happening,” I informed him as a light ocean mist crept up on deck and kissed my forearm, then smooched the side of my face.  I licked the salty substance from my lips, and apparently Zeus took it as a signal.

He moved closer, pinning me against the rail.  I could feel his heat and power, the rushing waters crashing right behind me.  If he weren’t so repulsive, this would be a romantic setting.  “Just let it happen,” he said, cupping his hand and moving it toward my boob.

Without thinking, I slapped down, smacking Zeus’s hand away and then reversed the motion, backhanding him across his perfect cheek.  Apparently, I still had some speed despite my elderly appearance.  His face reddened, eyes widened, and the only thing missing was smoke pouring out of his ears.

The scent of grilled pita filled my nostrils.  Zeus’s magic was coming to the surface.  He erupted, “How dare you?  You think you can physically assault the God of Thunder?  I will rain down a hailstorm of fury, the likes of which your feeble mind cannot even imagine.”

I’d verbally accosted Zeus on many occasions, but I’d never hit him.  It was a bold move.  But I was one bold bitch.  I’d felt dead inside since my husband disappeared.  All Zeus could do was finish me off.

Zeus breathed audibly through his nose, almost snarling, with his angry green eyes fixed on me.  “You had better apologize this instant.”

“Are you going to apologize for raping me?”

He snorted in derision.  “I did nothing of the sort.  All women are reserved for my pleasure.”  

The worst part was that he truly believed that.

“Reserved?  Like a table at a restaurant?  Or a parking spot?” I asked, shaking my head in disgust.  That was basically what we were to Zeus.  

I explained, “Shifting into someone else’s skin to fool a person into sleeping with you is rape.  No matter how short the act lasts, Tiny.”  I smirked, allowing a few seconds for the insult to sink in.  The proud God lowered his head.

I continued, “If not, you would have just showed up as yourself.  Not to mention how fooked up it was to let me believe my husband was alive.”  I’d stopped Zeus almost immediately when I’d realized he didn’t quite measure up to my husband.  

Zeus gazed up at the night sky, contemplating.  He focused back on me.  “I suppose we’ve both made mistakes.  Why don’t you let me massage those achy bones?” he begged, his green eyes lighting up.

He was like a dog with a bone.  Unfortunately, I was that bone.  I had to work some magic to get rid of this horndog because he rarely took no for an answer.  

Illusion spells were one of my favorites.  I could change my appearance at the drop of a hat, but I also knew how to cast an illusion shadow.  I just needed to be careful because using magic had been aging me drastically since the lava bath.

An illusion shadow was a 3-D image—not real, but it looked real—that could fool people.  It wasn’t a long-term solution, but it could buy a few seconds or up to a minute.  I cast a spell creating an image that looked and sounded like Hera.

“Zeus,” a female scream came from across the deck and echoed off the ocean’s waves.

The God of Thunder spun around on his heels, his neck craning from side to side.  His gaze finally landed on the image of his angry wife.  He put his open hands in the air apologetically and took two steps closer to her.  That gave me the room I needed.

Using my hands, I vaulted up to sit on the safety rail of the luxury liner.  I waved to the client who was rushing over to stop me.  With my feet dangling, I kicked off my heels, took a deep breath and fell backward.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 3


[image: image]


I splashed down, and as I trod above the wave, the salt water obscuring my vision cleared.  I saw Zeus at the back of the cruise ship, stomping his feet and waving his fist in the air.  The only positive was that Zeus would move on to a new target shortly and forget all about me for a while.

Suddenly, an enraged Zeus grabbed the client and tossed him overboard.  Too bad for Don Johnson.

“Can’t swim,” he screamed, slapping at the waves.

My bones ached as I kept moving my arms and legs to stay above the water.  I tried to ignore the man’s desperate yelping, but it proved impossible.  In the past, I wouldn’t have had any problem leaving him for dead.  But I was trying to be a better person and letting an innocent individual drown went against that philosophy.

I pressed my lips on the surface of the ocean and whistled the water song of the merfolk.  Unfortunately, I didn’t know how long it would take for them to show up so I paddled toward the client.  My arms and legs went numb and I doubted I’d be able to reach the man.

He kept flailing around, bobbing below the surface regularly.  My weary body threatened to give out as I reached the client.  I hooked my arm around his neck and couldn’t tell if I was still kicking or not.  We remained above water, but I wasn’t sure how long this could last.

I looked up at the moon for inspiration.  A beacon of hope for the weary mariner lost at sea.  Too bad that hope seemed as far away as the moon right now.

A few minutes rolled off the clock and my numb muscles were about to quit.  Just as my back locked up and my limbs slowed to a stop, I noticed a few ripples in the water about ten feet ahead.

A moment later, three circular objects popped up above the surface.  The argent shine from the moon and stars reflected off the water and glimmered against the emerald scales of the three mermen’s lower bodies.  My nerves relaxed as three of the most gorgeous men I’d ever seen swam up to me, all smiling.  They looked strikingly similar with the only difference being their hair colors.  Rusty red, light amber and chestnut.

The merman with chestnut hair said, “Anyone who knows the Song of the Sea, note for note, key for key, shall reap our help.  What might we do for you, my lady?”

I spoke through labored breathing, “I need to get.  To Pleasure Island.  And this man.  He needs to get back.  To that ship over there.”  I pointed, but the vessel had all but disappeared in the darkness.

All three men smiled, their ivory teeth gleaming in the moonlight.  Rusty red said, “Not a problem, my lady.  We will guide you there safely and get this fine gentleman back to his vessel.”

The client said, “Thank you.  I’d thought I’d lost that...that thing.”

“Oh, about that.  Do you know who threw you off the boat?” I asked.

“No, but I’m going to jack his ass when I see him again,” he threatened.

“No, you are not.  That was Zeus.  He was looking for that thing you bought from me.  I bet he’s stolen the real thing and replaced it with a fake.  Typical Zeus.”  And now I’d totally covered my tracks.

“That was Zeus?  But how?” he asked, as a merman pulled him away.

I ignored his question, allowing him to figure things out on his own, and focused on myself.  He’d be shark bait if I hadn’t saved him.  I didn’t feel as bad about ripping him off now.  

Knowing many forms of magic had its perks.  I’d obtained that particular skill from a powerful nixie.  The tiny water spirit had imbued me with so much magic, I still hadn’t learned how to use all of it.  Which was the case with most of my magic.

Getting to Pleasure Island wasn’t as simple as plugging coordinates into a GPS.  Only a select number of beings could find the hidden island.  Mainly, the upper echelon of the supernatural.  And even then, it wasn’t a guarantee.  Some posited that the island was merely a state of mind or spiritual plane like the Aether, rather than a geographical stretch of land.

Two of the mermen hooked their arms around me and leaned back, my hands landing on their solid chests.  The mermen lay on their backs, rhythmically kicking against the waves to give my tired body a reprieve.  

About twenty minutes later, the mermen dropped me off in the shallow water.  “Thank you, gentlemen,” I said as I stood up, the water up to my belly.  The mermen nodded in acknowledgement and swam back out to sea.

I walked out of the ocean and my stomach churned.  I worried if anyone would recognize me in this state.  I’d never shown up in a wet T-shirt and leather pants before.  But my true worry was about my elderly appearance.

It was a bright and clear night, but the wind was howling.  A warm wind.  A sharp wind across the face.  The winds of change.

The gazebo that marked the entrance to Pleasure Island sat twenty feet ahead.  Four ivory columns anchored in the sand held up a pointed red roof.  A burgundy fabric acted like curtains, running along a track connected to the roof and enclosing the check-in area.  The red curtains left a tiny opening for entry.

I approached the pavilion structure and tossed the fabric aside.  A young immortal named Theodoro sat in a chair reading an old, leather-bound book.  The bald, dark-skinned man was wearing a pair of camouflage shorts.

Would he recognize me?  I hadn’t been to this island since I’d gone undercover over thirty years ago.  I’d looked like a twenty-five-year-old last time I’d visited, and now I was pushing sixty.

His facial features twisted, and he squinted.  He tilted his head to the side and scratched his sweaty chin.  I watched a surge of recognition run through his rich brown irises and the left side of his mouth curled up.  “Junipher?  Is that really you?”

“The one and only.”  I held my arms out and did a three-sixty for confirmation.

He set his book down and stood up.  “I presume you are here to see the Great Goibniu.”

I laughed internally.  “Oh, is that what he goes by these days?  Is he practicing to be a tyrant?”

Theodoro’s face tightened, and he spoke in a serious tone, “I’m not sure what his intentions are.  I do know he goes by whatever name he deems suited and nobody questions him.  And a person in need, such as yourself, should keep those words breasted.”

He was right.  I was a smartass extraordinaire and proud of it.  And I did need a favor, but Goibniu was like a brother.  “Thank you for the counsel.”

“I’ll take you over to Goibniu, if you will follow me.”  He led me out the back of the gazebo and onto an ivory lane leading into an ancient-looking city with ranch-style housing running alongside the dirt roads.  I saw several towers in the distance and a giant gleaming white castle to our left.

We followed the ivory path until it gave way to a cherry-colored cobblestone road.  The warm breeze ran through my nest of auburn hair and tingled my scalp.  My bare foot stepped onto the first smooth marble stair leading up to the entrance of the castle.  I continued up the alternating white and black marble steps and arrived at the arched wooden door with a big round knocker.

Theodoro walked right up and gave it a solid two raps.  He stepped back and stood next to me.  The door opened toward us and a skinny man wearing a loincloth and holding a spear appeared.  He smiled and nodded to Theodoro, then gestured for us to come in using a windmill motion with his right hand.

We entered the foyer of the white stone castle and stepped onto a plush red carpet.  A giant staircase lay straight ahead with two hallways off to each side on the ground floor.  Theodoro led me up the stairs and we went down a long hallway and passed through a beaded curtain to get to the second-floor balcony.

As soon as the last string of beads fell from my shoulder, I stepped into a mist and could hear island music coming from a live band.  The mist dissipated, and we entered Goibniu’s favorite hangout.  

It looked like a giant barbecue party with an Olympic-sized pool surrounded by tiki torches.  People were grilling huge cuts of meat, whole animals were roasting on spits, the band was playing, and some guests were hanging out in a lounging area.  And with Goibniu, there were always lots of women.

I located Goibniu lounging with a horde of ladies surrounding him, vying for his attention.  He’d grown plump since I’d last seen him.  Garbed in a burgundy toga, I took quick notice that his face and arms had swelled.  He had shaggy brown hair and his gray eyes were currently filled with boredom, even though women who looked like models surrounded him.

His dull eyes glanced over at the band, then crawled past me to check out the smoking meats near the pool.  Suddenly his eyes darted back, landing firmly on me.  His smile started with his chubby cheeks and then his frown melted upward into a devilish grin.  

Pushing the women away, he rose from his lounge chair, and wobbled back and forth.  A few of the women helped him regain his balance.  He straightened, lowered his head and walked directly toward me.  

“June, how the hell have you been?”  He slurred his words, clearly intoxicated.  He also spoke with a slight lisp, which made him hard to understand when he was really drunk.

Goibniu was the retired blacksmith of the Gods.  After King Nuada had his arm cut off in battle, Goibniu had designed him a silver arm that helped him survive the ghastly wound.  But he was best known for crafting a golden chalice that held his famous elixir of youth.  He’d moved to this island so that the Gods would have to come see him when they wanted the elixir.  

“Hello, old friend,” I said as we wrapped our arms around each other.  

He broke the embrace and staggered backward, grabbing my shoulder for balance.  “We thought you were dead.  Where you been?”

“I’ve been staying away from it all.”

“Everyone thinks you’re dead.”  He laughed and his chins jiggled.  “Have you been to Clara Spiritus to see the Gods?”

“Fook them.  What, have you gone to the dark side?” I asked in an ominous tone.  Retirement had afforded me the ability to watch an abundance of movies like Star Wars and the Marvel Universe. 

He squinted, and the bridge of his nose wrinkled in confusion.  I’d forgotten I was talking to someone secluded on a secret island.  He said, “I don’t get the reference, but I get the point.  I still hate the Gods as much as you.  Just praying for the day when they ask me to join so that I can tell them to piss right off.”

Goibniu and I felt like the Celtic Gods had overlooked us for membership in the pantheon.  The secretive selection process had no rhyme or reason and none of the deities ever talked about it.  We’d seen several members admitted that were well below our standard.  It had caused us to resent the Celtic Gods and we developed an unbreakable bond.

“Did you come here for some pleasure?” he asked, lifting his eyebrows.

“You know damn well what I came for.  Look at my old ass.”  I held my arms out to my sides, skin sagging.

“Follow me to the bar.”  He gestured with a swipe of two fingers.  “I don’t want to say too much, but you look old.  Really old.  How’d that happen?”

“You know how I went undercover in the Red Cavern, right?”

Goibniu went behind the bar and primed a golden pump on the wooden cask.  “Of course.  I heard they lost complete contact with you.  They said you died down there.”

I put my forearms on the bar and leaned forward to watch Goibniu.  “Technically, I suppose I did.  But somehow, I rose out of the liquid fire and escaped that pit.  Unfortunately, the ordeal jacked me up physically and mentally.  Before that, I’d barely had any aches or pains and I thought immortals never got old.”

Goibniu chuckled and snagged a golden chalice from the bar.  “Common misconception.  Most people think immortals can’t die either.  But we can.  And so can the Gods or there would never be openings for the pantheon.  Luckily, I have the remedy right here.”

I massaged my neck.  “Good because I’ve been having a lot of pain for the past decade and when I use my magic, I grow old.  Fast.  Like warp speed.  I’m not going to lie, it scares the shit out of me.  Don’t tell anyone, of course.”

He stopped pumping and set the chalice under the spout at the bottom.  He slid a lever to the side and the elixir of youth gushed out.  “I would never destroy your reputation as a stone-hearted, vindictive she-bitch.”

He handed me the half-full drink that looked like ginger ale.  “And I thank you kindly.  Cheers.”  I held the goblet out to him and chugged the carbonated drink that tasted like cherry coke with a shitload of lime.  Not bad.  After a few seconds of angst, I stepped to the right and looked in the mirror.

I breathed a sigh of relief.  The thirty-year-old version had returned.  My long auburn hair had regained its gloss and my vibrant eyes had returned.  The saggy skin and wrinkles had disappeared.  The true test.  I turned to both sides and the nasty crow’s feet had vanished.  Success. 

Something surged inside me, a rush of energy recharging my body, stealing away the aches and pains.  But how long would it last?

I turned back to the bar and smiled at my gracious host.  Now I could return to Hilton Head and relax.    

“There she is.  I’m shocked this is the first time you’ve ever needed it.  Most don’t get to live for over five hundred years before their first visit.”  Goibniu leaned on the bar, and as if nothing had happened, he asked casually, “Have you been lying low in Pittsburgh?”

I sat down on a stool at the bar.  “No.  I went south for a while, literally and figuratively.  The warm weather is nice.  I need to get back and see my father, though.  Has anything new been going on there?”

“Interestingly enough, yes.”  He searched around the bar for a few moments and grabbed a wine glass full of red.  Spilling it liberally, he took a big gulp.  He belched and continued, “Apparently, the Celtic Gods have a new Golden Boy, who they are all fawning all over.  He’s taken care of a few problems in Pittsburgh and Mabon tells me they can’t stop gushing about him.  He’s stealing our thunder is what he is doing.  I bet this island that they make him a God before either of us.  Maeve’s vacated spot is still open, mind you.”

“And they put him in Pittsburgh?  My city?” I asked as irritation started building inside me.

Goibniu swirled his drink around the glass, spilling more of the burgundy liquid on the bar.  “You left it vacated.  And now it might cost us from getting into the pantheon,” he added, sounding agitated as he walked around beside me.

He acted as if I’d been sitting on an island, partying for the last three decades.  “Sorry, I was recovering from being covered in lava.  And before that I was trying to rescue the Dagda’s Harp.  What have you done, exactly?”  I pinched his love handles, and he squirmed away.

He set his drink on the bar, licked the wine off his fingertips and faced me.  He lowered his head, his drunken eyes almost covered by his prominent brow.  Making sure no eavesdroppers heard him, he spoke in almost a whisper, “Let’s just work together to take this prick out.  Then you can have your city back.”

I turned away.  I couldn’t get caught up in this nonsense.  “I don’t need to take this guy out.”  I faced Goibniu again.  “In fact, I don’t even care anymore.  Sure, being a Goddess would have been nice, but I won’t let it drive me to madness anymore.  I’m getting too old for this shit.  Let the...what did you call him?  Pony Boy.  Fook it.  Let him have it.”  I used fook instead of fuck.  I’d picked up the habit from my father a long time ago.

I didn’t really have an accent.  A slight Pittsburgh one perhaps.  I’d moved around and worked undercover so much that I’d never really developed a thick accent.

Goibniu lifted his head and his eyes widened.  “It’s Golden Boy, by the way.”  He rubbed one index finger over the other.  “Tsk, tsk, tsk.  I did not expect to hear that defeatist attitude.  At least, not from you.  What if I told you the cross winds of rumors are telling me that Lugh’s Spear has been seen in Pittsburgh?  Gale force winds.”

“That’s bull.  Don’t play around like that.”  He knew what those two words meant to me.

He smirked and swiped his drink off the bar, taking a few sips and staring at me mysteriously.  “It’s easy to look around here and realize that I like to play, but I am serious right now.  Nothing concrete, but lots of whispers.  I knew you’d want to know about it.”

Damn right I wanted to know.  My husband had gone missing hunting that cursed thing.  The spear constantly gnawed away at me.  I could go on for hours about the spear, but for everyone’s benefit, brevity would be best.

King Nuada had gifted the enchanted spear to Lugh, the great warrior from the Tuatha Dé Danann.  The spear was charged with lightning and never missed in battle.  Whoever possessed the spear always won.  Lugh had lost it—nobody had pinpointed an accurate date when it had gone missing—and it had made its rounds over history.  

Many accounts claimed the Romans had lost it right before they were sacked by King Alaric and the Visigoths.  It went missing for a long time before ending up in the hands of a French peasant.  Then Napoleon took control of the spear in his attempt at world domination but couldn’t keep it.

I still vividly remembered the day I’d gotten the call about the Nazis gaining control of the spear.  The man from the Not Normal Agency had sounded so frantic.  As a master shifter and illusion specialist, I went undercover and raided the ranks of the Nazis.  I found the spear and took it out of Europe the day before D-Day. 

Fed up with the destruction it had almost caused, I dropped it into the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.  I thought no one would find it.  But it appeared somebody had.  And Lugh’s Spear had returned to my old stomping grounds.  

The itch I used to get when starting a case popped up again and begged to be scratched.  I had to ignore the feeling, or it would get worse.  Like poison ivy. 

In an “I vant to suck your blood” vampire accent, Goibniu said, “But since you’re retired, I guess you’ll be going back into hibernation.”  Chuckling, he steepled his fingers in front of his jiggling chins.  

This put me in an awkward position.  “I might go to Pittsburgh, but I’m not chasing the spear anymore.  I’m just going to stop by and say hi to all my friends.”

He raised his eyebrows.  “You have friends besides me?”

I laughed internally.  “Surprisingly, yes.  Thanks for letting me sip from your chalice.  I’ll probably be seeing you much more often now that I’m aging like this.”

“You should go see Dian Cécht,” Goibniu suggested.  “Take a quick soak in his healing cauldron.  That should take care of those weary bones.  Or you could take some magic from someone with strong healing powers.”

They were good suggestions, but my magic stealing days were over.  “No.  In fact, don’t tell anyone you’ve seen me.  I’m not ready to see the Gods right now.  I don’t know if I ever want to see them again for that matter.”

He agreed, “I understand that more than most.  You flying out of here yourself, or do you need a lift?”  

“I’d love to fly myself, but that distance would make me use a lot of magic and age greatly.  I have to be careful now.  I can’t be reckless.”  A frown formed on my face at the harsh realization.

“Too bad for you.  But don’t worry, we’ll get you where you need to go.”  He waved his hand around in the air and a few seconds later, Theodoro stood next to us.  Goibniu gave me a hug goodbye, and said, “Just tell him where you’re going, and he’ll find you a flight.”

Nodding, Theodoro said, “The peryton named Red Streak is ready to go.  What is your destination, Junipher?”

Pittsburgh or Hilton Head?  

The choice had seemed easy less than an hour ago.  I’d planned to go right back to Hilton Head and stay away from all the nonsense waiting for me up north.  

Why had Goibniu uttered those two words?

Lugh’s Spear.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 4
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As I opened the door to the Not Normal Agency, something across the street caught my eye.  A mother and daughter were walking down the street, holding hands.  I stared longingly, chewing the inside of my left cheek and contemplating how cruel life could be. 

That was all I’d ever wanted.  A simple life with a husband and kids.  How had everything spiraled out of control?  I’d done my best with the hand the Gods had dealt me.  At least, I’d convinced myself of that.

In the distance, I heard a train leaving the station capped with a ceremonious woo-hoo and a hearty smokestack blast.  People embarking on different chapters of their lives.  A chance at a new start.  And here I was, back to the same old chapter I’d always gotten stuck on and never finished. 

I took in some frosty Pittsburgh air, exhaled a breath cloud and stepped inside the door.  The simple one room office had two desks facing the door and the smell of fast food fries hit me instantly.  I recognized the man and woman behind each desk.  Barely.  

It was as if I’d traveled thirty years ahead in a time machine.  As an immortal, I sometimes forgot how cruel Father Time could be.  Lauren and Randall had worked here when I walked out that door over thirty years ago.

“Oh, shit,” Randall exclaimed.

My trusty friends set aside their lunches, got up and walked over to hug me.  I didn’t mind hugging humans.  They wouldn’t sap your powers.  I took my coat off, set it on the back of a chair and took a good look at my employees.

The last time I’d seen Lauren Underhill, she was as skinny as a rail.  Now, she appeared plump and grandmotherly.  She wore her blond hair—highlighted with notes of gray—up in a bun with two pencils holding it together.

Randall Lawton was around thirty the last time I’d seen him.  The plump man was dressed in black and gold Steelers gear from head to toe.  He wore his winter hat inside, but he wore it high enough so that I could see some of his hair.  His jet-black hair had gone white except for a few remaining dark streaks.

We spent a few minutes catching up on the past.  I told them the same things I’d told Zeus and Goibniu and respected that they didn’t ask about my time at the Red Cavern.  I still wasn’t ready to talk about that dark period that had only created one faint ray of hope.  

Randall put his hand on my shoulder and spoke with a thick Pittsburgh accent, “’Fore you even ask, like I know yinz was gonna, we ain’t heard nothin’ ‘bout Darabond.  Sorry.”

I looked at him with a strained smile.  “Am I that easy to read?”

Lauren put her hand on my arm and tickled my elbow.  Apparently, she hadn’t kicked that creepy habit over the past three decades.  “We know you, June.  Nobody’s pulling for you more than us.  I still can’t believe it’s you.  How the hell have you gotten younger, by the way?”

I smirked shyly and turned away.  “A lady never tells her secrets.”

“Well luckily, you’re not a lady,” Lauren joked, but there was thorned truth to her words.

Randall laughed and limped over to his desk.  The Not Normal Agency had been set up in the mid-70s mainly to gather intelligence about the supernatural happenings in Pittsburgh.  Jonathan Rickleshaw—one of the top vampires in Pittsburgh—and I had started the Agency to keep our fingers on the pulse of the undead.

The operation was simple.  We sent out detectives to gather information and they called it into the office.  It was a great gig for Normals who wanted to be part of the supernatural life.  I was glad to see Jonathan hadn’t shuttered the agency after I’d disappeared.  It was a great resource after all.

“So what has been going on in Pittsburgh lately?” I asked casually as I turned around a picture on Randall’s desk of him and his family on the beach.  It was ironic that I’d felt sorry for Randall’s aging earlier because this picture made me jealous of his life.  I’d trade my immortality in a second for a family to call my own.

Randall cocked his head to the side.  “Come on, June.  Is it just a crazy co-winky-dink that you show up right when rumors of Lugh’s Spear are running rampant?”

“Maybe.  There have been stranger coincidences,” I mumbled.  “I have heard a word or two about the Spear.  What do you two know?”

Lauren leaned over her desk and scooped up a pack of Nicorette.  Good for her.  She was a ‘two packs a day’ gal the last time I’d seen her.  She shoved the gum into her mouth, and as she chewed it, she said, “Nothing good.  He said this.  But she said this.  It’s all just hot air now.  Bunch of different stories with no similar pattern to follow.  No real bites.  With that said, there’s a hell of a lot of barking going on around the city.”

Good.  I didn’t need to be chasing that cursed object again.  “Hasn’t that happened a hundred times before only to end up being blown out of proportion?”

“Not wit’ the amount of chatter we hearin’ right now.  I don’t want to say nothin’ that could turn out to be bullshit.  Even if it does turn up around here, yinz ain’t got nothin’ to worry about with Mike Merlino around.”

“What the fook is a Mike Merlino?” I asked, confused.

Lauren stuffed her gum in her cheek.  She giggled as she said, “No.  His name’s Mike Merlino.  He seems to have a lot of titles, but he’s been dubbed the magical guardian of Pittsburgh, sent by the Celtic Gods to protect the city.”

The words felt like a dagger being plunged into my chest.  Pittsburgh was my city.  And the Gods had just twisted the blade.  “I’ve heard a few things about this kid.”

Lauren shook her head, eyes wide.  “Oh, he’s no kid.”  She counted on her fingers as she continued, “He’s already defeated the Jersey Devil, the Sendal Spirits, saved the city from the dragons of Sleepy Willow, liberated Sleepy Willow of the tyrannical King Ballistar and rescued Cyclone Woman so that the tornadoes would stop.”

Hearing it all laid out made for a proper resume.  I had to figure out how to use this kid to my advantage.  “How long has he been the guardian for?  Ten?  Fifteen years?”

Randall stated bluntly, “Less than two.”  He waved two fingers, unnecessarily reinforcing his words.

Holy shit.  That meant he had a great deal of magical power that would only grow with time.  Much as I’d like to write him off and go about my business, I couldn’t underestimate this little shit.  “Is there anything else going on around here?”

Randall held two long fingers horizontally in front of his chest.  “Two of the four horsemen was spotted a few weeks back.”  He thought for a moment, tapping his chin with his fingers.  “Nah.  Spotted is an understatement.  Them mufuggers caused a damn ruckus down at the strip club on 31st Street.”

“Which two?” I asked.

“Arn and Ole.  They started wrestling each other and the bouncers tried to break it up and it just went haywire from there,” Lauren said and spit her gum into the wastebasket next to her desk.

I couldn’t believe it.  Something big was brewing in my city.  “War and Famine are in Pittsburgh.  What else do you know?”

Randall shrugged his shoulders.  “That’s it.  None of our sources spoke directly to either of them.  So we ain’t sure what their purpose is.”

Their purpose was always clear.  Wherever they went, death followed.  Was it connected to Lugh’s Spear?  The Horsemen were an ominous precursor to say the least.

Lauren handed me a small, rectangular object.  I asked, “What’s this?”

She narrowed her eyes and appeared confused.  “It’s a cell phone.”

“I see that.  I thought it had something crazy worked into it like a James Bond gadget.”  Being out of the mythical relic hunting game had provided a lot of time to binge read a lot of books and watch plenty of television shows and movies.  I missed having access to the Celtic Library and the Sacred Pages of magic secrets, so I had entertained myself mostly with Netflix and my Kindle.

Lauren pointed at the phone as she spoke, “It makes phone calls and sends texts, nothing crazy.  When you called earlier and said you were stopping by, it didn’t give me much time.  But I just uploaded the numbers of all your former contacts into this phone.  I don’t know if they are current, but these numbers were all I had to go on from your files.”

“I suppose I will need a new phone, no matter how much I hate technology.”  I went to stuff it in my pocket.

Lauren’s eyes lit up as if she had just remembered a great secret.  “Oh wait, there is one cool feature on this.  Let me see it.”

I handed the phone to Lauren.  She backed up, pressed a few buttons on it and pointed it at me.  A loud camera click sounded, and Lauren walked up to me.  She showed me the screen of my headshot.  Not to be too narcissistic, but I looked damn good for my age.

“You can take a picture of someone else, even just their head, and then project a full body image of the person.  Down to every exact inch.”  She pressed a button at the bottom of the picture and a beam of light sprang from the phone.

It projected a life-size image of my head and then it filled in my body, including the clothes I was wearing.  It was like looking in a mirror, exact height too.  Lauren said, “You can use this if you are trying to shift to look like someone else.  You probably don’t need it with your skills, but this will give you a full image of their body so you can replicate it exactly.”

“That might come in handy if I ever remember to use it,” I joked.

Lauren added, “Well, it’s the only special thing this phone does so there won’t be a bunch of apps to confuse you.”

“And there’s one other thing yinz’ll be needing.”  Randall jiggled a set of keys in his hand as he approached me.  “Your company car awaits in the garage at the end of the block.  There’s directions on the passenger seat to your new town house.  Give it a few hours so we can stock it with food and supplies.  Then, she’s all yours.”

“Thank you.  It was so nice to see both of you.  I’ll be back soon.”  I hugged them again and went on my way.

I picked up my chariot in the form of a modified Jeep Wrangler with a 6-inch suspension lift.  The red apple body with chromed step bars and edging made for a bad ass vehicle well suited for off-roading.  In this crazy business, having those capabilities could only help.  As I drove down the street, I dialed up a six-hundred-year-old vampire whom I needed to visit.
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Lexis, the female vampire concierge, knocked on Jonathan’s office door.  A muffled yell sounded from inside.  She opened the door and poked her head in the crack.  “Jonathan, Gale is here to see you.  She doesn’t have an...”

I heard a familiar voice cut her off, “Send her in right away.”

Gale Sutherland was my undercover name.  I used it for obvious reasons.  Lexis pushed the door open and I strolled into the beautifully decorated office with museum quality paintings hanging on the walls.  Picasso.  Marc Chagall.  It was a regular who’s who of famous artists.

My gaze quickly landed on Guernica and a jolt of pride shot through me.  I stared at the Picasso piece that represented the German bombings of the town named Guernica.  I shivered thinking about the death and destruction in Guernica.  

However, I also realized how much additional mayhem I had stopped by taking the spear away from the Nazis.  The pride was laced with a bitter sweetness knowing if the spear ever landed in the wrong hands, it could spell doom.

A dirty-blond man stood near the two chairs facing Jonathan’s desk.  “I’m glad we can still work together.  Let me know if you hear anything else I might need to know.”

“Absolutely,” Jonathan told him as he walked across the room to meet me.

Jonathan looked tiny standing next to this strapping young man who appeared to be a vampire, but a damn sexy one at that.  It was like an old King Arthur next to a young and mighty Lancelot.  Jonathan had a round, pumpkin-colored face, gray eyes and long, ebony hair tied in a ponytail.  His orange-tinted skin separated him from the other vampires who were ghostly white.

The blond man, although pale and sweaty, had chiseled facial features, a strong jawline and a perfect smile.  I looked down shyly, caught off guard by the sparkling circular slivers of sapphire irises that were barely visible because of his dime-sized pupils.  I wasn’t attracted to him sexually due to my allegiance to my husband, but I could appreciate a handsome man when I saw one.

“Hello,” he said, nodding with a smirk as he walked by.

“Hi,” I responded and stepped to the side.  

The young man opened the door and turned around with the knob in his hand.  “I’ll talk to you later, Jonathan.”

“All right, Mike,” Jonathan said and waved at him, but he focused his attention squarely on me.

Mike?  That wasn’t?  Was it?  It was.  The Golden Boy.  The blond hair.  On second thought, he wasn’t that good-looking.  Average at best, really.  Other than my husband, there was only one man who stirred those kinds of feelings inside me.  And he wasn’t Mike Mungino or whatever his name was.

I cut right through the pleasantries and said what was on my mind, “So that’s the Golden Boy of Pittsburgh, huh?”

Decked out in a deep purple suit with a dovetail jacket and a black bow tie, Jonathan held his arms out at his sides.  Our greeting probably seemed cold, but I didn’t touch vampires in fear that they would try to sap my powers, and Jonathan understood that.  

The short vampire said, “Hey, June.  How the hell have you been for the past three decades?  You act like we saw each other last week.  And how the hell do you look younger?”  

Jonathan knew me better than most.  He could tell when I was getting mad and knew how to change the subject to keep me from blowing up.  I went with him for now, but I wanted to know what association he shared with Mike.

“Sorry,” I apologized, and stared at his Guernica painting on the wall again.  “I just keep hearing about that kid everywhere I go.  By the way, I wanted to thank you for keeping the agency open.  I’ll pay you back when I hit up my buried treasures.”

Jonathan waved me off.  He probably had more money than he could ever spend.  Not only were there priceless paintings hanging on the wall but he had shelves filled with antiques that one would find in a museum.  Jonathan picked up a remote control from his desk and pressed a button with his thumb.  Heavy metal blasted from speakers hidden in the walls.  He pressed the remote again, lowering the volume until it reached a low background level. 

I continued in a calmer tone, “As for me, I’d love to say the last thirty years have been great.  The first twenty, not so much, but after I escaped the near-death experience at the Red Cavern, I went down south and just lived.  For once, I just lived.  No worrying about anyone except myself.  I didn’t worry about someone sneaking up behind me and sticking an enchanted knife in my back.  I just lived.”

“That sounds great.  Like a drink?” he offered, raising his eyebrow.

“It was wonderful.  And a drink sounds wonderful too.  How about a Sazerac?  I discovered them down south.  Does your crew know how to make one?” I inquired.

Jonathan shrugged his shoulders and took his jacket off, folding it neatly.  “We have rye whiskey, bitters, absinthe and simple syrup at our disposal.  Unless you substitute bourbon, which we have as well.”

I shook my head.  “I prefer the classic.”

“Fair enough.  Our bartender is properly trained, so worry not, young lady.  He knows to coat the glass with absinthe first.  What are you doing back in these parts?” he asked as he laid his jacket over the back of the chair.  He sat down at his ornate desk, picked up the corded phone receiver and pressed a few buttons on the base.

I sat down on the chair on my right.  “Mainly here to see my father, but I’m too scared to go to his house now that I’m so close.”

Jonathan Rickleshaw told everyone that he was over six hundred years old, but I knew the truth.  After some heavy drinking about a hundred years ago, he’d spilled the beans to me and three other people.  Even in his inebriated condition, he’d forced us to swear under an oath that we wouldn’t tell anyone his secrets, or we would suffer immediate death.

The vampire had been true to his word.  Two of the men died within two months of Jonathan’s revelation, serving as a firm reminder to keep my mouth shut.  As far as I knew, only three people who were still alive knew this story.  Two were sitting in this room.

Jonathan’s father was none other than Vlad the Impaler.  When his father had turned into a vampire and fled Wallachia, Vlad IV Dracul the Monk vowed not to follow in his father’s footsteps.  After being exiled to Transylvania for twenty years, he’d ascended to the Wallachian throne.  

Due to civil and regional unrest, Vlad IV knew he had no choice but to fake his own death and flee his homeland.  He allowed himself to be turned, and once he had vampire blood coursing through him, his closest subjects stuffed him into a coffin.

They sneaked Vlad out of Wallachia and released him from the casket.  He traveled west through Europe, eventually finding passage to the United States in the late 1800s.  Vlad IV Dracul the Monk became Jonathan Rickleshaw the Vampire.  Over the years, he’d developed a stranglehold on the rare antique auction business in Pittsburgh.

Ironically, his father, Vlad Dracul the Impaler now lived in the demon underworld called the Red Cavern.  

Jonathan held his finger in the air in the “one second” pose and spoke into the phone receiver.  “Yes, Shane.  I’m in my office.  I need my usual and my friend would like a Sazerac.”  He paused for a few moments and glanced at me.  “Yeah, better make it a double.  Thank you.”  He hung up the phone, slid back in his chair and kicked his feet up on the desk.  “Does your father’s new family still give you a hard time?”

“Psshh.  Hard time.  Louis and Mary Antoinette got off light compared to this.  Their eyes pierce my soul like a restless dagger in the dead of night.  They strike cowardly.  In groups.  Using their blond pigtails like spiked whips.  They gang up on me and all the while I could easily kill all of them on the spot.  I don’t know why I put up with it if we are being honest.”

“Ah, being civilized is vastly overrated,” he said, cracking a smile.

I’d come to Pittsburgh over one hundred years ago because of Jonathan.  We’d met in Sleepy Willow and he recommended this city because it had a strong, yet secret supernatural element.  As to when the vampires had arrived in Pittsburgh, I’d never been able to get a straight answer.  The most common answer was 1850.  

I had a friendly relationship with a lot of the vampires, but I always remembered they were bloodthirsty animals.  And I didn’t intend to demean animals or vampires, just to state that they are both animalistic in nature.  Driven by primal needs.

I asked, “So how is everything with you?”

Jonathan’s eyes widened as if he had a lot to say.  “Since I last saw you, us vampires finally got our shit together and organized a set of rules to abide by.  I’m happy to say it’s been rather effective.  We developed the Midnight Council with one representative from each house.  Since its inception, all the houses have stopped working against each other.  No more infighting amongst ourselves, and no more heat from Johnny Law.  The latest development would be that a group of wolves attacked one of my men who simply went to see my lawyer.”

Werewolves and vampires hated each other.  They both constantly thought the other was infringing on their turf and well-being.  Vampires could kill lycanthropes in unconventional ways and vice versa.  With that in mind, it surprised me these spats didn’t occur more frequently.  A war between the two factions would be detrimental to Pittsburgh.  

“Why would they do that?  Was Octavius there?” I asked and unzipped my jacket the rest of the way.

“As for the latter question, no.  It was at my lawyer’s house.  Roydell went up to deliver a package to my lawyer and they jumped him.  He took out a few of them first, but then he succumbed to the assault.  Brave warrior.  Regarding the former question, who knows why they do that voodoo that they do, so well,” he stated with a clever grin.

I chuckled at his Blazing Saddles reference, but this was a serious situation.  The wolves killing a vampire out of the blue made no sense.  Even as natural enemies, neither side was stupid enough to start a war.  Were they?  “Are they trying to start a war?”

He swung his feet down and leaned over his desk, his normally orange face bordering on burgundy.  “That’s what it seems like.  If so, they got one.  I’ll be more than happy to oblige.  More than fucking happy.  They are asking for something they can’t handle.  I’ll tell you that, June,” he said, eyes wide and filled with blood lust.  

My calm, cool and collected friend had transformed into a beast.  If there was a huge pile of coke on his desk, this could be a cut scene from the end of Scarface.  My man was losing it.

I had to reverse his tactic on him and change the subject before he started foaming at the mouth.  “Have you heard anything about Darabond?”

Jonathan pursed his lips, causing his cheeks to wrinkle.  He shook his head as if the question disgusted him.  “June, I’ll be honest with you.  I haven’t been asking around like I used to, but I haven’t heard anything on the matter.  Good or bad.  I hope I can count on you not to run over to Octavius’ side.”

Jonathan knew better than to force me to choose a side.  He differed drastically from the cerebral vampire I remembered.  I barely recognized this animated immortal, ready to act on emotional impulse.  That meant either Jonathan had changed dramatically, or he had already exhausted his peaceful reasoning and was moving on to the next step.  Or had I changed?

I’d destroyed so much in my past.  So many beautiful creatures.  I could admit that I regretted some of my actions.  Now was my chance to be a peacemaker.  A new Junipher.  A moral Junipher.

I’d known Octavius for over fifty years.  Maybe I could work out this wrinkle and heal my tainted soul in the process.  It couldn’t hurt the prospect of my induction into the Celtic Pantheon either.  In fact, it would bolster it.

I suggested, “Why don’t I sit down with Octavius as your representative and solve this problem?  I know I’ve been away for a while, but I know him well and he’ll listen to me.”

Jonathan’s glossy eyes, still filled with rage, stared at me as he rose slowly from his chair.  “He owes us big for what he did to Roydell.”

He was already making this more difficult for me.  I asked, “What type of retribution were you thinking?”

“Oh, I don’t know.  Let’s say the head of Octavius since he clearly sanctioned the atrocity.  I don’t even need the body, just the head,” he stated melodramatically, waving his hands around.

“Do you have any proof that Octavius sanctioned it?”

Jonathan stopped moving and stared at me, dumbfounded.  “Have you ever heard of the word, intuition?  You should look it up.”

I stood up, anger coursing through my body, and walked purposefully toward his desk.  A ginger storm was brewing.  “Listen, motherfooker.  I know you’re fired up about this, but don’t you dare talk down to me.”  My former self kicked in.  The one that would kick ass first, and ask questions later if there were any survivors.

He backed up and put his open hands in front of his chest.  I could smell his magic, probably brimming right under the surface of his skin.  Ironically, it gave off an odor of roasted garlic.  If he wanted a fight, I could break his vampire neck right here.  

Instead, he spoke apologetically, “I didn’t mean to insult.  And it’s not like you haven’t insulted me in the past.  People still ask me why you call me Jack-O’.”

I stopped in my tracks.  He was right.  I had to work on controlling the dark blood swimming around inside me.  Before my husband had disappeared over two hundred years ago, I was as happy as a meadowlark.  My bitterness over the situation had quickly shifted to rage.  

It had sparked a fire of anger inside me.  A fire that consumed my body and soul.  A fire that still smoldered just below the surface, waiting to come out and cause wrath.  A fire that, once stoked and it began to blaze, took a mighty effort to extinguish.    

I had given him the nickname Jack-O’ about 70 years ago, which was short for jack o’lantern because of his orange face.  I’d meant it in jest, but I had to cut him a break because of it.  He had never snapped at me over the insult.  

Perhaps coming back to Pittsburgh was a bad idea.  It already had me fired up.  Perhaps I could turn this into a quick visit and get back to Hilton Head.  Get the hell away from all this nonsense.

As I walked back to my chair, I asked, “So have you heard any rumors about Lugh’s Spear?”

Jonathan smiled and pointed at me.  “There it is.  I knew it.  I knew why you came back to Pittsburgh.  You just can’t keep your hands off that shaft, can you?”

I smirked at his reference and sat back down.  “I told you.  I came to see my father.  But I wouldn’t be handling my due diligence if I didn’t at least ask about it.”

A firm double knock sounded on the door, and Jonathan screamed, “Enter.”

Shane walked in with a drink in each hand.  He dropped off Jonathan’s red beverage first and handed me my drink on his way out the door.  Perfect timing.  Hopefully, these drinks would calm us both down.  I took a sip and nodded in approval.  Jonathan was right.  His bartender was skilled.  It was one of the better Sazeracs I’d ever had.

Jonathan took a sip, set his drink on his desk and wiped his lips with the back of his hand.  “Don’t worry about the spear, I can just put Mike Merlino on it.  It sounds like you’ve heard some stories about him.”

I leaned back and drained more of my tasty beverage, the alcohol soothing my nerves and relaxing me.  “I’ve heard some stories.  I suppose you’re going to gush all over him too?”

Jonathan pulled his chair up behind him and sat back down.  “Not at all.  However, if you are to stay in this city, you’d be wise to befriend him.  He has his finger on the pulse and always knows what’s going on.  But I won’t gush over him.  And I am extremely partial considering he took a few silver bullets dipped in holy water for me.”

That could complicate matters.  I’d never saved Jonathan’s life.  We were good friends, but in the battle for allegiance, saving someone’s life usually served as a trump card.

“So, he’s a vampire, huh?” I hinted.

“No.  Why would you say that?” Jonathan asked, looking away and scratching his scalp.

I stated the obvious, “Because he looks like a damn vampire with all the sweating, not to mention his pale face and giant pupils.”

He shrugged, still avoiding eye contact.  Why was he acting strange?  He said, “He’s a mortal human as far as I know.  Supposedly shares a bloodline with Merlin.”

I rolled my eyes and stirred my drink with my finger.  “That crusty fooker.  Now I hate the kid even more.”

Jonathan finally turned back to face me.  “Speaking of that self-righteous curmudgeon.  Is he still chasing after you?”

I tossed my head from side to side.  “Kind of.  He’s been sending the Bounty Huntress after me.  Obviously, I haven’t seen either of them in a long time.  Maybe he retired.  Anything else about that kid?”   

The vampire paused for a moment as if he’d forgotten who we were talking about.  Then he nodded confidently and said, “Mike was kind of a whiny bitch when I first met him, but he’s come along nicely.  He did however, lie to me about a member of my clan.  An unforgivable act.”

Unforgivable?  He hadn’t seemed the least bit angry with him earlier.  I commented, “Looks like you forgave him during your chummy meeting.”

Jonathan leaned forward, his bushy brows obscuring most of his dark eyes.  Apparently, I’d offended the delicate vampire.  

He spoke in a growling tone, stressing every syllable, his words sharp and biting, “Commiserating with someone on a business level, especially someone who presents a great value to me, does not mean his lies have not changed our relationship completely.”

He took a deep breath and continued in a softer tone, “I will still use him for what I need, just as he will do the same to me and you do the same unto others.  Round and round the wheel spins.  Who will come out on top this time?  He or she who employs their resources most wisely.”

Oh, puke.  I didn’t need a vampire—even a historically famous one—getting all philosophical on me.  “So.  Lugh’s Spear,” I hinted.

“Right.  I haven’t really heard much other than a few bullshitting antique hunters promising me that they could get their hands on it.  They’re the kind of guys who can always get something, but it falls through at the last minute.  A friend of mine heard that Loki ended up with it and broke it in half.  Then he buried both pieces in two different locations.”

“Why ever would he do that?” I asked rhetorically.  I knew the answer.  Loki had earned the God of Mischief moniker.  He did things to stir the pot.  He’d start a war just to sit back and watch the destruction.  “Has Loki been around here lately?”

“Not that I’ve heard.  Thor has been spotted around here, though.  As far as I know, Loki’s in Asgard.  And you know, you can’t just hitch a train there.  With the God of Mischief, anything is possible.  And as we both know from this business, it could all just be a vicious rumor.  One started by Loki himself, just to cause some angst.  So if I were someone hunting the Spear.  Hypothetically, of course.  I would stand pat right now,” Jonathan added and capped it with a wink.

I finished my drink and stared at the candied lemon rind.  The garnish added a unique southern sweetness. Nice twist.  I rested the empty old-fashioned glass on my thigh as the flavors danced on my tongue.  Ummm, that was a damn good one.  

“I didn’t plan on going after the spear anyway.  I know you don’t believe me, but I want to stay out of this.  The spear pushed me to the brink.  I can’t go back again.  I just can’t.  No.  I won’t.”  I told myself that, but I also couldn’t let this kid steal my thunder.  That was my spear to return to the Celtic God to secure my spot in the pantheon.

No.  I tried to fight against it.  If only Goibniu had never mentioned the Spear.  Why had he struck that match?

With a fire stirring inside me, I tried to beat back the flames, but that only enraged them even more and caused them to blaze out of control.  Probably courtesy of the absinthe.  

Maybe I could just solve one last case, secure peace between the wolves and vampires in Pittsburgh and receive my overdue nomination for the pantheon.  While I squashed this beef, I could pick up more clues about the spear.

Or I could take the easy road and head right back to the sunny beaches of Hilton Head.

Jonathan said, “I understand, June.  We all have demons to deal with.   And we all must choose our own path.”
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Chapter 6
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As I pulled over on 18th Street in the Strip District, the silver Mustang that had appeared to be following me drove right past.  That was strange.  I waited for my racing heart to slow down, got out of the Jeep and headed down the sidewalk, hungry for a sandwich from Primanti Brothers.  The classic Pittsburgh treat put fries and cabbage slaw on the sandwich.  It was one of my favorite meals before I left town.  With all the modernization taking place, it was nice to see a classic Pittsburgh tradition still standing tall and proud.

As I walked down the sidewalk, I noticed someone speaking into a walkie-talkie.  I took a few more steps and passed a tall gentleman in a suit talking into a shoulder rig.  My dragon sense told me something was going on.  I nonchalantly looked around as I kept moving and saw another man with a walkie-talkie.

In an age of cell phones and tiny communication devices, the big walkie-talkies with antennas really stood out.  If they were in uniform, it would have made sense, but plain clothes individuals had no business with those devices.  Could they be undercover FBI agents?

I continued toward the sandwich joint, but I went on red alert.  I sniffed the winter air, trying to detect any lingering magic, but the strong smell of French fry grease wouldn’t allow it.  It only made my stomach churn in hunger. 

Something wasn’t right.  Was I being followed?  Watched and reported on?  

Before I could dwell on the thought, a man screamed, “He’s choking.  Somebody help him.”

A horde of gawking citizens surrounded the victim about twenty feet up the sidewalk.  A man in a suit ran past me, yelling, “I’m a doctor.  Let me through.”

For some reason, the people surrounding the choking man wouldn’t move aside and allow the doctor to get in.  They were elbowing him out, instead of opening a path to the victim.  I walked forward, hoping this wasn’t an elaborate trap to lure me in.  My recently softened heart demanded I help that doctor get through.

A woman shouted, “What’s that?  Up in the sky.”

Superman?  As I lifted my head and shaded my eyes from the sun’s rays, I saw an angelic figure descending on the city.  The object came into focus, and I realized it was a man on a white Pegasus.  The giant animal’s wings beat powerfully, but I couldn’t tell who was on it.  Then, unexpectedly, the Pegasus tucked its wings snugly against the rider’s legs, sending them torpedoing toward the earth.

As they closed in, it seemed like they were going to smash into the street, but the pale Pegasus extended its wings and they slowed down dramatically.  They circled the area a few times before landing near the choking man.  The rider jumped off the Pegasus.  It was him.  Like a superhero coming out of the sky.

Tyr, the former Norse God of war, had been evicted from his pantheon because Odin wanted to consolidate power.  Tyr shoved people aside, but did so heroically, attempting to get to the choking victim.  Tall and powerful, the breathtaking man was dressed in white enameled battle gear, looking almost as majestic as his Pegasus.  Tyr positioned himself behind the man, as the panicked crowd shouted for him to act quickly.

Tyr smiled with confidence, but his hands were too low for the Heimlich maneuver.  He positioned his clasped hands over the man’s belly button, not up near his diaphragm.  Tyr picked the man up off the ground and jerked his hands back.  The victim coughed and a brown chunk of food shot out of his mouth and landed next to a sewer.  The strong trail of steam coming from the sewer grate obscured the chunk within a few seconds.

I couldn’t believe his questionable technique had worked on the first attempt.  The crowd cheered, and Tyr took a bow, smiling and waving to everyone.  I didn’t know Pittsburgh accepted the supernatural.  A former Norse God had just flown in on a Pegasus and the people acted like it was normal.  The times, they are a changin’.

As the cheering mass of citizens dispersed, Tyr sauntered over to me.  He dipped his head and said, “Gale.  How are you, my dear?”  He held out an upturned palm.

I set my hand in his.  He raised and kissed the back of my hand, sending a little rush through me that only Tyr could do.  Normally, I thought kissing a woman’s hand was creepy and outdated, but everything was different with this man.

He leaned in and hugged me, gently caressing the back of my neck.  Under his touch, my voice squeaked, “I’m still alive.  Much to the chagrin of many people.”

We broke the embrace, and I took a step back.  Tyr said, “I can relate to that.  What brings you back home?”

Home?  I’d never considered Pittsburgh my home.  I’d never considered anywhere home.  I was born in Clara Spiritus, the home of the Celtic Gods, raised in an otherworld by elves, and had lived in a few different locations after that.  But I’d always felt a kinship with Pittsburgh.  It provided a feeling of home, more so than all the others combined.

We both had to forge our own reputations with what we were given.  Everyone knew Pittsburgh as a hardworking, blue-collar city and I likened myself to that.  I had to earn everything in life, even my magic.  We’d both made mistakes along the way.  I could remember when the streets were filled with thick black smoke.

I’d made too many mistakes to list, but we were rehabilitating our images.  Pittsburgh was a leader in the field of medicine.  The Hillman Cancer Center was the premiere treatment facility in the world.  Pittsburgh had gone from killing people with smoke from the steel mills to curing people with rare diseases from around the world.

I had gone from someone who would kill on a whim just to get a laugh out of the Morrigan to prospective peacemaker.  So maybe this was home.

Someone bumped into me from behind, pushing me closer to Tyr.  I told him, “I came to see my father.  And I still haven’t been to see him.  What have you been up to?  Still hunting?”

“Tell you what.  Why don’t we go sit down somewhere where we can talk without a crowd?”  He gestured around at the mass of people surrounding us.  

Caught up in the moment, I hadn’t realized we had an audience.  Tyr had that effect on me.  He made me feel like I was the only person around when we were together.  He walked over and patted his animal on the back, then he sent his ride away.  Pegasus parking was a real bitch in the city.  

The winged animal crept higher in the sky, navigating between the buildings and rising high in the cerulean sky until it took on the nebulous look of a distant cloud.  I forgot all about my sandwich, tried to hide my perma-smile and walked alongside Tyr.
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WE WENT TO KAYA, A Caribbean joint down the street and got a table near the back.  The quaint, one-room restaurant with a bar didn’t provide much seclusion, but it was better than standing on the sidewalk.  I sat across from Tyr and tapped my right foot uncontrollably under the table.  I played with the napkin on my lap as I stared into his eyes.  

Tyr was still in his flexible battle gear, and I couldn’t believe that the restaurant workers had barely batted an eye at his medieval attire, when we had walked in.

On the way over, Tyr had informed me that after the dragons had crashed the city, it had forced the citizens to accept the supernatural.  On second thought, the restaurant probably felt safer with someone dressed like Tyr around in case something happened.

I balled up the napkin and clenched my hand.  Two hundred years of sexual frustration could do that to a girl.  I released my killer grip from the linen cloth and wiped my damp palm on my jeans.  I’d been tempted, only by Tyr, but I’d stayed true to my husband and had never cheated on him.  My disturbing experiences in the Red Cavern and Zeus’s subterfuge didn’t count.

Tyr was big and strong, but not to the point of ridiculousness like Zeus.  His appearance reminded me of the beaches of Hilton Head.  He had sandy blond hair, a firm jaw and a strong dimpled chin.  I could stare at the waves of his ocean blue eyes all day.  His perfect tan in the dead of winter spoke to a life of leisure or permanent vacation.  Except for a closely shaven beard and mustache, he looked almost the exact same as the last time I’d seen him.  

It was a proper man’s beard too, not the uneven blond peach fuzz pasted on that Mike Mendelino’s smirking face.

What I liked best about Tyr were the battle scars on his arms.  I knew that sounded weird, but he had a lot of crisscrossed scars that mirrored mine and made me feel like it was some sort of sign.  A kindred spirit connection.  

He also had the stitch marks around his right wrist where they had attached his new hand.  After Fenrir had chomped off his hand, Tyr remained without it for hundreds of years until the Norse doctors had found a perfect match.  My father had also lost his arm in battle and had it reattached many years later, which only added another layer to our cosmic connection.

Tyr sipped his water and set the glass down as he spoke, “Before you ask, I’ll strike preemptively.  I haven’t heard any news about Darabond.  I know that’s your main concern.  Your lips haven’t spoken of him, but your eyes certainly have.” 

That was one of the key reasons I liked Tyr.  He’d always been sensitive with my emotions and didn’t scoff at me for still chasing after my husband.  He’d actually offered to help me track him down a few times.  

“I appreciate that.  So what are you now, like some benevolent superhero who swoops in to save choking victims?” I asked, wiping my sweaty hands on my jeans under the table.

He flashed his winning smile, his ivory teeth glowing in the dim atmosphere.  “I’ve turned over a new leaf.  I’m trying to help people now.  I was spending too much time with Loki.  Growing cynical of the world.  Far too callous.  I want to help people now.”

Were we meant to be together?  Both of us were trying to improve our lives and get out of the hunt.  “I feel the same way.  I’ve been so blinded, only worrying about me or my husband, that I forgot about everything else.  Great minds think alike, it should seem.”

“To be honest, I would think you’re in the Burgh because of all the whispers about Lugh’s Spear.”  He raised his eyebrows.  

I drank some water and moistened my parched throat.  “Then you would be wrong.  I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in what happened to it.  I just won’t be the one going after it.”  I didn’t want to reveal the rumors about Loki and the Spear.  

Even if Tyr didn’t spend a lot of time with Loki anymore, they used to be good friends and the relationship was his only connection to his former pantheon.  I didn’t need Tyr getting pissed off at Loki for not telling him about it, and trying to start a war like Jonathan.  Plus, I hadn’t verified the Loki clue yet.

“What do you know about it?” I asked.

Tyr broke his molasses roll in half and grabbed the butter plate.  “Not much.  I know that I’ve heard this kind of talk hundreds of times before.  Honestly, I feel that the Spear is still at the bottom of the Atlantic.  And all these rumors are just to get people like you and me fired up.”

He was right.  We’d been through this song and dance before, jumped through the same hoops and eventually come up empty.  The process was tiresome.  After I had thrown it in the sea, the first whispers started back up in the late 50s, and as the years went on, they only intensified.  It was always a friend of a friend of a guy we used to know saw the Spear.  Or something in a similar vein.  Never anything concrete.

Poseidon was the only one who could have possibly found it.  With the vastness of the ocean, even that was a longshot possibility.  

“I agree.  I’m actually focusing on bringing peace to the brewing wolf-vampire war.  Have you heard anything about that?”  I caught myself getting lost in his eyes and turned to the side, pretending to watch the basketball game on the TV for a second.  

Tyr chewed his roll, swallowed and said, “Oh yeah.  I heard that vampire friend of yours, Jonathan is starting all kinds of shit.”

I watched as he dabbed his lips with the white napkin.  “What are you talking about?  He said the wolves jumped one of his guys in a safe zone.”  I grabbed a plantain chip dusted with powdered sugar out of the basket.

Tyr laughed and squeezed his lemon wedge garnish into his water.  “Oh, June.  Don’t believe everything you hear out of someone’s mouth.  He basically executed the ‘thropes working security at some lawyer’s house.  Mathias something or other.  Then he went after the Larimores for some strange reason.  The guy started a war with the most powerful group of shifters and his own vampires across the state.  He’s toxic.  I’d stay the hell away from him if I were you.”

This certainly put me in an awkward spot.  I wasn’t sure whom to believe.  “I’m going to talk to Octavius on his behalf.  It’s already set up.  Is there anything I should know about Octavius?”

Tyr answered immediately, “Yeah, he’s a downright lunatic anymore.”

“Whoa, quite the reaction.”  I hadn’t believed Jonathan because of his grudge with Ocatavius, but apparently I had to be careful around the alpha wolf.

He shrugged, peered around the room and set down his buttered roll.  He rested his elbows on the table, set his chin on his fists and leaned forward.  In a low, husky tone, he said, “You know how some of the wolves need medication so they don’t go crazy on society.  Well, he’s not taking his pills and he’s hyper aggressive, ready to start a fight at the drop of a hat.  I hate to say it, but this was bound to erupt.  Jonathan was the sensible one for the past decade, but if neither is willing to back down, what are you supposed to do?”

I backed up from the table as I caught myself being drawn to Tyr’s words.  “First, I just want to hear both sides.  Considering Jonathan wants Octavius’ head as retribution for what he thinks was an assassination of one of his men, my confidence level isn’t very high on this.  This isn’t my specialty.  I’m better at demolition, not clean up.”

Tyr laughed.   “Aren’t we all.  I still can’t get over how amazing you look.  How amazing we look together.”  He threw just enough flattery around to remind me that I was still desirable.  Even though I was still committed to my husband, it felt good to be wanted by a sexy God.

He said, “Tell you what.  When are you going to see Octavius?  I’ll meet you there to make sure he doesn’t try anything shady.  And if you get there first, tread lightly about being there on behalf of Jonathan.  That will make him highly suspicious.”

How gentlemanly.  It appeared Tyr had turned over a new leaf.  I said, “I’m going to the house at five o’clock today.  Do you really want to meet me there?”

He nodded confidently, his firm chin rocking up and down.  “Sure.  You know I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”  
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Chapter 7
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I navigated up the winding driveway to the Wolf House, my red Jeep Wrangler weaving through a maze of snow-dusted pine trees.  I hooked a sharp right and the big log cabin appeared in front of me.  The cabin rivaled Jonathan’s mansion in size but carried a rustic look.  Tucked away in a little nook of Fox Chapel, the cabin housed almost all of Octavius’ pack.  I parked off to the side of the house and got out.  The stink of wet dog hung heavy in the thin winter air as I strolled toward the door.

The alpha named Octavius was the Seventh Son of Lycaon, which meant he was one of the most powerful wolves in the world.  Everyone in the Pittsburgh Wolf Pack came from Octavius of the Tainted Blood.  I didn’t know his exact age.  After a long period of bachelorhood, he had started a family one hundred and forty years ago.  He had stolen his wife from a pack in France because he wanted his family to be pure werewolves, not a watered-down hybrid.  

The family had increased in size over the years and now had over a hundred members.  They had bred incestuously and run into birth complications that had set them back, but they were a powerful force in Pittsburgh.  

Rumors had swirled for years that Octavius had thrown the babies with birth defects out to the wild.  Well, the wild lost.  And apparently the mutant wolves had formed a family of their own.  They were like Bigfoot, though.  Nobody had a clear picture or video, but plenty of people had reported werewolf sightings in the woods around Pittsburgh.

Werewolves had a heightened sense of smell and night vision, faster speed, more strength and longer stamina.  Basically, supercharged humans with an unquenchable thirst for killing.  Once they achieved full body maturity, they remained ageless from the constant regeneration of their physical tissues.  

They were susceptible to enchanted weapons and some magic spells, especially those involving wolfsbane.  Destruction of the heart or brain was the only way to kill them without magic, but that didn’t always work.  Silver bullets and daggers were the best bet.  However, an associate had told me that an assassin had shot Octavius in the heart with a silver bullet.  Not sure whether I believed it or not.

Octavius’ family ran an investment firm for supernaturals, which kept them rolling in the cash.  As I walked up the stone steps, I noticed new additions on the cabin and several out-buildings I hadn’t seen before.  

A wolf in human form stood at attention near the arched front door.  He was wearing a gray suit with a black tie and eyeballing me suspiciously as I approached.  “Do you have an appointment, ma’am?” he asked, shuffling a few papers in his hands.  

I didn’t recognize the younger-looking man with a pencil mustache and a stenciled beard.  He didn’t have the classic werewolf in human form look.  And when I zeroed in on him, I noticed he had blue eyes.  I’d only seen wolves with brown eyes before.  “I’m here to see Octavius.”

“I did not ask who you were here to see.  I asked if you had an appointment.”  He spoke properly, unlike most of the rugged wolves I’d dealt with before.

And he was a smartass.  Two could play that game.  I climbed up two more steps and looked him in the eyes.  “And I told you I’m here to see Octavius.  You want me to come back and we can try this again.  I don’t need an appointment.  Now hustle your ass inside and tell Octavius that Gale is here to see him.”

“I don’t like your attitude, ma’am.  I am thinking maybe you should leave,” he said, deepening his voice.

If I showed any sign of weakness with a wolf, he or she would exploit it to no end.  I knew I sounded like a pompous asshole, but that was how you had to deal with lycanthropes.  I gestured with my thumb toward the enormous door behind him.  “Just go ask him.  Stop wasting my time, you blue-eyed freak.”

He clenched his fist, and I readied to dodge his punch.  I was about to whoop this wolf’s ass right outside his own damn house.  The guard drew his arm back, and the corners of my mouth curled up.

The giant front door flung open and startled both of us.  A lumberjack-sized wolf wearing a white suit and black bow tie a la James Bond emerged through the jamb.  Then an eye-watering wave of his cologne and body odor hit me.  He had the classic, burly, hirsute appearance you would expect from a werewolf with chest hair poking through his dress shirt.

In human form, his shaggy beard rose high up his cheeks and stopped just below the puffy bags under his eyes.  The wild brown mop on top of his head looked like he had just rolled out of bed, applied an overwhelming amount of cologne and thrown on the perfectly pressed suit.  His dark eyes lit up and he smiled at me as he ran a black comb through his greasy hair.

“Hello, Caesar.  Been a while,” I said.  Caesar was Octavius’ firstborn son and right-hand man.

I patted his biceps because I didn’t hug wolves either.  Nice and firm.  He stated, “I was about to say the same.  Several decades have fallen off the calendar since I’ve seen you.  Glad you’re not dead.  What brings you here?”

“I came to talk to Octavius, but this derelict won’t let me in,” I said, pointing my finger an inch from the young guard’s face.

Caesar tucked the comb in his chest pocket.  He came down another step and stood in between the guard and me.  He awkwardly put his hand on my cheek and turned my face toward the bouncer.  “You see this face?  If she ever shows up at the door, you let her right in.”

The guard retorted in a snotty tone, “But Augustus told me...”

Caesar cut him off, “No.  Stop right there, Justinian.  Mind your elder.  No excuses.  She’s an old friend.  She gets right in.  You’d be wise to stop with all the backtalk too.  Don’t forget how lucky you are.”

“Yes, sir,” the guard pouted and turned away, acting busy with his papers.

Caesar said, “That’s right.  I’ll take her to see Octavius.”

I passed the guard and said, “So how’d that work out for you, tough guy?”  Unsurprisingly, he stewed silently and tore a piece of paper in half.

Caesar and I went inside and exchanged numbers, which was fine with me.  I preferred to deal with him rather than Octavius.  

As we walked down the rustic hardwood hallway, Caesar turned to me and said, “Be gentle around Octavius.”  He stopped me, looked around and made sure we were alone.  He whispered, “We all think he’s going mad.  He can go off over nothing at all.”  He closed his eyes and shook his head.  “Please.  I beg you.  Don’t anger him.”

I wasn’t trying to anger Octavius, but I also wouldn’t put on kid gloves for him.  He was the alpha, for fook sake.  

Caesar warned, “He just sits in a room all day, taking meetings and growing irritated as the hours pass.”  

We approached a door on the right side and Caesar pounded on it with his giant fist.  “Octavius.  We have a special visitor here to see you.”

The door creaked as Caesar pushed it open, revealing a dark and musty room.  Caesar reached inside, and I heard a loud click.  A dull yellow flash of electricity sparked in a wooden chandelier hanging from the ceiling.  It barely illuminated the room enough to see the alpha of the pack, sitting on a leather couch that had shredded claw tracks in several places.

In the middle of the room, under the chandelier, was an old high school desk with the seat attached to the tabletop.  Not exactly the high-profile meeting room you would expect from the outside of the house.  I was hip to Octavius’ negotiating tricks.  He tried to make his guests uncomfortable, thus giving him the upper hand.  He even had the interrogation light right above the desk.  Unfortunately for him, I didn’t spook too easy.

The leader didn’t stand up or even speak upon seeing me.  He simply pointed to the desk with his hairy hoagie-shaped finger.

I sat down as the door slammed shut.  My head jerked to the left and Caesar was gone, leaving me alone with the most powerful werewolf in Pittsburgh.  I could tell he wouldn’t start the conversation, so I said, “Hello, old friend.”

He grunted and scratched his shoulder.  I shifted around in the small desk trying to get a better look at him.  Dressed in a tan suit, he appeared confused.  Staring off into the abyss as if he was searching for something.  Just enough electricity poured down from the chandelier to show that Octavius’ once flowing mane was now balding.  He’d tried the comb over technique, but he was losing the battle badly.

I’d bet his rage pills were causing the baldness.  And I’d bet he stopped taking them.  Being in a constant state of rage had likely aided in the madness everyone had warned me about.  When werewolves started to lose their hair, it meant they were losing their powers.  The alpha needed to maintain the respect of his pack, his allies and enemies alike.  All three would try to exploit any sign of weakness.  

His dark eyes opened wide when he noticed me staring, and he smoothed his hand over the top of his scalp, pulling the few remaining wisps of dark brown hair across his head.  He’d forgotten to mask his weakness and his face reddened as a look of terror ran through his eyes.  Apparently, my unexpected visit had taken him by surprise.

Octavius leaned over and searched frantically for something next to him, his arm diving into the cushions of the couch.  The erratic motion nearly causing him to fall to the ground.  He braced his other hand on the coffee table and straightened, still searching angrily for something.  

The wolf in human form started to shake uncontrollably and let out a few bassy grunts.  Just as he seemed about to snap, he produced a black fedora from the cushions.  He punched the inside of the flattened hat and it expanded back to its normal shape. 

Octavius groaned as he slid the fedora over his balding head.  Long brown hair still grew below the bald ring on top of his head and hung to his shoulders.  In this poorly lit room, his full beard and the hat covering the top of his head hid his secret well.  I felt bad for him because he had to be scared shitless that he could lose his pack.  He was in a horrible position, stuck inside a tightening vise grip.

“You say a word about this and I’ll kill you myself,” he threatened predictably.

I held up an open hand.  “It goes without saying.”

“What you doing here?  The Spear?” he asked curtly, his voice hoarse.

“I came to see you.  How are you?”  It never hurt to use a little flattery.

Octavius grabbed a gold goblet off the coffee table in front of his couch and gulped it a few times.  As he wiped his lips with the back of his hand, he said, “Cut the shit, June.  I’ll save you a lot of trouble.  I haven’t heard anything about Darabond.”

He leaned forward and set the goblet down.  The black fedora began to slide off his head and he scrambled to hold it in place.  He spoke over his heavy breathing, “Look, we been friends, if you choose to call it that, for a long time.  We don’t call each other on our birthdays.  You don’t come to family parties.  We’re associates.  Nothing more.  Nothing less.  And that’s a beautiful thing.  I help you out if I can and you do the same.  So I ask you again.  What are you doing here?”

So much for flattery or pretending I had come to check on my husband.  “I’m here on behalf of Jonathan.”

Octavius jumped up from the leather couch, and within a heartbeat, he was standing in front of me, hovering over the desk, foamy slobber building up in the corners of his mouth.  His chest heaved in and out with his panting.  He tilted his head, his voice guttural, and asked, “Should I kill you right now, then?”

His stank, stale onion breath almost knocked me out.  I pushed myself back to avoid the smell and the legs of the desk shrieked harshly against the floor.  “Relax.  Sit down.  I’m here as a peacemaker.  An honest broker.”

He didn’t sit down.  In fact, he started to shift.  The magic emanating from him smelled like burnt meat with a hint of gaminess.  His body bulged, and the tan jacket’s seams gave way.  A silver button from the collar of his shirt broke loose and shot past my head.  He continued expanding as his suit frayed and tore, falling from his body in scraps.

Hair grew over the top of his balding scalp and his face became elongated and took on the classic wolf look.  He grew taller and wider until an eight-foot werewolf with the muscles of a young Arnold Schwarzenegger stood in front of me.  I could smell his rotten breath from a few feet away as his chest pumped in and out, pushing the funk toward me in a steady stream.  

He lowered his tone, sounding like a man who had smoked fifty cigars a day for a thousand years straight, “June, you are a great many things and I’ve called you most of them.  Peacemaker and honest broker are not on that list.”  

I got up from the desk and moved to the side to avoid his breath.  “I’m changing my ways.  Trying to mend fences now.  Maybe it will put me in the good graces of the Gods.”

As he walked back to his couch, he said, “You’re still pining away about that?  You know the only thing better than being a God?”

I closed one eye, wondering what he was getting at.  “What’s that?”

Octavius paused for a moment as he covered himself with a blanket and sat back down.  “Killing a God.  Maybe you should focus on that.”

I rolled my eyes.  “Oh sure, I’ll just rush Clara Spiritus, magic blazing and lay waste to as many Gods as I can.”

Octavius struggled to keep his expanded werewolf body covered with the blanket.  “At least you’ll die with a smile on your face.” 

I got back to the point of my visit.  “What do you want to end this little spat?”

“Little spat?”  He sat up straight and leaned forward, his eyes bugging out.  “June, I believe you are mistaken.  Those vampires executed three members of my pack.  My pack.  Every time one of them dies, part of me dies too.  I’m supposed to protect them.  If I can’t protect them, then I’m not the alpha.  I’m nothing.  An utter disgrace that deserves to be put to death is all.”

Now I understood completely.  It was all a protection issue.  His own blood.  His family didn’t feel safe with him as the patriarch.  The prospect of losing that probably scared him much more than any vampire.  

I said, “If you squash this right now, I can make sure nobody else gets hurt.  I might need some concessions, though.”

He jumped up again, pointed at my face and exploded, “Concessions from me?  Not a chance.  He apologizes to me in front of every member of my pack and hands over two more of his men.  An eye for an eye.  That’s the only offer.”

I explained, “You both are demanding things that are unreasonable.”

Octavius held the blanket firmly over his shoulders.  Pacing in front of the coffee table, he shook his head and said, “You haven’t been around here.  Ask around.  You’ll find out he’s taking you for a ride.  You’re going to feel like a real fool.”

I sat back down at the desk.  “First of all, I’m not taking any sides.  I’m friendly with both of you.  I’m trying to keep peace in my city.”

He stopped pacing for a moment and stared down at me.  “It’s just...how should I put this?  Really fucking suspicious.  That’s all.  You’re not exactly the superhero type.”

“Right back at you.”  I tried to brush off the slight.  I loved Iron Man and he wasn’t the superhero type, until he was.  In fact, he was a selfish asshole, just like me.  Since this was going nowhere, I decided to broach a few other subjects.  “So you haven’t heard a single thing about Darabond?”

He groaned and sat back down.  “Give up on him and find yourself a new man.  Stop torturing yourself over this.  It’s not worth it.  Look what it’s done to you.”

I responded immediately, “That’s rich coming from you.  I never started any senseless wars that would endanger my city.”

He waved his pointer finger in front of his face.  “I’m not starting anything either.  I’m finishing a problem that someone else started.”

What could I say that wouldn’t have this surly bastard getting his panties all wadded up?  “Look.  Forget about that.  Have you heard anything about Lugh’s Spear?”

Octavius smirked and titled his head to the side.  “I’ve heard that you should stop chasing it.  That everyone should stop chasing it for that matter.  Give up on the spear and give up on your husband, June.  You’ll live a much happier life.”

Now a balding werewolf was throwing me life advice.  It took every ounce of strength in my body not to make a Mr. Clean joke.  “That doesn’t really answer the question.  Have you heard anything?”

He growled, “Same old chatter.  Same old people saying the same things they did five years ago.  Same things they said ten years ago.  Twenty years ago.”

“I get the picture.”

“You’ve held it.  Did you feel the power?” he asked, and I could see his eyes light up in the dim room.

I told him, “I definitely felt something.  When I grabbed it the first time, I felt a jolt.  A shot of electricity.  And when you look at it, your heart starts to pound and every drop of sweat comes to the surface.  It almost has a presence.  A gravity to it.”

He mused, “I suppose that’s why many men have died in the quest for the Spear.”

I reminded him, “Women too.”

“Excuse me?” he asked, muddled.

I informed him, “A lot of women have died on the quest too.  Men always seem to forget about us.”

A knock on the door startled me.  As I turned, the door was opening toward us and the bouncer stuck his head inside.  “Sir, your appointment is here.”

“What appointment?” Octavius snapped at him.

“It is an appointment with Mike...” he paused and looked out into the hall.

Someone shoved the bouncer aside and stepped through the jamb with all the confidence in the world.  Of course.  The tall blond guy.  This Mike character was everywhere.  

“Hello, sir.  I’m here on behalf of Jonathan Rickleshaw,” he announced as he approached Octavius.  Mike extended an open hand.  Why the hell was Captain Peach Fuzz crashing the party?

Still in wolf form, Octavius jumped up and glared at me.  “What’s going on, June?”

I responded, “I haven’t the foggiest.”  I turned to Mike, who pulled his hand back from Octavius.  This earnest do-gooder was messing up my plan.  “Did Jonathan send you to do this?”

He shook his head, tightlipped.  “No, ma’am.  I’m a man of action.  In this case, I guess I’m trying to stop some action.  With the backing of the Celtic Gods, I’ve sworn to protect Pittsburgh.  A werewolf-vampire war wouldn’t be good for anyone.”

Octavius shook his head nervously and kept rubbing the top of his scalp, making sure it was covered with hair.  He was safe in wolf form, although he should have been worried about covering up ‘little Sasquatch’.  “I still don’t like you just showing up like this.  Something doesn’t feel right.”

Mike said, “I made an appointment and showed up on time.”

“Here’s how this is going down.  Let’s end this nonsense right now like men.  Why not a duel?  If this Jonathan is a proper leader, then he will accept the challenge.  We can settle it the old way.  The honorable way,” Octavius suggested.

I objected, “But what would that prove?  I mean, would it stop all future hostilities?  Or would it just be another man dying?”

Octavius fired back, venom dripping from his words, “It would give me the justice I deserve.  I can prove in front of my pack that I will stand up for them when they are attacked by cowards.”

The door flew open and Caesar appeared, frantic and disheveled.  “Octavius, we’re under attack.  Vampires are here.”

Octavius leaned forward with both hands extended, lunging at Mike and me.  But then he leaned down further, his hands hitting the hardwood floor.  I knew what he was about to do, and I backed up a few steps as the smell of burning meat became overwhelming.

The werewolf began to shift again, swelling in the midsection, his jaw elongating, furry triangular ears developing on top of his head.  Within seconds, he was in the form of the biggest damn dire wolf anyone had ever seen.  On all fours, he charged for the door and overshot it.  He skidded across the floor, his claws screeching against the hardwood.

His big body shaped like a barrel of wine slammed into me, bowling me over before he darted out the door in a flash with Caesar hot on his heels.  I jumped up and peeked out the door.  I could hear Octavius screaming, “June and that kid sold us out.  Send some troops in to take them out.”

Before I had time to set up a proper escape plan, several werewolves made a beeline down the hallway toward Octavius’ room.  I pulled my head back inside and locked the door.  It wouldn’t stop them, but it would slow them down.  Why weren’t they focused on the vampires?

Mike said, “If we work together, we can get out of this.”

“Screw that.  It’s everyone for themselves now.”  I hated to burst his bubble, but I didn’t work well with others.  I thought about conjuring up a weapon, but then another idea came to the fore.  I tapped into the skills I’d obtained from a lightning mage.  A spark jolted my heart and dispersed through my body.

I looked at the back of my hands and saw the blue pulses of energy, dancing just below the surface.  That meant I was ready for action.

The men kept hammering away at the door, and the firm wood bowed in toward us, threatening to break off the hinges.  A loud smack rang in my ears as a hairy foot busted through.  I smiled and walked casually toward the door. 

Before the wolf could pull his foot back through the splintered mess, I flicked one of his toes.  Electricity jumped from my finger to his toe, the blast of energy coursing through the rest of his body.  He howled in pain, struggling to get his foot back out. 

With the smell of burnt hair hanging heavy in the air, I grabbed his foot again, juicing him with more energy, and yanked the leg in, up to the wolf’s knee.  He howled, and the others rapped on the door furiously, yelling at me to stop.  This was going to be too easy.  

The wolf wedged his leg out before I could grab his foot again.  No matter.  Someone still had to reach inside and unlock the door.  I could do this all day, boys.

Instead of a hand, the barrel of a big gun came through the hole.  I heard someone scream, “Open it up now.”

It was a strange barrel and I couldn’t tell what kind of gun it was until I noticed the connected gas tank through the opening in the door.

I turned to Mike, pushed him to the side of the room and dove on top of him.  A blast of fire erupted from the wide barrel of the homemade flame thrower.  It immediately engulfed two desks and a felt painting of Hernando Cortez on the wall.  Well, so much for waiting them out.

Mike said, “Are you ready to work as a team now?”

The barrel turned toward the other side of the room and another burst of flames lit up Octavius couch and coffee table.  

My heart skipped a few beats, then stopped as flashbacks from the lava bath crept into my head.  The only reason I’d survived the lava was because I had gone straight to my father’s house and received some magical healing.  If my body burned again, I wasn’t sure I would survive.

Tossing the panic-stricken fear aside, I jumped up and rushed the door.  I leaned forward with my shoulder and rammed into the door.  Sparks of electricity jumped from my body and blasted the door right off the hinges.  The huge piece of wood slammed into the men outside, knocking them down and discombobulating them while I made my dramatic exit.

If I could just get down this hallway, I could get the hell out of here.  I didn’t want to kill any of the wolves even though Octavius had just ordered my death.  Using the inclined door as a ramp, I ran up the plank of wood and jumped over a werewolf sprawled out on the ground.

Another wolf grabbed me, but I jolted his hand with my bubbling electricity.  As I continued down the narrow hallway, the growls of howling wolves broke out behind me.  I rounded on them, and two were lunging at me.  Ducking one wolf’s advances, I rose and unleashed an uppercut.  I connected right under his ribcage, chasing the wind out of him and zapping him with lightning.

A blurry object raced toward me, and by the time it came into focus, a huge paw smacked me in the cheek, knocking me senseless and ending my electric attack.  Shaking the cobwebs loose, I realized they had me surrounded.  I tried to bring back the electricity, but it wasn’t working.

I didn’t like being cornered.  Like an obsidian cauldron over hot coals, a fiery anger came to a boil inside me, heating my dark blood.  My vision swirled like a tornado and then the world went all red.  The ginger storm had begun.

I heard feral screaming and loud crashes.  My body was in motion, but all I could see was blood.  Staining my vision.  Clouding my mind.  Tainting my soul.  I’d gone into these fits before and it had never turned out well for my opponents.

I just had to let it run its course.  These fits could last anywhere from thirty seconds to several hours.  They always seemed like they only lasted a few seconds to me, but witnesses had informed me about the length of my actions after the fact.

My vision cleared.  I was at the end of the hallway.  I poked my head out into the foyer and looked left at two vampires I recognized from the Purple House.  They were battling three wolves.  Fookin’ Jonathan.  Why were his vamps here?  

As I went to check to the right, I noticed fresh blood all over my hands.  I rubbed my fingers together and the slick warm liquid confused me.  A loud growl erupted behind me and a firm object clobbered me on the back of the head.  The foyer began to spin and then the world went dark. 
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Chapter 8
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My eyelids opened to reveal a small, dank cell with what appeared to be a dead body next to me.  It was Mike.  He was face down and not moving.  I leaned over and put my fingers on the side of his neck.  No pulse.  Too bad for him.

The dim cell consisted of three concrete walls and a fourth wall of metal bars with a locked door on the right side.  The moist dirt ground and a cot against the back wall were the only things inside the cell.

I tried to piece together how I had got here.  The fight had broken out with the vampires, and Octavius had ordered his men to kill me.  I remembered the big fight with the werewolves as I tried to escape, and then everything had gone red.  This had to be a cell the werewolves used for prisoners.

Searching around for clues, I noticed brownish-red stains on my hands, and as I moved them closer to the light, I found that it was dried blood.  What the hell had happened?

Another Ginger Storm had struck.  I had so many types of magical blood running around my body and when they wanted to take over, they did.  The dark blood could take hold of me at any time, making me a prisoner to my own actions.  It happened mostly when I was cornered and scared and other times fits of anger caused them.  

I’d read something in the Florida Sentinel that claimed to be the true meaning of the word hurricane (her-ri-cane).  Hurricane was the true spirit of the African women who had been stolen, beaten, raped, murdered and thrown overboard the slave ships.  That was why hurricanes began at the same point of exodus in Africa and hit every stop where slaves were sold.  All throughout the Caribbean and up and down the coast of the southern United States.

My Ginger Storms weren’t quite on that level, but I felt a kinship with that definition of hurricane.  I’d been through a lot of the same torture during my undercover experience in the Red Cavern and understood that a girl could only take so much.  Only be pushed so far before she snapped.  I tried to control the storms, but one thing was certain, once they started, there was no stopping them.  

I had thought little of it at the time.  I’d just wanted to obtain powers, but I had gone on a magical shopping spree and shunned any thought of repercussions.  Now I had trouble controlling the darkness.

I picked up some dirt from the ground and mashed it into my hands.  The soil had just enough moisture to sop up the crusty bloodstains.

Without warning, Mike stirred around, scaring the living shit out of me.  I threw the dirt back down.  He rolled onto his side, then his back.  He peered around the cell and said, “Locked up with a maniac.  Great.”

“I’m a maniac?”  I pointed to my chest.  “You’re the one with Celtic rune symbol tattoos on your wrists.  I’ve only seen them on assassins.”

Mike sat up slowly and took a deep, wheezing breath.  He tapped his ribs tenderly and grimaced in reaction.  “Unless that was someone else back in that hallway, then yes, you are an absolute maniac.  How many wolves did you kill?”

I looked over my shoulder, certain he was talking about someone else but only stacked cinderblocks met my eyes.  “None that I know of.”

“Really?  I can count four wolves.  I stood there and watched you rip their hearts out.  I don’t know how you broke through the ribcage or pulled it out, but I witnessed it with these two eyes,” he said, two fingers pointing at his eyes.

“I have a bit of a problem with rage,” I stated quietly.

“More like wrath,” he said as he put one hand on his temple and the other on his chin.  He twisted his hands, cracking his neck.

“Potato, pahtahto.  It’s a problem I’ve been working on.” I stood up and went to the door of the cell.  I lay my face against the thin latticed bars and listened for guards.  I couldn’t hear anything, but I noticed a bright ray of light in the distance.

“Well, you need to work harder.  I didn’t kill any wolves, but for some reason, they thought I was with you.  I’m really not trying to die because of your crazy actions.”  Mike’s fingers poked through the bars and lifted himself to his feet.  He held onto the metal for a few moments until he completely caught his balance.

“In fairness, they were going to kill both of us, if they could.  I might have saved your life by killing some of them.  They weren’t coming after us for a tickling contest.  And I didn’t want to kill anyone in the first place.  Why did a group of vampires show up?”

He turned to me with confusion clouding his blue eyes.  “No idea.  You recognize any of them?”

I slammed my eyelids shut and tried to remember the events after the storm.  “Two.  I saw two vampires and they were members of the Purple House.  But Jonathan knew I was coming here.  I didn’t tell him an exact time, but that seems odd.”

Mike flexed his fingers and hands.  For some reason, they grabbed my attention and I couldn’t look away.  

Still unable to avert my gaze from his mitts, he said, “It doesn’t seem that odd.  Jonathan’s been going a little crazy lately.  But if we are both working on his behalf, was he setting us up?  Octavius should have known I was coming.”

I didn’t have a lot of people I considered friends in this world and I wasn’t ready to peg one of them as a liar.  I also understood that people changed over time and kept reminding myself that he was a vampire who would chug my blood if given the chance.  “Jonathan knows better than to set me up.  I’m not the type of person you want to cross.”

“Do you have a better explanation, then?” he asked as he sat down on the cot and leaned his head back against the concrete wall.

I paced the length of the cell.  “Give me a few minutes, Peach Fuzz.  Let me clear my head.  You know, if you hadn’t shown up, I wouldn’t even be in here.”

Mike huffed in response and sat up straight.  “I’m not sure about that since you came on Jonathan’s behalf.  And furthermore, you’d be dead if it weren’t for me.”

“How so?”

Mike stared at me in disbelief.  “Because after you ripped out the hearts of four wolves, the rest of them wanted to kill you for some crazy reason.”

“And you stopped them?” I asked in a somber tone, almost taken aback.

“Yeah, I stopped them with my face.”  He pointed to the left side of his lumpy cheek.  “They became so enamored with beating me silly, that they forgot about you long enough until Caesar arrived.  Caesar told them they couldn’t kill you because you were too valuable.  But he let them beat the shit out of me.”

I was torn, not sure if I could believe this guy.  He had no reason to lie, really.  And he had cuts on his arms and face, two developing black eyes that were already puffing up, and a bloody red patch on his left sclera.  Not to mention his clothes were torn and tattered.  His dilated pupils stared intently at me, waiting for me to respond to his valiant story.

I looked down at him and gazed into his eyes.  “If your story is true, I thank you kindly.  Did they make any threats as to what they were going to do with us?”

Mike bit at the open air, apparently testing the strength of his jaw.  “No.  Octavius said, ‘lock them up until I decide what I want to do.’  I don’t plan on staying here long though, not sure about you.”

“What did you have in mind?” I wanted to know.

“Now you want to work together.”  He smirked smugly and shook his head.  He pointed toward the front of the cell.  “Did you check out the wards on the cell door?”

“Yeah.  They’re pretty intense.  I gave up because it was making my headache worse.”

Mike shifted around on the lumpy cot, trying to get comfortable.  “I need to study it some more before I can solve it.  But after that, I don’t know where we are or how to get out.  And I have no idea if we’re heavily guarded.  Have you ever been in this pen, or know where we are?”

I looked out through the bars again but didn’t recognize anything.  “No.  We could be in the basement of the cabin or in some off building on the property.  Or they could have transported us somewhere.  It’s hard to say since I don’t know how long I was out for.”

“Me neither.”  Mike paused for a second.  Hesitantly, he said, “I need to ask you a question, and don’t take this the wrong way, but who the hell are you?”

Good.  He didn’t know who I was.  “Name is Gale Sutherland.”  

I didn’t want to reveal too much.  He wasn’t an enemy, per se, but you never knew who could be working against you.  

Mike stood up quickly and raised his voice, “Come on with that bullshit.  I heard Octavius call you June back there.”

I paused for a second, trying to come up with an excuse.  “That’s my middle name that old friends sometimes call me.”

Mike said, “Still doesn’t add up.  I can see you’re plugged into the pipeline of the supernatural in Pittsburgh.  I’ve been here for almost two years and I’ve never seen or heard about you.”

If he hadn’t heard about me then he hadn’t been running with the big dogs.  Not to brag, but I played with fallen Gods and the top of the supernatural food chain.  Perhaps this kid wasn’t as badass as I’d thought.  Especially if he had taken an ass whooping from the wolves.

I stared through the bars at freedom sitting on the other side, taunting me, and explained, “I was in retirement.  I know a good bit of people in Pittsburgh and I know the Celtic Gods.  Before you arrived, I was the one who kept everyone safe from the monsters of the night.”

The conversation was stilted, almost guarded.  As if two prizefighters were circling each other in the ring, feeling out the opponent, trying to figure out what the other was plotting.  Then waiting for the opponent to make a fatal flaw.  I had a feeling he didn’t want to reveal too much either, which made me question whether I could trust his answers.    

A sudden glow came over his battered face and his eyes lit up.  “That’s awesome.  It looks like you are out of retirement now.  Can we go see the Gods and tell them that you’re ready to take back over again?”

I hated to stomp on his excitement, but I had unfinished business to take care of.  “What do you mean?  Why would you want to stop at such a young age?”

“I’m young, but I’ve been through some serious shit already.  I just want to be a family man for a while.  My girl’s pregnant and we have an adopted son.  I’m tired of being a fly-by dad.  And the supernatural stuff never stops.  It’s one thing after another.”

That was exactly why I had gone into early retirement.  Unfortunately, I had no family.  The chosen one had it all.  I had nothing and was all alone.  Trying not to sound bitter, I said, “I can understand that.  That’s why I stepped away for a while.  As much as I’d like to help you out, I have an unfinished mission that I need to keep myself open for.”

“Lugh’s Spear?” he asked immediately.

“No.  Why would you assume that?”  I scratched my neck nervously.

Mike responded, “I’ve heard a few rumors about it lately.  Some people said that I would encounter some serious power players if I went on the hunt for it.  So then, why are you in Pittsburgh?”

“My husband.  He’s been gone for a while, and although everyone else has told me to give up, I never will.  All my contacts are in Pittsburgh, so I came back to see if anyone had heard anything about him.  And I will find Darabond one day.  You can mark it down.  But when that day arrives, I will have to leave Pittsburgh at once,” I explained.

I could feel Mike’s eyes burning holes in me, inspecting me, which I probably should have expected from someone with detective skills.  We made quick eye contact, and he turned away shyly.

In a higher pitch, he said, “I’m a sucker for a good love story, so I’m really pulling for you.  If there’s anything I can do to make that happen, just let me know.  I want to step back from everything, but that’s a worthwhile cause.”  He took a deep breath.  “And this might sound forward, but it’s meant to be a compliment.  You look so much like my girl that it is kind of spooky.”

I asked, “How old is she?”

“Twenty.”

I assumed I was blushing from the fiery feeling right under my cheeks.  “Then I’ll definitely take it as a compliment.”  

The conversation reminded me that I’d used magic.  Magic made me age.  What did I look like right now?  I would guess I hadn’t aged much if I was comparable to a twenty-year-old.  My body felt a little sore, but nothing out of the ordinary.  Goibniu’s potion had restored my defiance of Father Time.  But how long would it last?

“I’m still surprised that you would walk away from your duties.  Where did you learn magic?” I pressed him.

Mike’s brow furrowed, and I could tell he was gauging how much to tell me.  “I have a mentor named Alayna.  Maybe you know her.”

Oh, I knew her all right.  I hated her but remained civil when we saw each other.  She used to be Queen Al from Sleepy Willow.  The bitch put a curse on the land to kill all the crops and prevent any from growing again.  I’d watched the citizens starve to death.  Their emaciated, skeletal bodies wasting away, searching endlessly for a single grain of food.  The elves who raised me starved and died.

Alayna was also buddy-buddy with my mother and it made me sick.  The Celtic Gods loved her—a queen who starved her own people to settle a personal grudge—but hated me for some unknown reason.  Perhaps it was because I was best friends with the Morrigan.

Mike didn’t need to know about my animus.  I told him, “We know each other.  Did she give you the never-ending wave lesson?”

“You mean how pure magic is like a constant flowing body that runs through everyone and only a select few can ride the wave.  Yeah, she might have taught me that one,” he said, and we both laughed.  He added, “Looks like you can surf pretty well from your lightning display back there.”

Unfortunately, I hadn’t been born with the ability to surf that wave.  I kept the spotlight on him.  “What types of magic did she teach you?”

Mike raised his eyebrows and thought for a moment.  “Spellcasting.  Conjuring.  Elemental.  Natural.  To be honest, there is so much more I’d like to learn about but being the protector of the city takes up all my time.  I feel like I’m using the same acts over and over again. I want to study up and build up my repertoire.”

I could understand that.  Not everyone had a handicap like me concerning magic.  I wasn’t the chosen one born with magical abilities.  Conceived by two Gods, why couldn’t I harness magic naturally?  

I had to take my magic from others.  And surprisingly, the pure magic had clashed with me, yet the dark magic meshed seamlessly with my soul.  The Morrigan had convinced me it was natural, but it still concerned me that I had an affinity toward dark magic.     

The Morrigan had imparted some knowledge to me that allowed me to sap magic from others.  She hadn’t shared that secret with anyone else and had sworn me to secrecy with the explicit threat of death, as if it were necessary.  Very few beings knew how to absorb all the magic from another entity.  Absorbing the magic of another was easy.  Understanding how to use those skills was another story altogether.

I still didn’t have a full grasp of all the magic running around inside me.  Sometimes, I could just envision something, and it would happen automatically.  I’d also learned many spells, englyns and chants that accompanied some of the skills I’d absorbed.

Some days I could feel the pure and dark magic fighting against each other, battling for supremacy.  It was out of my control at this point.  Like my rage fit back at Octavius’s.  Angry, dark blood had overpowered the good.  If I could go back, I wouldn’t have taken the dark or black magic blood.

I said, “From the stories I’ve heard, you seem to be doing all right for yourself.”

Mike shrugged his shoulders and his eyes opened wide, contemplating my words.  “I’ve done a lot of stuff that I look back on and still wonder how the hell I did it.  These past few years have been such a whirlwind that it’s all one big blur.  I’ve almost died a hundred times in the past year.  But I’m still here.  Maybe there’s a reason for it all.”

“If you figure it out, let me know,” I joked.  “I’ve been trying to understand why I haven’t died yet either.  Granted I’m immortal, but I could have easily died in a number of ways over the years.”

“Trust me.  I believe it after what I saw back there.  It’s a crazy game most of the time.”  Mike had a veteran presence and talked like an old salt.  Like he’d been doing this for decades, not just a few years.  He knew his shit, despite his constant hinting that he was just a magical neophyte.  All experts started out as neophytes.  Mike had me torn on what to make of him.

I’d accomplished my mission.  Mike had revealed a good bit about himself and I had given him barely any information about myself.  All he really knew was my name and that I could be a force to reckon with when I was angry.  After seeing Mike up close again, I couldn’t help but think Jonathan was lying about him not being a vampire.

****
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A FEW HOURS PASSED and I heard what sounded like a ruckus in the distance.  Mike jumped up and I smelled the magic emanating from him.  Flowers.  How dainty.

Wild growling inside the building brought me to my feet.  The commotion grew louder and nearer.  Within a few seconds, the barbaric yelling ceased abruptly.  I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad, so I prepared for the worst and called on my magic.

Had the vampires come back for round two?  I pressed my face against the bars but couldn’t see anything outside the cell.  Mike turned to me and we both shrugged our shoulders and waited in awkward silence.

I smelled something overpowering Mike’s fresh scent.  What was it?  The fruity aroma intensified by the second.  Orange blossoms.  No.  It couldn’t be.

The outline of a large figure appeared in front of the cell.  As my eyes adjusted, a golden ring mail jacket gleamed in the dull light.  Tyr stood in front of the cell.  My hero.  My savior.  Standing there in all his manly magnificence.

I heaved out a sigh of relief and joked, “You’re late for the meeting.”

Tyr’s smile gleamed in the gloomy atmosphere.  “I’ve always said, better late than never.  I could leave if you wish.”  He gestured with his thumb and looked over his shoulder.

I smirked at him.  “Since you’re here, you might as well let me out.”  With Tyr’s presence grabbing my attention, I’d almost forgotten that Mike was standing next to me.  Too bad nobody showed up to rescue him.  

Tyr stared at the lock on the cell, trying to break the protection ward.  A few moments later, he nodded and inserted the key.  He turned his wrist and the clicking sound was music to my ears.  He pulled the gate open and extended a powerful hand covered by a white glove.

I grabbed it and exited the nasty cell.  Tyr pointed at Mike, and said, “What about this guy?”

I answered, “Don’t worry about Peach Fuzz.  We can leave him here.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?  You aren’t going to let me out?” he asked, moving closer to the door.

“Nope.  You’ll figure out a way to get out of here.  You’re a smart guy.  I believe in you,” I told him.

Tyr slammed the door and Mike took two steps closer and smashed his fist against it.  Peach Fuzz grabbed ahold of the gate and shook it as he screamed like a maniac, totally ruining my joke.  I planned to let him out, and we hadn’t relocked the cell.  I just wanted to see him sweat a little and he’d ruined all the fun.

I said, “Stop it.  Let him out and let’s get the hell out of here before the wolves figure out you are here.”  It hadn’t exactly been a silent escape.

Tyr squinted and his face contorted in confusion.  Nobody seemed to get my jokes.  He opened the cell door again.  “Don’t worry about the wolves.  I set a wolfsbane spell that will have them knocked out for the next hour.  But if anyone shows up who wasn’t here, we’ll be in for a fight.”

Mike jumped out of the cell with a grin on his face.  As I looked around, I realized we were in an off building, not the main house.  I stared at a long row of empty jail cells.

I noticed two guards in human form sprawled out on the dirt floor in front of two other cells.  A door at the end of the room was beckoning us, promising that safety lay right on the other side of that rectangular piece of wood.  I hopped over the wolves and followed Tyr to the door.

He turned the knob and booted open our exit.  As I walked through the jamb, I realized this jail was in their backyard, about twenty yards from the main house.  More wolves in human form were lying on the ground, totally incapacitated.  

I peered over my shoulder and screamed.  From behind, Tyr wrapped his powerful arms around me, making me feel safe.  Turning again, I counted seven vampires hanging from several oak tree branches.  Each vampire had multiple wooden stakes jammed into their chests.

Even from a distance, the starry night provided just enough of a gleam that I could see the blood trickling from the tips of their shoes or boots.  Drop by bloody drop, the thick liquid of life fell to the ground, staining Mother Nature’s creation.  Each vampire’s face had been mangled beyond recognition.  With that said, the wolves probably weren’t done desecrating the bodies.

What on earth was Jonathan thinking?  Attacking the wolves on their home turf?  It was an outright declaration of war.  And it didn’t look like it had gone well.  I had to be careful around him.

My knight in shining armor put his hand on the small of my back and gently guided me down a little hill.  We passed the house on our right and ran toward a small parking lot of vehicles.  Tyr moved ahead of me and headed toward a bright yellow race car.  Considering I’d lost my keys, it appeared my Jeep was staying here.

As we got closer to his car, I realized it was a McLaren GT replete with special side panels and a spoiler to counter wind resistance.  Tyr lifted the passenger door that opened upward, like a Ferrari or a DeLorean.  Like a true gentleman, Tyr helped me into the passenger seat and shut the door behind me.  

He walked around to the driver’s side and said, “Sorry, Peach Fuzz.  I only brought the two-seater.  Good luck getting out of here.”

Mike barely had time to react before Tyr hopped in, started the engine and gave it some gas, releasing the pent-up purr of a thousand angry bobcats.  He straightened the car out and got it onto the winding driveway.  Tyr flashed the peace sign to Mike, and we were off.

When we hit the final straightaway of the driveway, the engine roared, tires screeched, and my head snapped back, hitting the soft headrest.  As Tyr sped out onto the road, I stared at the dashboard that resembled a plane’s cockpit.  I agreed to go back to his place because I expected the wolves would be on the prowl for me and I didn’t want to end up like the vampires.

Just when I’d started to doubt whether I could trust Tyr, he’d busted in like a knight in shining armor, ready to slay the dragon.  I knew it was silly to think he had set me up.  But one never knew whom to trust in this business.

We ended up in Mount Washington, overlooking the entire city, a little while later.  We cruised up a steep street, the wide race car tires hugging the road and releasing the slightest hint of a squeal.  Tyr pulled into the driveway of a big snow-covered house and pressed a button on the dash. 

The garage door opened, and Tyr pulled the McLaren into the hold.  The four-car garage housed three other outrageously expensive vehicles.  I got out and an overpowering scent of pine tree air freshener attacked my nose. 

Tyr stepped out and his fresh cologne counterbalanced the smell and caused me to smile.  He took off his golden ring mail jacket and hung it up on the wall.  He proceeded to remove a few more pieces of his white-enameled armor and set them on a desk against the wall.

Tyr kicked off his tan battle boots and guided me through a door in the garage.  We entered a finished basement that featured a game room with pool tables, arcade games and something that looked like a flight simulator.

A screechy female voice sounded from upstairs.  “Where’d ya go?”  Tyr had warned me that his girlfriend would be here, but I hadn’t expected her to sound like that.

It was annoying, but a familiar tone that I couldn’t quite place.  Tyr didn’t answer as he stomped up the steps.  He opened the door, and we entered his kitchen.  A young lady with curly black hair and bright red lipstick ran up and wrapped her arms around him.  She planted two soft kisses on his perfect lips and gave him a playful slap on his right cheek.

The woman was about my height, although she was in heels.  She appeared dressed for the club in a short red leather mini-skirt, a matching suede off shoulder, crop top and flashy jewelry on her wrists and neck.  Her pale skin glowed like powerful moonlight, guiding a weary traveler on the darkest of nights.  She didn’t seem supernatural, but her cloying perfume could be hiding her magic scent and her radiant aura made me wonder.

Taken aback by my grimy appearance, she turned to Tyr.  “Yah supposed to tell me when yah goin’ out, silly.  And whom is this?” she spoke with a heavy Long Island accent, gesturing toward me with wide eyes and a quick tip of the forehead.

I could handle the introduction myself.  “Hi, my name is Gale.  I work in the same business as Tyr.”

“I’m Luna.  You sell rare books, too?” she asked, the bridge of her nose wrinkling.  

She stepped forward and extended her arm to shake my hand.  Embarrassed, I flashed a filthy hand from behind my back momentarily.  I shrugged my shoulders, hoping she only saw the dirt and not the crusty blood stains.  As soon as she saw my hand, she yanked her arm away and took a step back, moving closer to Tyr.

I lied.  “Sure do.  And it can be a crazy business, let me tell you.”  I took out my phone and pretended to read a text.

Luna pointed at my phone and said, “You should take a pickcha of us and send it to me.  I’ll give you my numbah latah.  My phone is awl the way upstairs and we just look so good together.  It would be a crime not to document it.”  She laughed hideously as she moved in closer to Tyr, poked him playfully on the nose and tilted her head against his chest.  

Then it hit me.  Her accent reminded me of Fran Drescher in The Nanny, even down to the mind numbing, obnoxious eh-eh-eh-eh-eh-eh machine gun-style laugh.  How did Tyr put up with that?

Was she trying to assert her territory?  Or was this picture intended to torture me?  Forcing me to keep a constant reminder of their relationship.  I didn’t want any pictures of Tyr and this skank on my phone.  I didn’t want it to remind me of the pain I had to endure with my missing husband.

I slapped on a fake smile.  “Sure.”  I wasn’t great with all the apps on cell phones, but I knew how to work the camera feature.  I snapped a quick pic and Luna made me promise that I would send her a copy when she gave me her phone number.

Tyr wagged a finger at me and suggested, “Why don’t I show you to the guest room, so you can shower?  While you clean up, I’ll see if Luna has anything for you to wear.”          

Tyr led me through the kitchen and down a hallway.  He approached a door at the end and opened it.  The scent of flower petals, cinnamon and vanilla rushed out of the room and danced playfully in my nostrils.  Tyr held out his beefy arm, gesturing for me to enter.  I grinned and walked through the jamb. 

Whoa.  My quarters looked like a plush hotel room.  The king-sized bed had nearly twenty pillows on it and mahogany nightstands flanked the head.  In the corner sat a dresser as tall as me with towels and washcloths on top.  Clear glass bowls of fragrant potpourri had been placed on the nightstands and dresser.

Tyr pointed to a door near the dresser.  “There is your bathroom.  I’ll leave you now, June.”

He bowed his head chivalrously, turned around and left, shutting the door gently on his way out.  I had to control myself around Tyr.  The more I found out, the more I liked the man.  I hated using the P word, but Tyr was as close to perfect as could be.

In the past, I had constantly compared him to my husband.  Recently though, I only thought about Tyr.  I hadn’t given up on reuniting with my husband, but over the past decade I’d come to peace with the fact that it might not happen.  It was the hardest realization I’d ever reached.  A necessary one, but earth shattering nonetheless.

Being around Tyr had stirred up some emotions that my old ass hadn’t felt in years.  He was the only one who could get my motor running, so to speak.  I still wouldn’t cheat on my husband—I didn’t count Zeus’s trickery or what I had to endure when I’d gone undercover in the Red Cavern—but the former Norse God of War was making it difficult.  

As I stepped into the foggy mist of the hot shower, I tried to clear my head and think about what had happened.  I’d forced my way into the heart of the battle between the vamps and wolf shifters, which now seemed like a terrible move.  That evil bitch known as hindsight had reared her ugly head again.

Either Jonathan or Octavius was lying.  A strong hunch told me that it was probably both of them.  I expected it from Octavius, but not Jonathan.

I still wasn’t any closer to finding Lugh’s Spear and doubted it was around Pittsburgh.  Perhaps it was best if I didn’t go on another wild goose chase.  But the desire still burned.  If I could just bring peace to the vamps and wolves, then return Lugh’s Spear to its rightful owner, the pantheon would have to let me in.  They couldn’t deny my noble deeds or overlook me as a God anymore.  

I wasn’t exactly off to an auspicious start as peacemaker considering I’d killed a few wolves.  In my defense, this is a dog eat dog business and they were trying to kill me too.  Slow pokes died first, folks.  We could still reach a peace accord, but it would take much more effort to make that happen now.  I also had to watch my back for Octavius’ henchmen.  

Feeling refreshed, I stepped out of the shower and toweled myself off.  As I dried my hair, a silver object on the counter next to the sink caught my eye, and I picked it up.  It looked like a trident throwing star to the untrained eye.  I knew it as the Helm of Awe, an Icelandic magical stave comprised from Norse rune symbols.  

Eight spiked trident-like arms stemmed out from a central point.  The arms were Norse Z runes which symbolized protection and victory in battle.  Many regarded it as a symbol of protection, while others opined that it represented prevailing over one’s enemies.  I set the Helm of Awe back down and used the mouthwash to get some life back in my leathery tongue.

I went back into the bedroom and saw that Tyr had laid out a bathrobe and a pajama top and bottom for me.  I ran my fingers through my frizzy hair and felt a rush of cold air brush over my bare shoulders.  I wheeled around and saw Tyr standing at the open door.

He asked, “Is everything all right, my dear?”

I made sure the towel was covering my lady bits and tried to slow down my racing heart.  “Just fine.  Thanks again.”

Tyr walked in and shut the door behind him, causing my heart to skip a beat.  I stood in place, frozen by his magnificence and fearful of my impulses.  

His soft words broke the warm silence, “I’m pretty sure those will fit you.”  He pointed at the pajamas, but I couldn’t avert my gaze from his full lips.

An awkward bout of sexual tension ensued as we stared lustfully into each other’s eyes.  I turned and ran my hand through my wet hair again, trying to turn down the temperature of the moment.  I asked, “So have you been back to Midgard lately?”

Tyr walked over to the dresser and played with pieces of potpourri as he spoke, “Not in a long time, actually.  Odin put a bounty on my head last time I was there.  That stupid geezer.  He’s absolutely insane these days, June.  You wouldn’t believe it.”

“So you don’t know what is going on anymore?”

“No.  I talk to Loki every great once in a while.  As far as I know, Odin is beyond repair.”

I asked, “So who is the heir right now?  Does he still go back and forth between Loki and Thor depending on which one gets on his nerves?  Not quite fair to Thor considering he’s Odin’s son.”

Tyr sniffed a busted cinnamon stick and tossed it back in the bowl.  “He apparently got pissed at Thor a while back and denounced his right to the throne, naming Loki in his stead.  Well, Thor didn’t take too kindly to that and took off for Midgard.  That was about two years ago, and nobody has seen him since.  I assumed there would at least be a spotting or two during that time, but he seems to have up and vanished in a cloud of smoke.”

I didn’t want to tell him about how Thor had been spotted in Pittsburgh.  “So Loki is set to take over as the King of the Gods?”

“So it should seem,” he said, leaning against the dresser.  “I’ve talked to some other people from Asgard that are a bit worried about the God of Mischief becoming the supreme Norse ruler.”

I could understand that notion considering I hated Loki.  “I thought you were good friends with him.  If he takes over, he could reinstall you into the pantheon again.”

Tyr drummed the side of the dresser with two fingers as he spoke, “Tragically, that ship has sailed, June.  Besides, I barely talk to Loki anymore.  I doubt he would take sympathy on me.  I’ve moved on and there is no going back.”

“I understand that.  I don’t know why I keep messing around with the Celtic Gods.”

“You and me both.  The best advice I can give you is stay away from the spear.  Is the bed to your liking?” asked Tyr as he cocked his head to the side.

“I suppose.  I haven’t really checked it out.”  Holding the towel carefully, I shimmied up onto the bed and lay my head back on the heavenly soft pillows.

Before I could blink, Tyr was sitting on the edge of the bed, his kissable face inches from mine, causing feelings deep, deep inside that I shouldn’t be having.  He smiled, his arm falling harmlessly to his side and landing on my forearm, striking a match that had been reserved for only one man.

He rubbed my elbow with his thumb and I arched my back in reaction.  It was creepy when Lauren had done it, but Tyr’s gentle touch felt so right.  

Tyr leaned down, and I thought he was going to kiss me, but he turned at the last moment and brushed his cheek against mine.  His facial hair was at that perfect length between being skin-shredding stubble and limp shag carpeting.  It bristled over my ear, tossing the match onto a pile of recently gathered kindling.

“There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”  Tyr whispered in my ear, his warm breath dancing seductively on my neck, driving me crazy.  “If you ever decide to give up on Darabond.  Mind you, I’m not suggesting that remotely.  But if you do, you’ll have men lining up to be with you.  And I’ll come in and kill every, single, one of those men.  And there I shall stand, waiting patiently for your honor.”

His full lips hit my neck, right below my ear and it felt like my body was about to explode.  I planted my right heel in the mattress and pushed against it, pulling away from Tyr.  Undeterred, he moved down and left a soft kiss on my bare shoulder.  The kindling crackled under the unrelenting force of the heat, the flames licking higher with each passing moment and playfully kissing the split logs, tempting them to take part in the warm fun.

After one more peck with his silky-smooth lips, my impulses kicked in.  I reached up and ran my fingers through his hair, digging my nails into his scalp.  Caught up in the moment, my body throbbing with passion, I pulled his face toward mine.  Our lips met, and my entire body buzzed with pure unadulterated pleasure.  

He ran his hand up my side, and even with the thick towel covering me, it sent shock waves up my spine.  His hand stopped on the side of my chest, his thumb resting teasingly against the bottom of my boob.  A can of gasoline fell into the fire, instantly exploding into enormous flames.

Our tongues mingled with each other and I never wanted the moment to end.  He pulled back and smiled, fanning the flames of unbridled passion.  He tugged at the towel covering me and I arched my back to help him get it off. 

Out of nowhere, images of my Darabond flooded into my head, dumping a bathtub of ice water on my internal fire.  Tyr leaned in for a kiss and I turned to the side.  His lips mashed into my cheek.

“We need to stop now,” I whispered and adjusted my towel.  

I expected an argument, but the gentleman popped up from the bed.  “No rush.”  He walked elegantly over to the door, opened it and turned to face me.  “I’ll always be here.”  He bowed his head, shut the door, and I was alone again.  

Forever alone.

I took a few deep breaths, my chest still buzzing out of control with excitement.  That could have gotten out of hand quickly.  After two-hundred years of pent up sexual frustration, I couldn’t believe I was the one who stopped it from happening.  With my skin still sizzling in anticipation that would remain unfulfilled, I used the towel to fan myself off.

I heard a thump against the door and sat up in bed.  I reached down and picked the robe up off the floor.  Silently sliding out of bed, I slipped on the robe and tied it securely as I crept toward the door.  “Hello?  Is someone there?” I called.

“Come in, I’d like to,” uttered a familiar voice.  I recognized the gruff tone and the Yoda speech pattern.  

A nostalgic smile spread across my face.  I opened the door and saw the Hound of Pittsburgh in all his glory, his obsidian coat shining under the hall lights.  “Come on in, buddy.”

The hound pushed a bowl of water into the room with his nose.  I leaned down and hugged him, then scratched him on the back of the neck.  He licked my face a few times and mashed his wet nose into my neck.

As he looked up at me with his deep brown eyes, I noticed he was going gray around his mouth, which made for a dignified beard.  I petted his head and ran my open hand down his floppy ear.  The Hound of Pittsburgh was unique in that he didn’t track down clues like most hounds.  

As a cerebral individual, he excelled at analyzing clues.  He normally gave me hints to solve a problem, but he never supplied direct answers.  Hopefully, that had changed since I could use some direct information out of him.  I’d had enough teasing for one night. 

I joked, “You really thirsty, or are you planning to stay a while?”

As he moved the bowl closer, I realized it had a layer of foam on top.  He said, “Sorry, I am.  Sixty Minute I.P.A., this is.  Love that shit, I do.  So.  Long time, it has been for us.”

I sat down at the foot of the bed as the Hound lapped up some beer.  “I know.  I missed our talks while I was lying low for a while.”

The hound retracted his long, spotted tongue and looked up at me.  “Now back, you are?”

That was a damn good question.  “It sure looks that way.  Although no one has the answers I’m looking for.”

The Hound tilted his head to the side, steeped in thought.  Squinting, he asked, “Your father, have you seen?”

“No.  I’ve been putting it off.”

He nodded slowly as he spoke, “Father, you should see.  Always the answers, he shall have.  Willing to share with you, he is.  Know that, you should by now.”

I looked away, embarrassed.  “I know.  I just get nervous around him.  He’s never said it, but I feel like he sees me as a disappointment.  And he just deals with me out of the goodness of his heart.”

The Hound raised his voice, “Nonsense, that is.  Proud, he is of you.  Emotions.  Hard for men, they are.  Embarrassment for him in raising you, you see.  Love you with all his heart, he does.  Words and feelings, often match, they do not with strong men.”

I agreed, “I guess I know.  You’re right, though.  He always has the answers.”

The Hound chuckled.  “Little boys, you mess with.  Real man, this job is suited for.”

I asked, “So you live with Tyr now?” 

The Hound of Pittsburgh and I became friends a long time ago when I’d taken him in as a stray.  He had stayed with me for about six months before chasing after a bitch who would eventually break his heart.  We had remained in contact over the years and he always provided sound counsel.

The Hound explained, “Bounce around, I do.  Nice though, this place is.  My favorite beer, he always has.  For a hound, not so bad, it is.”

“I should say so.  Have you heard anything about my Darabond?” I asked, biting my bottom lip.

“Waiting for you to ask, I was.  News would be nothing, I have heard,” said the Hound, devoid of emotion.

How about another long shot question?  “What about the spear?”

The Hound lapped up some more beer, wetting his dry tongue.  He smacked his lips and answered, “Vicious rumors, I have heard.  Waste your time with that, why do you?”

I leaned over and lay down on my side, using my fist to prop up my head.  “I don’t know.  I’m trying to better myself.  And I thought if I could return the spear to Lugh and bring peace to the wolves and vampires...”

He cut me off, “Entry into the pantheon, you would get.”

I waffled.  “Maybe.  I don’t know.  It’s just crazy because everyone has changed since I lived here last.”

The Hound looked up at the ceiling and his nostrils flared.  “Trust.  Difficult, it is.  Extra careful, you need be.  People have lied to you, I am sensing.”

“That’s my problem.  I don’t know whom to trust.  Either Jonathan or Octavius is playing me for a fool.  Can you help me out with that and give me a name?  Or are you just going to give me more cryptic messages that will keep me up all night?”

He smirked and his long incisors poked out of his lips.  “Liars are often the most unexpected, I have found.  Gain trust, they will.  Until you lower your guard, they wait.  Then strike, they will.  Names, I cannot give you.  Decide alone, you must.”

Oh hell, it could be Jonathan or Octavius or both.  Perhaps I could boil it down to the people in Pittsburgh that I knew wouldn’t lie to me.  That tiny scrap of paper would consist of Tyr, my father, Owen and my employees at the agency.  I was on a mission of peace, but if I found out Jonathan or Octavius was playing me, bloody murder would soon follow.

The Hound finished his beer and crawled up into the bed with me.  I tucked him under the covers and we talked for another hour.  As the Hound began to snore loudly, I was alone with my thoughts again.  Who was the liar?  That question danced around my head as I realized I had balled up some of the comforter and was digging my nails into it again.

Now I was beyond frustrated in more ways than one.  I needed answers about the spear, and one man normally had them.  Time for a surprise visit to see my father.
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Chapter 9
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The butler led me into the expansive foyer of my father’s house.  I bounced around nervously as the man went to alert my father of my presence.  I still didn’t know if my father had ever told his new family that I was his daughter.  They probably viewed me as someone trying to nose into their inheritance.

Quite the contrary.  I had no need for my father’s money.  My dragon sense caused me to bury stashes of gold and gems all around Pittsburgh.  I didn’t need an ATM.  Only my map of the locations.

I took short breaths through my mouth because the musty smell hanging heavy in the air made me want to gag.  Three cockroaches skittered across the stone floor and sneaked into a crack in the wall.

My father was the famous King Nuada, original King of Ireland, King of the Celtic Gods.  He’d never revealed his actual age to me, but he had been around for over two thousand years.  After tiring of dealing with all the petty problems of the Gods, he stepped away and came to Pittsburgh.  He’d found a new wife who had three young daughters about twenty years ago.

A steady procession of heels clicked against the stone floor with all the finesse of a parade of elephants.  I perked up my ears and realized it was getting nearer by the moment.  It had a hurried, angry pitch as the sharp echo traveled around the open room.  When I heard the whooshing of lacy fabric rubbing against itself, I knew that his new family had intercepted the butler.

My father’s wife, Ella, rushed into the room, followed by her three daughters.  The young ladies flanked their mother on her right, creating a wall and blocking the hallway to my father’s room.  I hated Lisa, Patty and Viola equally and had trouble telling them apart.

The women shared the same characteristics, with Ella as the slightly older version.  They were all short and angry with unnatural, fake tan skin.  Glimmering jewelry in the form of silver bracelets and diamond necklaces covered their wrists, forearms and necks.  They all wore their blond hair in pigtails, which suited the pudgy, round-faced bunch.  They all stood with their arms crossed over their chests, resting on the silky fabric of their pale pink gowns.

It was a gauntlet that would drop the most powerful warrior to his knees.  This was a strange penance I had to pay just to see my father.  I would have visited him as soon as I had returned to Pittsburgh, but I’d put it off because I hated dealing with these vultures. 

I often vacillated between thinking they were tremendous actresses and fooling my father or they were normally nice and only mean to me, someone they saw as a threat to their inheritance.  

Lisa said, “Why do you keep coming back here?  He isn’t giving you his money, you know?”

Before I could answer, Patty chimed in, “At least she’s not almost dead and bleeding everywhere this time.”

Ella stared at me, her icy blue eyes firing invisible daggers across the room.  “I agree.  It’s quite a shame she isn’t dead this time.”

I told them, “I just came to see the King.  Why do we have to go through this?”

“We are only trying to protect our father against questionable women who appear to be going after his money,” Viola said.

I rolled my eyes.  “I can assure you that I have no urge whatsoever to go after his money.  I just need to talk to him because he has information that no one else does.”

Ella’s pursed lips looked like they were about to turn into a black hole and suck in the universe.  She said snidely, “Well he’s not here right now, so you can turn around and leave right now.”

I knew she was lying.  My father rarely, if ever, left the house that resembled a medieval castle.  

That was why I’d come directly here after my lava bath.  I’d never been so scared, so close to death, so I went to the one person who had always made me feel safe.  My father’s doctors had patched me up enough so that I could head down south and recuperate. 

I raised my voice, “I know he’s here.  Just let me talk to him for a few minutes and I’ll be on my...”

A booming call came from down the hall and drowned out my words.  “Is that my Junipher?”  My father still had the battlefield voice when he needed it. 

The butler reentered the foyer and stood behind the blond fortress.  He waved his open hands above the shorter women’s heads to get my attention, and when we made eye contact, he beckoned me over using a windmill motion with his right arm.

I smirked and made my smuggest ‘Fook you’ face as I strode confidently across the foyer, heading directly for the brick wall of bitches.  They sneered and snarled as I approached, whispering to each other about me and giggling.  And in the true form of cowardice, they turned and scrambled away in silence when I neared them.  

The butler led me down the hall and pointed to an arched wooden door on the right.  “He is expecting you.”

Thanks, Captain Obvious.  I took a deep breath and entered the room.

The first thing I saw was his proud smile, and it brought tears to my eyes.  Gods, I missed that look, which I didn’t get from anyone else.  

“There she is, once again.  My little Goddess,” he said, sitting on his recliner with his feet up.  He lowered the footrest and went to get up.

My heart melted from his words.  “Don’t.  Just stay there.”

My father’s room was set up like a medieval audience chamber.  His emerald recliner served as the throne atop a raised dais, and a step down sat a plush purple couch for visitors.  A roaring fireplace off to my left kept the stone room toasty during the harsh winter months and left a pleasant smoky aroma floating in the air.  

The room was immaculately clean.  The exact opposite of the nasty foyer.

King Nuada settled back into the chair, and more tears came into my eyes as his natural scent reached my nostrils.  Irish Springs.  He never wore cologne and always sported the soapy smell that I associated with my father’s love.   

I saw my father as two side-by-side images.  Then and now. The younger version had wild red hair, greased with sweat and glory from the battlefield, hanging proudly to the middle of his back.  Those locks were still the same length today, but only a few random bright copper strands remained as faint hints of his former glory.  The rest had run silver.

The former King of the Celtic Gods was still big and strapping, but instead of dripping with muscle definition, he was now flaccid and grandfatherly.  He’d exchanged his battle gear for long, light robes that covered his body loosely.  On cold days like this, he wore a dark cloak for added warmth.  He stroked his long beard excitedly as I approached.

His sapphire eyes gleamed like the crashing waves just off the coast of Southern Ireland.  His irises matched the massive jewel in the golden circlet sitting atop his head, almost floating like a halo.  It was the same crown he had worn when he was King of Ireland.

Despite his aging, he would always be the powerful warrior in my eyes.  I climbed onto his lap and wrapped my arms around his neck.  I buried my face into his soft shoulder and felt safe again.  

We sat there in silence as my tears spilled onto the silky fabric of the ivory robes sticking out of the collar of his cloak.  My father was the only person I could be a little girl around.  It felt so nice to let my guard down.  To be the vulnerable one.

I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, when my father spoke, “I love you.”  He planted a sweet kiss on my forehead.  “What brings you back to Pittsburgh, young lady?” he asked, clutching onto my forearm as older men were prone to do.

And he was the only one who called me young lady.  More tears.  

Yes, okay, at 522 years old, I still needed to sit on my dad’s lap and hear him say, “I love you.”  He was the only family I had.  The only person in this world who loved me.  Sometimes, it was nice to be vulnerable, yet still feel safe under my father’s protection.  I didn’t get to experience this warm feeling very often, especially in the cold, dark world I operated in.   

I wished the moment would last forever, but I knew that couldn’t happen so I sat up and gazed into my father’s eyes.  They had lost a touch of vibrancy since my last visit, not much, but just enough that I noticed.  

“Honestly, I came back because of the rumors about Lugh’s Spear.  I heard this young kid was after it and I was afraid he would steal my glory.  I can’t tell anyone else this, but I’m jealous of him.  He is the darling of the Gods’ eyes now.  He’s been given everything I’ve always wanted.”

He thought for a moment as his eyelids flickered.  “Yes, yes.  The Merlino boy.  Quite a smashing young wizard, that one.  How would he steal your glory?” His voice had gotten softer and raspier over the years and his Irish accent had faded drastically.  He barely used Irish slang and phrases anymore.  When he had first come to see me when I was twenty-two, I’d barely understood his words because of the thick accent.

I explained, “Because I’ve been chasing after that thing for so long that if he were to find it, it would make me look bad.”

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  He sighed and said, “Oh, child.  You have no one to be jealous of.  I failed you as a parent.  Your mother failed you as a parent.  We gave you nothing, I’m ashamed to say.  What you’ve accomplished over the years is nothing short of extraordinary.  Did that boy save the Gods at Machu Picchu?  Did that boy stop the Nazis from taking over the world?”

An injection of pride circulated around my body.  “No.  At least, not that I know of.”

He tapped me on the nose with his index finger.  “That was you.  You’ve helped bring peace to a world that was on the brink of destruction on more than one occasion.  Not that boy you seem so worried about.  Nothing he does changes anything about you.  It doesn’t make him better than you by any stretch of your wild imagination.”

“If they were such great accomplishments, then why didn’t the Gods invite me to join?” I asked.

“That fickle bunch.”  He audibly mimicked spitting on the ground.  “I was the leader of that foolish clan until their actions made no sense to me.  The pantheon had morphed into some backstabbing political construct that I hardly recognized.  They were afraid of your actions at Machu Picchu.  Saw you as a powerful threat after that.  I also fear the lobbying I did on your behalf may have been more detrimental than helpful.”

He scratched his beard, deep in thought and stared at the fire as he spoke, “I left forty years ago and haven’t been back once.  I barely even think about it with my new life here in Pittsburgh.  You can do yourself a great service and stop worrying about that nonsense.  I realize it is much easier said than accomplished, but that is the best advice I can give regarding the Gods.”

“It just doesn’t line up with all the other decisions.  Especially after I lost my husband.”

I tucked some of my father’s locks behind his ear so they wouldn’t obscure his face.  He told me, “Your actions can be righteous without the stamp of the Gods.  Don’t rely on them to judge your character, odd as that may sound.  We both know you’ve made some mistakes in your past, we all have.  But it’s in your eyes.  I can see it.  You’re yearning to be a better person.  That is all you can control, my dear.”

“Speaking of my husband, have you heard anything about Darabond?” I asked casually.

His silence spoke volumes.  He didn’t need to shake his head, but he did anyway. 

I asked, “Be honest with me.  Do you think I should give up on Darabond?”

“What do you think?”  He turned it around on me.

I took a few shuddering breaths and contemplated the question.  “I don’t know.  It’s been so long.  So long.  I mean, maybe he’s out there, but if so, why hasn’t he come to see me?”

“These are answers I cannot give you.”

I tossed my head around as I continued, “I just.  I don’t know.  I feel like if he was dead, I would have felt it in my heart.  Or somebody would have heard of it.  How could his entire unit disappear without a trace?  Deep down, I still think he’s alive.  And for some crazy reason, I think I’m going to find him one day.”

He squeezed my forearm a little harder.  “Then so it shall be.  Giving up is much easier than keeping hope alive.  You are a strong soul to keep that belief after all these years.  Perhaps he is on an epic journey, the likes of Odysseus.”

My father shifted around, and I decided to get up.  He groaned and arched his back as he winced in pain.

I told him, “You need to go see Goibniu.  Drink some of his elixir.”

My father waved a hand in front of his face.  “Oh no.  Not anymore.  My dear, I’ve cheated death for far too long.  It’s time for me to live out the rest of my life naturally and embark on the next journey.  I don’t plan on leaving anytime soon, but it’s past time for this.  Your mother is doing the same.”

I chortled.  “Yeah right.  She’s probably just lying to you, so you stop drinking the elixir.  Let me guess, she stands to gain something if you die.”

“You know I won’t jump in the middle of this beehive.  I’m allergic to their stinging, after all.”  He grinned, and it softened my anger toward my mother.  He always knew what to say to calm me down, which was why I cherished these brief moments that we infrequently shared.

He cleared his throat a few times, and through his fingers covering his mouth, he whispered, “And don’t tell anyone I said this, but I love you more than her.”

I leaned down and hugged him again, planting a loving kiss on his rosy cheek.  Those words meant everything.  It was as if my entire life had been validated by one sentence.   

“Are you going to ask me about Lugh’s Spear?  I know you want to,” he teased as his eyes widened, causing his forehead to wrinkle deeply.

I tried to act casual.  “If you know something, sure.  You know I can’t get it out of my head.”

He stated bluntly, “I’m told that Arawn and Maeve have it.”

“Last I heard, Arawn was living in Ireland.”

My father sat up straight in his chair.  “Was is the key word there.  He and Maeve have set up a compound in Seattle.  They are cross-breeding creatures from Fae worlds.  Orcs with faerie wings and ogres that can breathe fire are just a few of the examples I was alerted about.”

“And they have the Spear?” I asked.

He nodded confidently as he stroked his long beard.  “As far as I know.  They are cloning these creatures to create an unstoppable army.  Once they have that and the Spear, they won’t lose a battle.  Quite a scary proposition.  If only there were somebody out there that could possibly prevent it...”

I smiled.  “You don’t need to tempt me.”

He cocked his head to the side and shrugged.  “Yes, well, where’s the fun in that for me?  I’ll gather all the information I can and have Danforth send it to you.  We’ll get in touch with Johnny Tango.  I believe it might be good for you.  Although this brand of quest is always fraught with peril, I can see in your eyes that you need an adventure.  Something to soothe your soul.”

The fire cracked right on cue, signaling that I needed to do this.  “You’re right.  I convinced myself that the past decade has been relaxing, but really, I feel like a caged lion, ready to pounce.  I enjoy the danger and excitement.”

He stared into my eyes and said, “Yes, I fear you may have gained that from me.  I’m too old to carry on like that anymore, so I need you to do it for me.  You already have my spirit and it will join you vicariously on every mission you attempt.  Don’t hide from who you are.  Embrace it.  But use it to make the world a better place.  And with that, perhaps the Gods will take notice.  And if not, they can piss the fook off and you can simply be happy with yourself.”  

I blamed my mother for this deficiency.  I was constantly concerned about what the Gods thought of me.  It had become an infatuation.  A child desperately trying to get needed attention mirrored my relationship with the Gods.  All my actions were an ill attempt to get them to notice me, praise me, love me as a child of the Gods.  But one couldn’t control the actions of others.  Not without torturing them, of course.  

My father was correct, as usual, and so was the Hound of Pittsburgh for nudging me to get over here.  I needed to hunt down the spear for me.  For my father’s spirit.  

Fook the Gods and screw my mother for judging me incorrectly for so long.  The bitch still hadn’t admitted to anyone that I was her daughter.  It was as if she were ashamed of me.  And even though my father hadn’t publicly announced I was his daughter, his love made up for it tenfold.  

I still couldn’t understand why it was such a big secret.  Originally, my father had stated that because they were both married to others, it would bring shame to Brighid.  Why couldn’t they have said I was her husband’s child?  Why had they sent me to Sleepy Willow to be raised by a village of elves?  Why wasn’t I born with magical ability?

After all these years, I still couldn’t get straight answers out of my father.  I really wanted to know why it needed to remain a secret after five hundred years.  I’d stopped pressing him about it many years ago and appreciated our relationship for what it was.  I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a burning desire inside me to get the answers to all my questions surrounding my birth and upbringing.

Why were they ashamed of me?  Why had my father first visited me when I was twenty-two?

Instead of wallowing in my sadness, I needed to dust myself off and get out to Seattle.  I would feel better if I went with someone.  I had the perfect travel partner in mind, but his phone number had changed, so I hadn’t been able to get a hold of him.  

This called for the random stop by.
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Chapter 10
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I needed to stop at my house and grab my friend Owen’s address that I’d written on a scrap of paper.  As I walked toward my front door, an uneven breeze was wreaking havoc on my hair and kept blowing it into my eyes.  Seemed like a storm was brewing despite the stringy ivory clouds dotting the sky.  I took off my gloves and stuffed them into the pockets of my black jacket so I could fix my hair.  

I swept my ginger locks aside and opened my purse when a mighty scream from above rumbled the earth.  My shoulders tensed and the hair on the back of my neck stood at attention.  As I turned to the sky, I shielded the sun with an open hand, and through an opening in my fingers, I saw two black dragons streaking through the air.

Dragons in Pittsburgh, huh?  I’d heard the stories from Tyr, but I still couldn’t believe my eyes.  Tyr had revealed two possible scenarios.  When King Ballistar had ransacked Pittsburgh with his dragons, nobody knew if he had left some behind when he retreated hastily to Sleepy Willow.

Another situation involved Mike Merlino using a return potion in Sleepy Willow that had sent a Sphinx and two black dragons to Pittsburgh.  Either way, I gazed at two dragons spitting fire across the blue backdrop.  They turned abruptly and headed east.  Within a few moments the vision had disappeared, but where were they headed?

As I went to put the key into the deadbolt, I froze.  Something wasn’t right and the chili I had for lunch churned in my stomach.  The door started to open from the inside.  Someone had broken my repellant charms and protective wards that I had set around the house.  It had to be a powerful entity.  The heavy aroma of olive oil flowed out the crack, and it could only mean one Goddess.  

Fook the Greeks.

The door opened fully, exposing Hera standing inside my house with my red Iron Man T-shirt in her hand and an angry scowl on her face.  It didn’t surprise me in the least.  This was exactly why I hadn’t wanted Zeus anywhere near me on the cruise ship.  Hera the Hound had followed the scent.

The Greek Goddess was tall and bony with long black hair tied into a ponytail.  Her eyes and their surroundings were irritated and red from her constant crying and worrying about Zeus’s infidelity.  She had a long, narrow nose and was always sticking it in everyone else’s business.

Her olive skin glowed in the emerging sunlight.  Despite her skinny as a rail physique, her hips were as wide as a barn door.  Her sleeveless burgundy dress that only came down to her knees billowed in the light breeze.  Quite an odd choice for starting a fight in a winter setting.  I could only assume she hadn’t stopped by for a tea party.

“You whore,” she exclaimed and threw the T-shirt in my face.

Before I could react and pull it away, she burst outside and tackled me to the ground, her hands lunging for my throat.  I threw the shirt aside and dug my fingers under her killer grip, trying to break the hold.  Her lengthy fingers stretched around most of my neck and her nails sank in.  My heavy leather jacket restricted my movement, and I couldn’t bend my elbow as much as I needed to.

As I flopped around trying to get loose, she said, “You have Zeus’s love stink all over you.”

I started kneeing her in the back, trying to jolt her off me.  In a gagging, garbled tone, I told her, “That’s not a love stink.  That’s just...regular stink, fair lady.  A musky fragrance, I must say.”

I dug my nails into her palms, but she only tightened her killer grip.  “I am a Goddess,” she intoned.  “The Goddess of Marriage to be precise, you strumpet.  Something you will never attain.”

Wrong words, bitch.  With the sudden strength of a thousand wrongfully accused women surging through me, I shoved my fingers upward, breaking the chokehold.  Seizing on the opening, I chopped her in the throat.  She fell backward from her crouched position, planted her hand on the concrete and sprang to her feet.

I did a backward roll and popped up, ready to fook up this bitch.  I clenched my fists and bounced from foot to foot in anticipation of another attack.

Hera stood still with her hands on her child-bearing hips.  “If only you could have kept your filthy paws off my husband.  Yours fled to avoid being held captive to your boorish company.  It’s widely known.”

Time to unload on this bitch.  “First off, your husband has fooked more whores than you could ever count.  And my husband left on a noble quest, not to spread his nasty seed across the world.  You’re a Goddess, sure, but I take pity on you.  Everyone does.  We laugh at you while Zeus dishonors you every waking hour.  And just so you know, Zeus begged me before I turned him down.  Begged me.”

Hera’s mouth hung open in shock.  “Lies.  Wait until I tell him these lies you are spreading.”

“Go ahead.  Write ‘em down if it’ll help.”  I gestured with my thumb toward my house.  “I got a pen and paper inside.  It’s nothing I wouldn’t say to his face.  Some of us don’t live in constant fear of him.”

“I’ve tried to be nice,” she said and cracked her knuckles.

I looked around wondering if that was a joke.  “That was your nice act?  Trying to choke someone to death?  By the way, you look ridiculous in that summer dress.”

Hera nodded slowly, and a devious smile developed on her face.  Her sunken eyes lit up and she raised her chin.  I knew about a few of Hera’s tricks, but I wasn’t sure what she was contemplating.  She massaged her vocal cords, normally an innocuous occurrence, but I knew she was also sending an implicit threat.  With no time to waste, I quickly set a spell for a sound shield.

The invisible shield came to life and surrounded me like a clear drinking glass, as Hera opened her mouth.  A wailing scream modulated into a menacing, high-pitched whistle.  A few windows on my house blew out and the mighty oak tree swayed under the pressure, the tips of the branches tickling the gutter.  Even inside my shield, the intense sound threatened to break my eardrums.

I staggered backward and dragged the sound shield that hugged the ground with me as I devised my attack.  My body shook and convulsed as the haunting sounds finally came to a stop.  

Hera’s devious smile returned, this time steeped in smug satisfaction.  I dropped to my knees and dissolved the sound shield.  I gagged and bit down hard on the inside of my lip.  Salty blood quickly built up in my mouth and I let it gush out the corners, spilling down my chin and running inside the neckline of my shirt.

With Hera’s eyes focused on the bloody waterfall, I slipped my right hand behind my back.  I conjured up a knife, and when I felt the handle in my palm, I cast a quick spell to inject ancient enchantment into the blade.  Most of the Gods had body protection spells set around them and a normal blade would bounce right off as if she were wearing armor.  I hoped my spell would be strong enough to break through.

Hera stalked over to me with a shit-eating grin pasted onto her ugly mug.  With my eyes intentionally crossed, I kept spitting out blood and hoped my acting skills were better than that of the client on the cruise ship.  Hera hovered over me and drew back her arm.  She unleashed a quick right jab that connected just below my left eye.  My head snapped back in reaction and I squeezed the knife harder, so I wouldn’t drop it.

Hera laughed.  “All that tough talk and I killed you with my lovely singing voice.  Just gotta know the right tunes,” she mocked, snapping her fingers and bobbing her head.  “I’d say you probably have about an hour until your feeble brain explodes or your shaken organs shut down.  And in the meantime, I’m going to drag you inside your house and torture you like you did to all those you stole magic from.”

I was going to enjoy this now.  She leaned in and grabbed the mop of red hair on top of my head.  My hand sprang from behind my back and slashed horizontally, across her midsection.  I hadn’t much time to set the spell, so I suspected the knife would barely break through her protection and just scrape Hera, hopefully chasing her away.  If I killed her, my days would be numbered.

The glowing milk-glass blade of the knife ripped through her protection spell, shredded her burgundy dress and didn’t stop.  The unforgiving edge of the blade sliced through layers of flesh, biting deep and hard.  Boiling hot, slick blood poured onto my hand, covering my fingers instantly and causing me to drop the knife.  A sick feeling ran through me as I watched her viscera spill out of the gushing red sea.

Her hands raced down to catch her innards and stuff them back inside the enormous gash.  She pinched both sides of the wound together and slumped away, leaving a trail of blood.  She dragged her right foot as she continued down the sidewalk, away from my house. 

Oh, fook me with a witch’s broomstick.  That was the problem with my magic.  I couldn’t fully harness it, and breaking a God’s protection spell took some serious freaking power.  My strength and cunning had pleased me, yet I felt terrified for my safety.  Hera had come after me, attacked me at my home, and I was simply defending myself.  It wasn’t my fault I’d outwitted the Goddess.    

If Hera could make it to Mount Olympus, she would run to Zeus and force him to send a hit squad after me.  I’d slapped Zeus and gotten into it verbally with a few other Gods, but nothing close to what I’d done now.  

I was the hunted with her acting as the predator, but that wouldn’t be what she told Zeus.  I was certain her version of the story would have the Big Bad Junipher foaming at the mouth, fangs out and charging after her.  And Wittle Misses Innocent was just trying to defend herself from my savage attack.

Best case scenario would be if Hera healed herself or found a doctor quickly.  If she blamed me, I planned to deny, deny, deny.  Nobody had witnessed the brawl, and I wasn’t about to put up any billboards.  Hera’s jealousy and track record for misidentified mistresses boded well for me.  But really, it was all up to Zeus—the man with a hundred thousand immortal warriors ready to die for him—to decide my fate.  I could see him doing it just to get Hera to stop nagging him about the subject.

I’d slapped him upside the head at our last encounter, which could come back to haunt me.  My right hand was shaking out of control and my heart wouldn’t slow down.  I had to put aside the traumatic experience and get to my friend Owen’s house.  

But I couldn’t move.  Frozen in panic.  The impact of what I had done kept hitting me in waves.  I could have just signed my own death certificate.  My nervous foot finally moved.  I unglued the sole of my shoe from the pavement and started heading toward my house.

First, I needed to patch up the windows and clean myself up.  I had to look presentable to coax Owen into traveling to Seattle with me.  My feline friend had never let me down before, but I also hadn’t seen him in over thirty years. 
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A thundering echo boomed, and a hail of bullets screamed through the air.  Every lead alloy projectile flew past its intended target, across the snow-covered yard and sailed into the woods behind Owen’s house.  

I pulled my fingers out of my ears and sat back on the lawn chair on his back patio.  

My dear friend Owen Masterclaw walked upright on two legs.  The hybrid cat and sidhe (not to be confused with cat sidhe or cat sith) grabbed his pipe off the table and searched around for his Zippo that I could see next to his touch screen.  He checked his pockets, tapping his chest and hips before getting frustrated.  I let him go for a few moments and he finally spotted the silver Zippo, snatching it up.

He sparked the lighter and lit his pipe, the cherry tobacco smoke dancing around his haunting yellow eyes.  Owen was a British shorthair with a midnight charcoal coat and a few random snowy spots.  He had white fur around his mouth, eyes and on the inside of his ears, which stood up on the top of his head.

He wore a three-piece suit, always a black coat and pants with a white dress shirt and a gold tie like a fashionable Pittsburgher.  An unbuttoned plaid trench coat with the collar up completed his Sherlock Holmes look.  The only thing missing was the hat.

I continued our conversation.  “I still think he should have killed Bucky.  And he should have smacked Cap around more.”

Owen tapped his touch screen, adjusting the sights on his special guns.  He spoke in his English accent, “Come now.  Tony got all defensive, complaining that Steve didn’t deserve the shield because his father had crafted it.  Also, I have a feeling Bucky has a huge upcoming role to play.”

I sipped my drink to chase away the flavor from the chili burps I’d been having since my brawl with Hera.  “I know that too, even though I haven’t seen the last few, so no spoilers.  But they could have let Iron Man kill him and then bring him back somehow.”

He stared at his touch screen and chased some smoke away from his eyes.  “Eh.  I know you love your Iron Man there, Team Stark, but it would cheapen the other deaths.  You could never trust the deaths if people just kept coming back.”  

“Well, whose team are you on?” I asked, swirling my Sazerac in my right hand.  It was nice to have conversations like this with an old friend on a warm winter day.

Owen looked up with a goofy grin on his face.  “I like everyone, but I rather prefer Ant Man.”

“Really?  I was positive you’d say Dr. Strange.”

“It would appear that I’ve fooled you.  Are you certain you don’t require ice for that eye?” he asked, pointing to my left eye with his pipe.  “It’s really starting to puff up.”

I realized how lucky I was to escape my brawl with Hera with only a black eye, some marks on my neck and a fat lip.  But how long would that luck last?    

“No thanks.  If I could just get the Morrigan to settle down, I’d be all right,” I said.  I’d lied to Owen and told him that the Morrigan had given me the black eye in an impromptu wrestling match.  Nobody needed to know about Hera, not even a reliable old friend who probably wouldn’t tell anyone.  

In fact, it was time to get off the subject.  “So, Ant Man, huh?”

“Dr. Strange is an interesting chap as well.  And, of course, my cousin, Black Panther.”  He smirked as he held his finger over the screen and nodded, signaling for me to cover my ears.

As I set my drink down again, I looked at the row of fourteen lifelike cats, all different breeds and colors.  The realistic looking cats were facing the targets across the yard, about a hundred feet away.  The cats yawned in unison, and in a sudden burst, bullets streamed out of their open mouths, jolting the robotic felines backward.  This round peppered the targets, quickly wearing out the red bull’s eyes in the centers.

A proud smile formed on Owen’s face as he nodded confidently.  “Cheerio,” he said in celebration, pronouncing each syllable slowly.  “That should do it.”  He typed into his touch screen to lock in the sights and put his pipe back into his mouth.

My friend had been coming up with cat-themed creations ever since I’d met him over seventy years ago.  He had originally called these beauties Catlashnikovs, but changed the name to A-Cat 47s, still paying homage to the Russian inventor.

He exhaled a lazy fog of smoke that momentarily hid his face.  “Now that is taken care of, we can move onto the Cat Cams.”  He spoke with a soft-toned English accent although he wasn’t English.  He’d told me in confidence that he’d originally used the accent to sound more intelligent and sexier to women.  

Silly me.  I’d assumed it was because he was a British Shorthair.  After some time, the accent had become ingrained in him and he’d been using it ever since.  He didn’t use a specific regional dialect, more of a generic amalgamation, using random words and phrases from all over England. 

Owen sat down in the chair across from me and hit his pipe, blowing a few smoke rings toward me.  “Who have you seen so far?”

I swirled my drink in my hand and enjoyed the pleasing aroma of the cherry tobacco.  “The agency, my father, Jonathan, Octavius and Tyr mainly.”

His eyes widened, and he removed the pipe from his mouth.  “Tyr, eh?  Was he swinging from Loki’s perfectly sheared testicles, clasping onto the teat by which he sups, by chance?”

I smirked.  It appeared Owen was still full of strangely worded put-downs.  Trash talking was not his forte.  His proper manner of speaking only amplified the hilarity.  I had tried to drop Tyr’s name in there toward the end, hoping he wouldn’t notice.  

Many years ago, I’d made the mistake of telling Owen about my feelings for Tyr.  Owen had become insanely jealous, almost ending our friendship over the matter.  He’d called me a filthy barnyard whore chasing after the seed of worthless Gods, and many other oddly constructed insults.

It had taken us years to repair the relationship, but I was glad we had.  However, Owen still hated Tyr because of it and always talked shit about the former God of War.

I said, “No.  He told me he barely even talks to Loki anymore.”

Owen shook his head and blew a big cloud into the chilly air.  “That’s quite a load of donkey feces he’s selling you.  Hope you got a good price.  I’ve heard the exact opposite and I’ve been around town for the past thirty years.  When buying a car, Junipher, the last person you want to listen to...is the person selling you the car.  He’s taking you for a ride in a lemon that will eventually break down and cost you.  Only telling you because I care.”

I wouldn’t mind Tyr taking me for a ride.  Wait, what?  I got my mind out of the gutter and brushed it off as nothing more than Owen’s jealousy.  He’d heard many things about Tyr over the years that had always turned out to be false.  Why did men always want more than just friendship?  

I tried to change the subject.  “How many you got left now?”

Owen held two tiny fingers in the air and wiggled them, knowing he didn’t need to say anything.  I understood.  Owen had nine lives to use up before he ultimately died.  His signal told me he’d already used seven of them.  

“Wow.  You must have had some crazy adventures over the past three decades.”  He’d had four lives left when I’d last seen him.

He tapped out the pipe into his palm and threw a handful of ash and burnt tobacco into the yard.  “That’s why I’m trying to get all these beauties up and running so I can just cheer from the sidelines.  My days of sheer recklessness would seem to be over.  How about you?”

I grinned and said, “Funny you should say that.  Are you sure those days are behind you?”

Owen stuffed his pipe into the inside pocket of his trench coat.  “What have you gone and done now?”

I took a gulp of my drink to give me some nerve to ask the direct question.  “I received a tip about something and I was wondering if you wanted to come along.  It will give us a great chance to catch up on everything.”  

Owen rolled his eyes and looked away.  “Considering I was the last person you came to see when you returned, are you sure you want to take me with?”

Owen was still a drama queen it seemed.  “Stop with that.  I already told you what happened.  I had to track you down, unlike the others.  I’m just glad you still live here.”

“What’s the job, my lovely Junipher?” he asked as he stood up and walked over to one of the A-Cat 47s.

I grabbed my drink, got up and followed him out onto his lawn.  “I need to go to Seattle.  My father told me that Arawn and Maeve have set up shop out there and they have Lugh’s Spear.  Not only that, but they are cloning armies of cross-breeds from the worlds of Fae.  Unchecked and with the spear in their possession, they present a formidable force.”

“And this is all hearsay that you need to check out for yourself?” he asked as he inspected the face of a Savannah cat, assessing any structural damage from the shoot.

I put my hand on his shoulder.  “Exactly.  I figured taking someone along couldn’t hurt.  But I’d understand if you wanted to sit this one out too.”

“Let me have a think while we check out the Cat Cams.”  He pointed, and said, “I think you’ll like this one.”

Owen led me over to a shed near his patio and opened the double doors.  Shelves of lifelike felines filled the shed and Owen grabbed a snowy Persian cat.  He opened a small panel on the body and pressed a red button.  He closed it back up and set it down on the ground.  He picked up a remote control from the shelf where the cat had been sitting and closed the shed.

“Our Cat Cams are controlled remotely and can be placed anywhere we like,” he announced proudly.

Owen pointed toward the back patio and we walked over.  The Persian cat followed us, and its movements were natural.  The spry machine jumped up the steps to his patio and sashayed over to a sliding glass door.  I peered inside at Owen’s business partner seated at his kitchen table.

Oddly enough, his partner in the cat accessory business was a pit bull shifter.  Roald Von Claus was in human form talking on his cellphone.  

The Persian cat got close to the sliding door and Roald’s voice came through the remote.

“He’s a good guy though.  So who cares if he smells like mothballs?”

Owen laughed and shut off the remote control.  “Oh, heavens.  I wonder who he’s speaking of.”

Oh, you poor thing.  He didn’t know Roald was talking about him.  I’d always assumed Owen had forgotten to take the mothballs out of his jacket when he took it out of the closet.  

He picked up the Persian and held it up facing me.  “These babies are selling like hotcakes right now.  The fact that they can record sound through glass has them flying off the shelves.”

“How much does one of those things run?” I asked and finished my drink.

“Due to some advanced features, I charge ten thousand apiece,” he said and looked away smiling.

I nodded.  “Not too shabby.”

Owen turned back to me and shrugged his shoulders.  “Not at all.  Our last order was for fifty of them and just shipped a few days ago.”

I did some quick math in my head.  “Half a mil?”

“That’s right.  I could provide us a comfortable living, you know.”  He winked and took my empty glass.

I knew it was a joke, but I had my own money.  “I’m good on that, thanks.  So what do you say about the trip to Seattle?”

I didn’t have a backup plan in mind if he said no.  Owen and Tyr were probably my only true friends in Pittsburgh.  Of course, my only two friends hated each other.  I wouldn’t drag Tyr into something he didn’t want to be a part of.  I commended the former God’s ability to walk away from the hunt.  I wished I had his fortitude.

Instead, I was planning a trip that could change my life forever.  I waited with bated breath for Owen’s answer.
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As I strolled down the street, I stopped in my tracks when someone who looked exactly like Thor walked past.  I turned around and sized him up as I followed him.  He was the right height and build with cascading golden hair trailing down to the small of his back.  

The wild orange Viking beard hanging to his belly was the dead giveaway though.  Although it was longer than he’d normally worn it, I’d never seen another man with that unique combination. 

Dressed in a pair of ripped jeans and a plain white T-shirt covered in stains, he was drinking from a 40 Ounce of Olde English, partially obscured by a wrinkled brown paper bag.  The frosty chill in the air didn’t seem to affect him one bit. 

I tried an old trick, and called out, “Thor.” 

I looked away but kept watch out of my peripheral to see if he stopped.  The man didn’t deviate from his staggering walk and hooked a right into an alley.  He stopped near a dumpster and chugged the rest of his malt liquor.  The vicious crosswinds of the dumpster funk and a rotten stench coming from the sewer made for a formidable combination.

I leaned down and pretended I was getting a rock out of my shoe.  The man who looked like the God of Thunder belched loudly and tossed the bottle and bag into the receptacle, shattering the glass. 

As I rose, I said, “Thor is that you?”

He whirled and eyeballed me with his telltale razor blue irises.  It had to be him.  He growled, “What the hell are you talking about, lady?  You must be mistaken.”

I wasn’t.  I could see the scar above his right eye from when Loki had cut him with a serrated steak knife during a dinner argument.  “Thor, I can see it’s you.  I only want to help.  It’s me, June.”

“Get away from me,” he screamed and chased after me with his muscly arms extended, trying to scare me away.  I stared at his chest but couldn’t see his most obvious identifying characteristic through his white shirt.

I took a few steps back, our eyes met, and he stopped.  He cocked his head to the side, and blinked rapidly as if he’d started to remember me.  The back door of a restaurant flew open and smacked into the brick building wall, causing both of us to pivot toward the sound.

A short man in an apron pointed to his wrist and yelled, “There yinz are.  The fuck you doin’, Todd?  Break’s over.  Dishes are piling up like crazy in here.  Get your ass back in here if you want to keep your job.”

Thor lowered his head.  “Sorry, sir.  Someone distracted me.”  He hustled in through the back door and his boss slammed it shut.  The Thor I knew would have squashed that man like a grape and turned him into blood wine.

What the hell was Thor doing washing dishes?  At least I knew where he worked now and could find him when I wanted.  I had to be careful whom I told about this.  If I mentioned it to Tyr, he could just relay the message to Loki.  That would put Thor’s life in danger because Loki was constantly trying to off him to remain first in line for the throne.

I’d already caused enough trouble with the vampires and wolves.  I didn’t need to out Thor and possibly get him killed.  Plus, I liked Thor a helluva lot more than Loki, and I understood that sometimes one needed to lie low.  The old Thor.  Not that shell of his former self I’d just encountered.

I turned around to go home and get ready for my trip to Seattle.  Six people were standing in my way.  The Bounty Huntress and five of her friends inched toward me.  The Huntress had been hot on my high heels for a while.  

However, she’d never come after me in Pittsburgh.  This was just another reason I didn’t want to return.  Word got around quickly.

The stupid bitch was wearing tan elk skin pants with a weapon belt around her waist.  She had a few knives, but the huge futuristic pistol on her hip grabbed my attention.  A few flakes of snow fell from the sky and hit her lavender afro that resembled spun cotton candy sitting atop her head.  Her matching elk skin jacket had been branded over the left breast with the symbol for the Supreme Magic Council.

The Huntress waggled her eyebrows, causing the dark skin on her forehead to wrinkle.  Her aubergine lips parted, and she said, “Prepare to be fucked by the long dick of the law.”

I didn’t respond and eyeballed the rest of her crew members.  Garbed in tight black spandex, they were all men.  Tall.  Muscular.  And about to be dead.  And I’d promised myself I wouldn’t kill anyone today.  There was always tomorrow.  Or the next day.  

In her self-righteous manner, she held her chin high, and in a proper English accent, she announced, “Junipher.  You have been credibly accused of crimes against magic and because you are in the jurisdiction of the great state of New York, you must face trial against your accusations.”  Her thin lips curled upward, the corners almost touching her nose.  “Gotcha, bitch.”

I pointed at the surroundings.  “You need a map or a compass?  I’m not on your hunting grounds, sweet tits.”  

People kept walking by on the sidewalk, not even peeking in our direction.  That meant the Huntress had set an illusion spell at the entrance of the alley.  With her magical prowess, a cop could walk by and not suspect a thing.  I was on my own.  Unless Thor needed another 40.

She gestured for her friends to get into position, and said, “Oh, you’re not on my turf right now, but soon you will be in our possession.  And then we will drag you there.  You’ve been running from us for over a hundred years.”  

She continued directing her crew around with hand gestures, and they followed her orders, surrounding me.  “I thought you were dead, but I prayed you weren’t.  I want that bounty.  It will be the biggest one I’ve ever collected even after I pay my crew.”

“You must be blind.  You are going to commit a crime against magic to take me in,” I wasn’t even sure what I had said.  I was talking out of my ass because I needed to buy time.  A formidable force had me surrounded, and I needed to determine what magic I should use.  I didn’t smell magic on them, which was unusual.  I detected body odor, which told me they were nervous if they were sweating on this frosty day.

The Huntress tapped the various weapons on her beltline as if she were determining which one to use and ultimately stopped on the gun.  “Once the J.J.E. sees you, he won’t care if I’ve broken every law in the book.  And many beings are more than willing to testify against you.  Let me guess, those aren’t blood ritual scars on your arms either?  Lying thief.”

Even wearing long sleeves and a jacket, I felt naked.  All my secrets exposed to the world.  “My battle scars are none of your damn business, thank you very much.”

The Huntress waved her bony finger in front of her ugly face.  “Tsk. Tsk.  Tsk.  Actually, your scars have everything to do with my business.  I’ve been tasked with keeping monsters like you from destroying all that’s precious.  You don’t even know it because you’re lying to yourself, but you can’t control all the dark blood drowning you from the inside out.  You’re basically an animal.  A slave to all those you stole from.  You just don’t know it yet.”

I tried to brew up a Ginger Storm, but it wasn’t as easy as whipping up a batch of sweet tea.  It had to happen organically.  I couldn’t force it.  “Well, you’re going to get a little taste of that barbarism if you keep pressing.”

“You can make it difficult, but we will kill you.  It’ll mean a little less on the bounty, but it will still make us rich for eternity,” she said, and her henchmen smiled as they closed in on me, arms extended.

I prepared to conjure a sword and perform a few messy vasectomies when one attacker dropped to his knees, clutched the left side of his chest and fell on his face.  The rest of the men stopped and looked at their comrade with concern.  Five seconds later, another man dropped in the exact same manner, eventually crashing face first into the pavement.  I spun around in circles, and like dominoes, the other three hunters fell like their brethren and remained motionless on the ground.

The Bounty Huntress stared at me, horror building in her purple eyes as she wondered what the hell was going on.  That made two of us.  I hadn’t cast a spell or set any magical act in motion for that matter.  Perhaps she had pissed off the dark blood inside me and it had reacted without my knowledge.  The prospect of having no control over my magic scared the living shit out of me. 

The lava bath had not only caused me to age, it seemed like it had screwed up my magical acumen too.  It was as if my dark blood had come to a boil and taken on a mind of its own.  I’d always had trouble controlling my magic, but the Bounty Huntress had no authority over me in Pittsburgh. 

A figure appeared behind the Bounty Huntress.  A looming mass of darkness.  My eyes widened, and the corners of my mouth lifted.  The Morrigan.  My sister from another mister.  Now the random deaths made sense. 

The Bounty Huntress sensed something behind her and spun around to face the Morrigan.  She rotated slightly, and her head swiveled continuously from the Morrigan to me.  Finally, I could kill this bitch and end her chasing after me once and for all.  Cancel the vasectomies.  This called for a sloppy lobotomy.

The Huntress pulled the space-age gun from the holster on her hip, the silver barrel attracting the gleam of the sun.  I peeped at the Morrigan and she didn’t appear the least bit concerned, so I followed suit and crossed my arms over my chest in defiance.  The Morrigan always boosted my confidence.

The Bounty Huntress smiled and put the long barrel of the gun up to the side of her head.  She pulled the trigger, but instead of a normal gunshot blast, it resulted in more of a splat.  Blue dye ran down the side of her face.  

Her body blurred.  Then her right leg vanished, followed by her left one.  Like a wave, the supernatural illusion ran up the rest of her body, causing it to disappear completely and taking the gun with it.

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

The Morrigan smirked and looked out onto the street at the people passing by.  The Bounty Huntress had set a strong illusion spell as citizens kept walking right past.

She walked toward me and explained, “Portal gun.  It’s like a paintball gun but the pellets are actually softer.  You’re lucky she likes to talk shit and didn’t hit you with it before I showed up.”  

“How’s it go, my dirty birdy?”  She punched me in the shoulder—her customary greeting—the way an older sibling would.  Meaning hard.  I’d never had brothers or sisters, but I’d been around enough of them to know that they slapped each other around.  Mo and I were the same way, with her doing most of the hitting.

“I’m not a bird.  I’m a dragon,” I told her.

The Morrigan got defensive.  “I can still kick your ass as a blackbird.”

I said, “Look, Mo.  Let’s not turn this into a tit measuring contest.”

The Morrigan replied, “Because you would lose.”  She always had to be the biggest badass or get in the final word.  “I can’t believe you’re back.  Everyone said you died in the Red Cavern.”

“They tried.  They failed.  I wanted to stay away, but something dragged me back to Pittsburgh,” I said.

“I had a good feeling you were still kicking because none of the death merchants knew of your demise,” she revealed.   

The Celtic Goddess of Death’s raven feather cloak hung to her knees where it met her black leather boots with red laces.  She was a couple inches taller than me and carried a little more weight, although you wouldn’t know it from her gaunt face and narrow nose.  Her black lipstick and red eye shadow smeared to her temples gave off a goth look.

The Morrigan’s dark hair stood up around her head as if she had blow-dried it for four hours.  But her most unique characteristic was my favorite.  Blue irises with red pupils.  Never seen that on another being.  I’d seen red flecks in people’s irises before, but never the pupil and I’d always thought it was so badass.  As if she needed it.

“Where does the portal go to?” I asked.

The Morrigan looked up to the sky, put her index finger and thumb in her mouth and whistled.  She focused back on me, and in her deep, manly voice, she said, “The portal goes wherever she wants.  Somewhere she is familiar with and you aren’t.  Somewhere her murderous friends could be waiting for you to show up.  Hence, why you were lucky.”

I said, “I think she was trying to abduct me and take me to the closest area of jurisdiction.  She was trying to act with a semblance of honor.”

Mo laughed.  “What an idiot.”

Shadow conquered the alley as something blotted out the sun.  I raised my head expecting a giant raincloud but saw a murder of crows silently descending on the dead bodies in the alley.  Using their claws and beaks, they grabbed hold of the bodies.  

“Leave the bodies, take the soulnollis,” the Morrigan joked.  Unsurprisingly, she liked movies with a lot of murder.

The Morrigan turned her attention to her avian crew.  She cupped her hands around her mouth and whispered, “Take the bodies back to Clara Spiritus and be sure not to let the souls escape.”  She whistled again, and the crows worked in unison to lift the bodies into the air, quickly racing up the side of a skyscraper and disappearing from my view.  

The Morrigan turned back to me.  “You’re so lucky I didn’t make those chumps explode and stain your pretty leather jacket.”

She ran her hand down my arm, and I sighed.  “Classic, Mo.  I appreciate that.  Where do you think she was going?”

She replied, “So yeah, that portal could have led anywhere, but I’d bet it went to the Lair of Justice.”

“Yeah, I guess she felt confident until her friends started dropping over dead.  Then she fumbled for the gun.  By the way, how’d you do that?”  I asked, hoping she would tell me.  The Morrigan had taught me everything I knew about magic, especially how to acquire it by force.  However, there were many secrets she kept inside her cloak and refused to share with me.

The Morrigan winked at me and held up two death cards in her hand.  “You’re lucky I’m a good poker player, Dune.”

She called me Dune every great once in a while.  We had a mutual friend with a speech impediment who pronounced my name as Dune.  In turn, she had called me Dune for a couple of years about a century ago.  Then, the nickname died out to the point where she hardly used it anymore.  

Mo continued, “I won their Death Cards on my last visit to Hades’ man cave.  And decided it was worth it to cash them in to save your ass.”  Her other hand emerged from the cloak with three other cards and she waved them around.

I knew what death cards were, I just didn’t have a solid understanding of how they worked.  They looked like virtual reality baseball cards with 3-D images of the being, personal information and a score.  I hadn’t a clue how the scoring system worked.  

I wasn’t privy to the secret society of death merchants like the Morrigan.  The Sacred Circle was an assemblage of death merchants or soul guides from the assorted pantheons including the free agent, Grim Reaper.

The cards could only be created by at least three of the merchants from three different pantheons like the Morrigan, Hades and Kali.  The merchants set a combination spell over the cards that enchanted them with the ability to take the being’s life.  

All they had to do was press a little button on the card and they could claim the soul of that being.  And it didn’t matter if a normal person came into possession of the cards.  Only the members of the Sacred Circle could operate the functions on the cards.

The merchants had a fair system for divvying up the cards after production and they also played games of chance involving them.  The Morrigan had won these in one of their poker games, and even though I didn’t understand how she showed up that fast with these specific cards, I was alive and grateful. 

“How’d you know I was here?” I asked as we walked out of the alley and onto the sidewalk of 34th Street.  I could still see the last bits of golden glittery enchantment from the Huntress’s spell, as we turned right.  

The Morrigan dodged a young man playing on his phone.  “My crows told me, ya jackass.  Think you can hide from me.  Then I thought, why hasn’t that bitch come to see me yet?  Oh, right.  I’m her only friend amongst the Gods.  She hates the rest of them and is afraid to visit.”

“You’re not my only friend.  My best friend in the pantheon, sure, but there are others that like me.”  I said it to comfort myself but returning to Pittsburgh had showed that I didn’t have many, if any, true friends.  I even had doubts about Tyr and Owen’s true intentions.  I wasn’t exactly a social butterfly among the Celtic Gods either.

“Too bad you don’t have the card of the Huntress, that whore.  So sick of her chasing after me.  I’d pay a pretty penny to obtain her card,” I said in hope my friend had access to it.

The Morrigan sidestepped another person not paying attention.  “Hers is a prized one.  I’m not sure who has it now.  Many a deity would like to torture her soul for the rest of eternity.  However, that also creates a great value for the card.  Rather than cash it in now, the current holder is probably waiting for the value to go up again before dealing it.  I promise you if her death card falls into my hands, I’ll redeem it immediately.”

“No. Don’t.  Let me do it.  But if she’s so hated, why doesn’t someone buy it and end her life already?” I asked.

The Morrigan moved aside, avoiding another careless walker busy with a phone.  She took a deep breath as we continued moving, and I could tell she was fighting against the urge to pound the lady’s face into the sidewalk.  “It hasn’t fallen into the right hands yet.  Everyone who has held it so far doesn’t have a grudge against her.  Some death merchants are actually scared of what her soul might do.  I’m not, of course.”

“I’m glad you showed up when you did.”

The Morrigan explained, “You would have seen me earlier, but I had to grab those cards.  I’m glad you’re still alive.  Now I have someone to cause trouble with.”

Tempting offer, but I couldn’t go down that road again.  “Yeah, about that.  I’ve kind of turned over a new leaf.  I’m trying to stay away from the whole death and destruction thing.”

The Morrigan peered at me with the intensity of a disappointed parent, her dilated red pupils poking holes in my soul.  “That disappoints me greatly.  You are the only one who can keep up with me.  Shame.”

“If I keep that behavior up, I’ll never get inducted into the pantheon.  I’m trying to perform some noble acts so maybe they’ll take notice.  I guess Machu Picchu wasn’t enough.  It wouldn’t hurt if you talked me up either.”  I tried to nudge her.  

The Morrigan chuckled.  She had an awkward, manly laugh.  “Not so sure that would help.  You know damn well I’m the outcast of the Gods.  They only let me stay around because they are terrified of me and how I would react.”

“Well, they’re right,” I told her.

“I never said they were wrong.  You know I can’t discuss the process with you.  Sworn to secrecy and sealed with a blood ritual.  I know you understand that.  If your father still can’t tell you about it, then you understand why my hands are tied on the selection process.  I’ve told you countlessly to stop worrying about it.”

I decided it was time to change the subject.  “Do you know anything about Darabond?”

The Morrigan stopped.  “I’m surprised you took this long to ask.  But no.  I’d give you more advice on that subject, but it doesn’t seem like you will take it.”

I said, “I’m not giving up.  There’s still a touch of warmth somewhere in my heart.  Something you wouldn’t understand.”

The Morrigan’s eyes tightened and she clenched her fists.  I knew I needed to tread lightly.  

“I understand fully.  A soft heart is a great weakness and an easy way to get killed.  You should let it freeze over.  Life is bitterly cold, and one needs a heart to match it.”

“So is this just a social call or do you have an ulterior motive?”  I asked.  Dealing with the Morrigan could be a real pain in the ass.  We approached a silver Dodge Challenger that the Agency had given me since my Jeep was still at the Wolf House.  I pulled the fob out of my pocket.

Mo wasn’t cool.  People were always flabbergasted when I revealed that, but it was true.  The Goddess was tense in conversation and easy to anger.  She spent most of her time with the dead and didn’t understand fun or joking around in the traditional sense of the words.  

Her morbid poker games were the perfect example.  She always talked about keeping the natural order, but I couldn’t understand how tossing people’s bodies and souls around like chips in a casino helped achieve that.  Just another illustration of how the Gods bathed in a cauldron of hypocrisy.

We jumped into my ride and I turned the heat on.  My muscled tightened as I rubbed my hands together.  The natural warmth from the near brawl had worn off and the frosty chill returned.

“Since I know you won’t come to Clara Spiritus to see me, I’ve come up with a form of contact.”  The Morrigan’s right hand disappeared into her obsidian feathers.  She pulled out a clenched fist and opened it, exposing a little glossy red object.

“What is that?” I asked.

The Morrigan plucked it out of her palm with her finger and thumb.  She held it up, and before she could speak, I asked, “Is that a raven’s eye?”

She nodded and grinned.  She extended her bony right index finger and her nail grew into a sharpened claw.  My heart jumped wondering what this crazy Goddess had in mind.  

“Let me see your left hand.”  The Morrigan held out an open hand.  I put my palm against hers and she flipped it over.  She moved her hand up to my wrist and stared at the blue veins.

The Morrigan positioned her newly formed claw over my wrist and I was certain she was sent to kill me by the Celtic Gods.  Steadily, she moved over toward my thumb, away from the veins.  With a quick little movement, she opened my skin.  A chill ran though my chest and the pain centered in the palm of my hand, not near the incision.

Blood poured from the live flesh, circling around my wrist like a burgundy bracelet, and dripping into the Morrigan’s palm.  She remained steady and retracted her claw.  She picked up the raven’s eye and held it over the cut.  

“This will work as a communication device,” she said and used her thumb to shove the eye into the wound.

My guts tightened in displeasure and a hot rush of pain ran through me.  I had a high tolerance for pain.  At least, I thought I did. 

The Morrigan whispered something under her breath and a glittery stream of enchantment rushed out from under the fingernails on her right hand.  The golden bits flowed into the raven’s eye, imbuing it with the communication spell the Morrigan had just set.

“I made it so this cut will appear healed, but you can squeeze the skin around it and open it to get to the raven’s eye.  When you want to get in contact with me, just hold your thumb over the eye.  It will glow red when activated.  All you need to do is talk into it and I’ll get the message.  And if it starts causing pain, we can fix it,” she reassured me.  

The Morrigan dabbed up my blood with her cloak.  When I looked at the cut, I could barely see the incision.  Using my thumb and forefinger, I pinched around the wound and it opened, exposing the dull red raven’s eye.  I put my thumb over the eyeball and waited a few seconds.  A burning feeling heated my wrist and I yanked my hand back.

The raven’s eye not only glowed, it emitted a short beam of red light.  The Morrigan smiled and said, “Perfect.  Then all you have to do is say what you need, and I’ll get the message.”

If only cell phones stretched to netherworlds, I could avoid all this nonsense.  That was a business someone needed to jump on.  Instead, I now had a bird’s eye inside my body. 

With the trip right around the corner, my mind drifted to thoughts of Seattle where I planned to spy on Arawn and Maeve.
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“And he told you he would be right here?  In this very spot?”  Owen pointed at the ground as he squinted and peered around the wooded area.

I rubbed my hands together for warmth and breathed through my mouth to counter the lingering dead animal stench.  “You know how it goes in this business.  He isn’t just going to meet us at a Motel 6.  My father mapped out the directions, so I know they are legit.  We just need to wait until he shows up.”

We’d arrived in Seattle in the morning and headed straight for Mount Rainier, the highest mountain in Washington.  Considered one of the most dangerous volcanoes in the world, I found it ironic that glacial ice covered the mountain.  

We were at the northwestern edge on a summit called Liberty Cap.  My father’s map had led us directly to the fallen, ancient tree trunk wedged between the giant boulders.  Johnny Tango was supposed to be waiting here, which made me shift my weight nervously from boot to boot, crunching the snow beneath.

The verdant pine trees offset the chalky atmosphere and absorbed some of the sun’s blinding reflection coming off the ice.  My father had told me he had talked to Johnny.  I still didn’t know how he’d done it from across the country without a phone, but I’d stopped asking questions a long time ago.  The bottom line was my father always came through on a promise.

A faint sprinkling sound hit my ears and my neck jerked to the left to find its source.  I saw a man standing with his back to us, pissing into a bush.  He burped and spoke over his shoulder, “Dang blast it, I’ll mosey on over there in a minute.”

Johnny Tango was dressed in gray corduroys, a heavy flannel jacket and a scarf of mismatched animal pelts.  Gray hair poked out from under his black Johnny Ringo hat with a high top.  With a raven’s feather pinned horizontally against each temple, the hat maintained the cowboy look, but added the flair of a magician. 

He zipped up his pants and turned to Owen and me.  The tall man’s windburned and wrinkled face told of a life of hardship and there always seemed to be great pain hiding behind his dull gray eyes.  Always.  He played with the curled end of his long, dark mustachio, twisting it to circular perfection.  His other hand hung near his hip holster, his calloused thumb smoothing over the ivory grip of his Colt .45 single-action revolver.

Johnny was quite the character, but I was afraid it was all an act.  He played the part well, but he seemed more like a wizard on the run, who’d settled out here and fallen off the supernatural grid.  After my stint down south, I could hardly blame the man.  Considering he was friends with my father, I doubted he was an ordinary cowboy.  Johnny was our eyes and ears in the west.  No matter the destination, he always had valuable information.

After my sabbatical, if he was trying to keep away from the nonsense, I understood completely.  He pulled a circular tin marked Irish Whiskey out of his pocket and opened it, exposing the cut tobacco inside.

“Daddy told me you was comin’.  Gal-dang-it if he can’t get out here no more.”  Johnny spoke in a brand of authentic frontier gibberish like Gabby Johnson in Blazing Saddles.  It also appeared forced and screamed of a disguise.  I enjoyed it and thought it was hilarious, but it didn’t seem natural.     

Johnny wasn’t great with introductions, so I took the lead.  “Johnny, this is my friend Owen.”

The old man shifted the tin of tobacco into his left palm and extended his filthy right hand.  He shook Owen’s hand and said, “Rebbit.”

Owen smirked and returned, “Nice to meet you, sir.”

Johnny threw his hand up on Owen’s shoulder.  “No, no.  Sir is my father.”  Johnny sniggered and pulled a pack of Zig-Zag rolling papers out of his chest pocket.  As he held the tin of tobacco in one hand, he tore a paper off with his lips and jammed the pack back into his pocket.

He rolled a cigarette with one hand, as I spoke, “I guess my father talked to you about the issue with Arawn and Maeve.”

“Rebbit,” he said with a sharp nod.  I still wasn’t exactly sure what that word meant so I had to go by conversational context.  In this case, it seemed like yes.  “Gone and done some research and you was right.  They’s brewin’ up a storm.  Dark storm it be.”

Johnny struck a match off the side of his old cowboy boot and lit his smoke.  The cigarette dangled from his lips as he gestured for us to follow him.  He led us out onto a jutting cliff and my heart skipped a few beats.  I wasn’t a huge fan of heights and this rock looked like it could break off the side of the mountain any second.  A queasy, cement mixer feeling attacked my stomach as we moved closer to the edge.

I looked out at a small town in the distance.  A concrete jungle surrounded by natural landscape as far as the eye could see.  

Owen and I pulled out our binoculars as Johnny pointed to a facility in the distance.  Johnny said, “Main buildin’ yonder is where the Arawn feller likes to stay.  Maeve, well she done sit there and watch the fights.”

“Fights?  What fights?” I asked.

Johnny exhaled a giant cloud of smoke into the frosty air and said, “They gots them a clonin’ set up goins on down there.  They’s takin’ orcs and faeries and the such and mixin’ them up.  Then they makes them fight agin’ each other.  Loser gets killt, then they clone the winner.  And they keep them brawls goin’ all the live long day.  End a the day, there’s seven winners.”

Owen asked, “And then they clone the seven winners?”

Johnny hit his cigarette two more times and flicked it over the precipice.  I watched the glowing cherry falling and a sudden bout of nausea hit me, imploring me to take a step back.

Johnny said, “Sumthin’ like that, rebbit.  The whore woman, Maeve, has herself a big ole public sex session with the winners.  Suppose it’s only public if you is peekin’ like me.  It’s a real hoot-an-ante, I tells ya.  Then they take ‘em in the white buildin’ to clone ‘em.  That damn yellow warehouse over there gots them flying orcs.  Damn things is the size of giants.  The blue warehouse gots them super sidhe warriors.”

“So basically they’re building up a super force of supernaturals?”  As the words escaped my mouth, I realized I had stated the obvious.

Johnny nodded affirmatively.  “Rebbit.  My words ain’t near as pretty as the ones you gots, but you’s on the right train track.  And all the jaw jackin’, cow flippin’, hee-hawin’, bull prancin’ in all the world ain’t gonna save no one, no how.  We needs us a real krugger krooker that ain’t afraid a nothin’.”

“I’ll be your krugger krooker,” I said in my best Doc Holliday voice.  Neither of the men got the Tombstone joke, so I got back to business.  “Do you know anything about the building Arawn is in?  We’re going to sneak inside and try to find out what their plan is.”

“Shoulda done known wit’ you.  Don’t be doin’ nothin’ pigeon-handed now,” Johnny warned, although I didn’t really know what that meant.  Ham handed?  

Johnny Tango went on to explain the general layout of the building, including which doors were heavily guarded and where Arawn’s office would be.  While he talked, I tried to figure out who he was.  Because he for damn sure wasn’t just a western drifter.  I’d met up with him many times but had never taken a long look.  

His nose.  The shape of his face.  The way his strong jaw moved when he spoke.  The big earlobes.  The Neanderthal brow.  Then it hit me.  

Thor.  Not a spitting image by any stretch, but numerous strong similarities.  

“Here they a comin’.  Bout to gets to fightin’ agin,” Johnny announced and pointed at the battle yard.  How could the old man see that far without binoculars?  I put the magnifiers up to my eyes and checked out the scene.

Maeve led a bunch of warriors out into the yard.  Two men approached from the side, pushing wheelbarrows full of weapons into the yard.  I tried to focus on the former Goddess of Earth and Fertility.  

Her glowing tan was visible beneath the see-through white fabric robe.  She didn’t shiver in the freezing temperature and stood proudly with her chest out.  Her long platinum blond hair had thick black roots and I could see her purple eyes and lips with my binoculars.  

Maeve had left the pantheon because the other Gods were getting sick of her party girl nature.  She drank a lot and fooked a lot and was damn proud of it.  She’d left about twenty years ago and formed a partnership with Arawn.  It appeared I wasn’t the only one seeking revenge on the Celtic Gods.

“So what’s the operation?  Maeve fooks ‘em and kills ‘em and then Arawn takes them to his new underworld?” I asked.

“Sumthin’ like that.  Rebbit,” Johnny confirmed.

Two warriors walked to the middle of the yard and stood face to face.   

Maeve put two fingers into her mouth, and I assumed she whistled because the two men crouched and circled each other.  As I got a closer look at the combatants, I realized they were orcs.  

These two were bright green, both wearing different colored loincloths, and stood about eight feet tall.  Dripping with muscle definition, they resembled the Hulk more than any orc I’d ever seen.  Both men had a full head of black hair and, perfectly straight teeth.  They moved gracefully despite being enormous.  

The genetic modifications from the oafish, ugly orc I had always seen to what I was looking at were unbelievable.  They’d turned an ugly station wagon into a sexy rocket ship.

Maeve slid out of her robe and massaged her breasts, apparently turned on by the impending action.  Owen commented, “Oh, dear me.  Look at that.  She’s a big ole bag of ho.”

I smiled.  Only Owen could screw that up.  I corrected him, “It’s ho bag.”

He lowered his binoculars and looked at me.  “Same thing, no?”

I took mine down and shook my head.  “No.”

“Ah, well.  Tomato.  Tahmahto.  I’ll get it bang on next time.”  He raised his binoculars back up to his eyes.   

The man next to the wheelbarrow tossed weapons onto the snow-covered lawn.  The orc in the red loincloth backed away from the one in white and picked up a spear.  His opponent stood as still as a stone.  

Red drew his arm back to test the reaction of White, who didn’t move a centimeter.  Red unleashed the spear and sent it sailing directly at the White’s face.  The latter didn’t panic, and at the last possible moment, his giant hand sprang from his hip in a lightning quick motion, snatching the sharpened end of the spear out of the air.  The momentum continued pushing the metal end through White’s closed hand, and the silver point came to a halt two inches in front of his right eye.

White tossed the object aside, his hand leaking fat drops of dark blood into the milky snow.  He licked some of the liquid, leaned back and howled at the sky.  I couldn’t hear it, but it had all the makings of a howl.  

Red ran off to gather another weapon.   Keeping one eye on his opponent, Red leaned over and picked up an Imacasa Condor Machete with a D-Guard handle.

White smiled and licked more blood from his hand.  Red began to move with concern, questioning himself before backing away even though he had the weapon.  It appeared White was getting to him psychologically.

“These ones ain’t nowhere near the scariest ones,” Johnny revealed as I kept the binoculars glued to my eyes.  

Red looked over to Maeve for comfort, but the former Goddess only pointed for him to march into action.  The orc charged ahead, and as he approached his opponent, he drew back his hand with the machete, ready to hack White into pieces.

The silver blade swung forward and the White simply slid his feet backward taking the rest of his body with him, his chest avoiding the onslaught narrowly.  In the same motion, White reached out and grabbed his opponent’s wrist.  Using Red’s momentum, he slammed him face-first to the ground and jammed his knee into his opponent’s elbow, snapping it the wrong way, the skin bursting open and exposing bone.

White jumped into the air and came down with a thunderous punch to the back of Red’s head.  He flipped Red onto his back and released a fury of fists, the first punch shattering his opponent’s skull.  White continued to mash bits of broken bone into the snow as fountains of dark blood erupted with every punch, speckle painting his face like a Jackson Pollack on a green screen.

I’d seen enough and turned away.  Johnny said, “You’s gonna miss the best part.  Maeve, she’s gonna have her way with the blood winner.”  He chuckled.

I had no urge to watch the live porno and backed away from the edge of the mountain.  

“Oh, heavens.  No foreplay here.  She went for it straightaway,” Owen commented.

Johnny added, “Rebbit.”

Their viewing party gave me a chance to sort out my thoughts.  I didn’t want to fight one of those supercharged orcs.  If Johnny was right that these fierce warriors were the weaker members of their army, I couldn’t let them start a war with the spear in their possession.  Seeing the huge operation in person convinced me that they had the manpower to take over the world.  It would take them a long time, but it was possible.

Johnny gave us the details to get inside the complex and find our way to Arawn’s office.  Luckily, he’d informed us that the guards inside Arawn’s silo were normal sidhe warriors with no magical skills.  Apparently, Arawn didn’t want any cloned creatures around him because he was afraid one of them would go berserk on him.  I thanked Johnny Tango profusely, still wondering about the truth surrounding him.  

Johnny placed his hand on his hip, near his Peacemaker, and danced what I could only assume was the tango.  The soles of his cowboy boots shuffled around the snowy dance floor.  In my head, the twang of an acoustic six-string reverberated around.  As Johnny’s feet moved faster, the steady strumming of the guitar followed, trying to keep up the pace.

With one hand still firmly on his hip and the other attached to the brim of his black hat, he moved with the graceful authority of a young dancer.  There was a momentary pause in the music, then the crack of a whip and the drums kicked in.  Bum-da-da-bum-bum.  Bum-bum-da-da-da.  The eruption of forceful guitar strumming joined back in.

Johnny’s feet were a blur, a tornado of movement, dislodging chunks of snow in the air.  His eyes widened in panic and his mouth opened in awe.  Raising a shaky index finger, he pointed over my shoulder.  As I turned, I lifted my forearm up over my face in defense, expecting to see some great terror.

I saw nothing out of the ordinary and turned back to Johnny, but he had vanished, replaced by a dissipating blue cloud that smelled like a bonfire of his rolled cigarettes.  A sharp gust of wind carried Johnny’s smoky remains out over the edge and the azure-tinted fog faded into a distant cloud.  Dissolving into nothingness.  Just the way he wanted to keep it.

It was almost as if I was getting too close on the trail of his identity, and he had to pull a miraculous escape act to throw me off the scent.  He had made dramatic exits before, but this was over the top.         

Owen and I made our way down the mountain and headed toward Arawn and Maeve’s compound.  
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We waited until sundown and hung our coats over the branch of a tree just outside the complex.  I set a powerful illusion spell over Owen, and then one for myself.  It would make us and our clothes invisible to the guards.  We planned to get inside Arawn’s office, if possible, and steal the spear.  At the very least, we needed to gather intel.

I took a step back and couldn’t see Owen any longer.  “Can you see me?” I asked.  After a short silence, I said, “Well?”

“Right, sorry.  I was shaking my head.  No, I cannot see you either,” he confirmed.

“Perfect.  You ready to do this?” I said with enthusiasm.

“I would suppose.  But how will I know where you are?” he asked.

I walked to where he was standing and reached out.  I bumped his soft hand and traced up his arm to grab his shoulder.  We walked to the main entrance where the vehicles came in.  It was set up like an outdoor parking lot with a worker inside the enclosed booth.  

We moved over against the brick wall and squeezed by the lifting gate.  We entered an open area and all the buildings stood in front of us.  We veered to the left, avoiding the random guards patrolling the area and headed for the three-story ivory building.  They appeared to be normal sidhe men and I couldn’t smell any magic in the air.  Johnny was right again.

A guard opened the door to leave, and we sprinted to sneak inside.  Just before the door shut, I jammed two fingers into the gap.  Through the tiny crack, I peeked inside and nobody was near the entrance so I opened the door, let Owen in and wedged myself through.  

We went left, down a drab hallway with yellow walls and long fluorescent lights guiding the way.  It came to a fork where we took another left.  We quickly arrived at another split, and I turned to Owen.  “This is your post.  If anyone is coming, use the whistle.”

Owen nodded silently, or at least, I hoped he was nodding.  I let go of him and walked down the hall toward Arawn’s office where I encountered two guards stationed on either side of the door.  I almost forgot I was invisible and panicked for a moment, then regained my mental balance. 

The guards were dressed in tan pants and tight red long-sleeve shirts.  I stared at the black belts around their waists and didn’t see any weapons.  It seemed Arawn was paranoid his guards could turn on him.  Without magical ability or weapons, the sidhe didn’t stand a chance against Arawn. 

Arawn’s office window was in between the guards and me, but I still needed to remain wary of them.  I remained calm, tiptoed over to the office and stood in front of a window with drawn blinds.

With the guards only a few feet away, I channeled the dragonfly blood inside me to wake up and supply me with super hearing.  As the blood circulated slowly, I perked up my ears.  Within a few moments, I could hear the conversation on the other side of the thick pane of wired glass.

I recognized Arawn’s voice.  “He says he has it, but we need to go to Pittsburgh to make the deal.”

Another man spoke, “Why go there?  Why won’t they come here?”

Arawn answered, “That was part of the deal.  If you know someone who claims to have the other half of the spear, then by all means, set up your own deal.”

Someone had broken the spear in half.

The other man said, “Just seems fishy.  Why is the spear in two pieces?  Almost feels like a trap.”

Arawn sighed.  “I appreciate your counsel, I really do.  And I will take that into consideration.  Be ready to leave in a few days.  We haven’t set up a meeting location yet.  There are still a few details to iron out, but the deal is as good as done.”

“What’s the plan from there?” the man asked.

Arawn responded, “As soon as we connect Lugh’s Spear, we come right back here and go on the offensive.  We start with this state, then the region, then the entire United States.  Once we capture all the military might of the U.S., we move on to other countries.  Country by country, continent by continent until the world is ours.  Then I will rule over Ireland and realize my prophecy as King of my homeland.”

Those words made my ears bleed.  My father was the only King of Ireland that I would ever recognize.

The man added, “And with the spear in hand, there will be no way you can lose.”

Arawn sighed again.  “Thank you for repeating the obvious.  We must be careful they don’t unload a fake on us.  If these jokers try anything stupid, we might not rule the world, but we will make Pittsburgh a veritable wasteland.  I’ll kill anyone who’s ever heard of them without question.”

After seeing their setup and hearing the plan, I realized that Arawn and Maeve were a serious threat.  I’d heard many people discuss conquering the world and laughed in most of their faces.  However, this was a viable option.  With the cloning operation, they could resupply warriors as they went along.  Conquering more land would allow them to expand the facilities.

Arawn spoke in a deeper voice, “Once the world is under our thumb, we go after the Gods.  One day, the Celtic Gods will serve me.  All Gods for that matter.  They will all bow before me.  There won’t be a set of ears in any world that hasn’t heard the name Arawn.  Sorry, Zeus.  Sorry, Odin.  But there will be a new supreme ruler.  The Celtic Gods will rue the days they were rude to me.  The Dagda, especially.  I haven’t forgotten.”

His assistant said greedily, “I always wanted some slaves to serve me and my property.”

Arawn told him, “You will have your pick of the litter.  Many will choose death over enslavement, but if they don’t, they are yours to do as you please.”

I heard a commotion coming from down the hall.  Owen screamed, “Help, my invisibility has worn off.”

I spun around and charged down the hall, unworried about making any noise.  For some reason, the guards in front of the door stood pat.  I rounded the bend and saw Owen surrounded by five guards.  They were beating him mercilessly as I arrived.  My invisible hands grabbed two unsuspecting guards and tossed them aside.

I punched another guard in the nose, and he flailed his fists around wildly in response, keeping me at bay.  One of the other guards grabbed Owen and placed one hand on his chin and the other on the top of the cat man’s head.  In one quick motion, the guard broke his neck.  I felt the ominous sound in my soul and my stomach turned.

Owen’s eyes rolled back into his head, then his eyelids shut as he crashed to the ground, possibly dead.  I kicked the flailing guard in the balls, and he doubled over, clutching his crotch.  With him in a vulnerable position, I swung my forearm around and popped him in the jaw.  

The other two guards kneeled down to continue attacking Owen.  One after the other, I booted them in the face and proceeded to stomp the shit out of them until they were unconscious.  Why weren’t the guards from outside the office here yet?  Then it hit me.  Protecting the spear was the goal.  But surely outside resources would show up soon.

Knowing the clock was ticking for enemy backup to arrive, I leaned down and scooped up Owen.  Summoning all the strength I could, I slung his dead weight over my shoulder and navigated down the hall.  More confused guards showed up, wondering why they could see Owen, but not the person carrying him.

I made it down the hallway and neared the entrance to the building when the guards closed in on me.  The guards punched, pulled, clawed and slapped at my invisible body, trying to tear Owen away from me.  Considering he was likely dead, I allowed them to pull my friend away so I could formulate a quick attack.

I panned the area and noticed five guards dragging Owen back toward Arawn’s office.  Three more guards were blocking the entrance door.  I could take out these eight opponents easily if nothing else happened.  As I prepared to free my friend again, the alarm system went off, replete with flashing red lights and an eardrum-piercing siren.

With no time to spare, I quickly booted the men carrying Owen, causing them to drop his body.  Tremors of terror made my arms and legs go numb as more guards rushed into the front of the building, making escape impossible.  If they caught me and took me to Arawn, the former Celtic God would surely put me to death.  Unfortunately, my options had run out.

An idea hit me, wading through my confused and panicked state to come front and center.  I recast the invisibility spell over Owen.  Bits of glittery enchantment danced around his unresponsive body, sinking into his fur to complete the spell.  Within seconds, his body disappeared.

A few guards still had hold of him, so I kicked their hands away from my friend and hoisted him up over my shoulder.  I moved to an empty area near the entrance that wasn’t teeming with guards and waited impatiently as a procession of tall men filtered in through the front door.

The confused men shouted at each other, wondering what the hell had just happened.  A leader took charge and instructed smaller teams to branch out and search different areas of the building.  I bounced up and down on the balls of my feet, hoping the spells would last so that I could wait this out and then escape easily.  

I was initially surprised that Arawn hadn’t come out of his office, but I realized he was probably protecting the spear.  He likely thought there was an intruder coming after his precious spear.  

I noticed the guards had moved away from the front door and I migrated toward freedom.

My shoes squeaked on the floor, but the guards were making enough noise that they couldn’t hear.  As I approached the door, it flung open toward me, almost smacking me in the face.  I hooked the door with my foot before it could shut and a cold blast of winter hit me, sending a nasty chill down my spine.

As I moved outside, the lamps around the parking lot highlighted guards stationed at various points around the building.  As quietly as I could, I carried Owen’s heavy body across the entrance of the building.  I smelled freedom when a scream that sounded like it had come from the depths of hell rent the winter air.

I spun around, wondering if my spell had worn off and I was now visible.  There stood Arawn, his massive chest heaving in and out, breath clouds shrouding his figure.  He leaned forward and pulled the sides of his hood snug against his angular facial features, his burning yellow eyes piercing the darkness of night.  His wolf-skin cloak was clasped around his neck by rusted silver chains and swept the snowy ground as he took two steps forward. 

A pale sliver of moonlight cast down upon his face, revealing the Celtic rune symbols covering most of his flesh.  His ghostly white skin was barely visible among the jungle of black tattoos.  His eyes narrowed and his head swiveled forcefully from side to side, searching for Owen and me.

I exhaled a sigh of relief and realized my invisibility spell included breath clouds.  Lucky me, since I hadn’t thought about that and could have been a sitting duck.

I carried Owen across the entranceway.  After a pulse-pounding escape, we passed the parking gate and were on the outside again.  I set down Owen’s body to set a new plan.  Nothing rushed into my head as I stretched out my tired muscles, preparing for the second leg of this trip.

I ran over and grabbed our coats from the tree branch where we had stashed them.  Due to the strong chill in the air, I slid my arms into the sleeves of my leather jacket and zipped it up.  I dusted the snow off Owen’s trench coat and suit jacket and hung them over my shoulder.

Owen needed eight hours to recover from death.  I’d seen it before and didn’t understand it, but that was how it worked.  I thought about going back to Mount Rainier to get advice from Johnny Tango, but it was such a long hike that I scratched the idea immediately.

I remembered a small wooded area we had passed on our way to the silo and figured that would be the best place to duck out for a while.  I slung Owen over my shoulder again and walked down the side of a narrow road.  

As we moved carefully toward the woods, I thought about what I had heard about Lugh’s Spear.  As previously rumored, it was in two pieces, forcing Arawn to go to Pittsburgh to buy the other half.  But from whom?  I didn’t know the location or time of the deal, but I had to find out whom Arawn was making a deal with.

I needed to get back to Pittsburgh and put my ear to the streets.  Somebody had to know who had the other half of the spear.  I had an idea about finding the culprit, but it involved my dead friend whom I set down again as we entered the woods.  As I stretched out my back, leaves rustled in the near distance and I craned my neck to see who it was.

The dark shadows twisted under the naked tree branches as a thin cloud floated in front of the moon.  Nothing came to the fore, and the sound stopped.  A rotten feeling took form in the pit of my stomach.  Something wasn’t right.  I scanned the area again, but couldn’t see anyone, not even an animal.

From behind a bush, I caught a flash of amethyst.  I zeroed in on it, and as it took shape, my heart sank into my shoes.  The Bounty Huntress’s afro.  I was in her territory now.  Fook.

I scooped up Owen and headed up a slight hillock with my calves and thighs burning.  Knowing the Huntress could easily catch up, I tried to devise a quick plan.  She and her associates would kill Owen just for being with me.  I couldn’t let that happen.  If they killed him, that would be his last life.

I walked into a slight clearing with a big pile of leaves and brush.  Panic snaked through my body as I realized what I needed to do.  I set Owen down near the pile and placed his coat over his body.  Using the leaves and brush, I covered him up as best I could.  Satisfied he wouldn’t be found, I strolled leisurely down the hill.

I couldn’t rely on the invisibility.  Under the spell, I could still see my body.  Without Owen, I didn’t know if I was visible and I couldn’t outrun her carrying a heavy body.  I had to sacrifice myself to save Owen.

These assholes could take a spin with me, but they weren’t getting my friend.  Perhaps I could kill the damned Huntress once and for all.  I readied my magic and felt it bubbling under my skin as I continued down the hill.

A shrill voice cut through the freezing night, “Prepared to turn yourself in?”

Within the blink of an eye, the Huntress and three associates emerged from behind a tree trunk.  I tried sizing up her help as the three men branched out, attempting to surround me.  My eyes darted back and forth and I sniffed the air to see if they possessed magic.  

The three men were dressed in black skintight suits with connected hoods.  It resembled an Olympic skier’s outfit and only left their eyes, noses and mouths visible.  

I smelled an herbaceous scent, and quickly narrowed it down to a member of the mint family.  Basil.  An Italian hit squad?  

Practitioners used basil in a lot of fire spells, and I noticed the men’s hands were glowing red.  I put my hand behind my back and conjured an invisible sword, as the men maneuvered around to keep me surrounded.  I felt the grip in my hand and twisted my wrist, turning the blade, so I could slice the gentleman on my right in half.

I was about to unleash a mighty stroke of the sword when I caught a flash of silver out of my peripheral and turned naturally to check it out.  As soon as I realized it was the barrel of a gun, the Huntress pulled the trigger from point-blank range.  

I dropped the sword and prepared the dodge the shot, but it was already too late.  A purple projectile exited the barrel and raced toward my heart.  My muscles tensed as the pellet hit my chest and splattered purple paint all over my black leather jacket.  

I looked down as my hand started to disappear and I got woozy.  My mental faculties became clouded, and I felt a tremendous amount of pressure on my skull.  Nauseated, I tried to fight off the cement mixer feeling in my stomach, when the world went dark.

My eyelids blinked open, revealing a dark cave.  In a flash, the Bounty Huntress began to materialize in front of me.  I turned to my right and located a small opening in the wall.

“Don’t even try it,” warned the Huntress.  “The Lair of Justice is well protected.  It’s over, bitch.  I’ll collect my due.  You will die while those you stole from watch your demise.  Everyone is happy.”

I said nothing.  I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.

“What’s wrong?  Cat got your tongue?” she asked and cackled.  “Do you know where that saying originated?”

“Don’t care.”

Her insult reminded me of my last act on earth.  Saving Owen.  At least I’d ended things on a noble note. 

The Huntress whistled and said, “You’re going to hear it anyway.  In ancient Egypt, they would cut out the tongues of the blasphemers and feed them to cats.  Perhaps we should do the same for you.  Make yourself comfortable.  You aren’t going anywhere.”

I knew nobody escaped from the Lair.  I knew they decided the outcome of the trials before they even started.  They had never deemed anyone innocent.  Death was the only punishment served down here.  The magic council was more of a hit squad than a judicial body.

The Huntress grabbed a torch from the wall and led me into another empty room carved out of stone with a post stretching from the floor to the ceiling.  Two men in black robes entered the room and moved me in front of the post.  They tied my ankles first, then pulled my hands around the post, tying my wrists behind me.  The Huntress stood with her arms crossed over her chest and sported the smuggest look I’d ever seen.  Even her stupid purple hair was smirking at me.

She waited until the men finished and left the room.  As soon as the last man disappeared into the darkness, she rejoiced, “What a great day this is.”

I warned, “The Celtic Gods won’t be happy about this.”

She scoffed, “Please.  You’re not part of the pantheon.  In fact, I’ve heard rumors that the Gods don’t even like you.”

I tried to scare her.  “Well, you’ve heard wrong.  Example A.  Machu Picchu.  In fact, they are mulling me as an option to take Maeve’s spot in the pantheon.  They won’t take this lightly.  They will go to the other pantheons and shut you guys down.  None of the Gods really care about your little secret police service.  The script would be flipped, and you would be the one on the run.”

“They wouldn’t shut us down.  The J.J.E. wouldn’t let that happen.  I’m not letting you mess with my head.  I’m getting my paperwork in order so I can collect the second they kill you.”  She snagged the torch off the wall and squeezed sideways through a small opening in the wall.

As the light faded to black, they left me alone with my thoughts in the darkest room I’d ever been in.  The lingering stench of death hung heavy in the thick air.  Why hadn’t I thought about her following me out to Seattle?  Why didn’t I stay in Hilton Head?  Why didn’t that spell work on Owen?  

The putrid stench of body odor attacked my nose and I knew it could only mean one wizard.  It was hundreds, nay, thousands of years of built-up funk.  A specific brand of cumin-dashed pungency that made one go cross-eyed.

The J.J.E.

Firelight illuminated one of the narrow openings in the wall.  A hairy arm holding a torch emerged first, followed by a potbelly covered in burgundy robes.  A plump face appeared from behind the flames.  Reddened cheeks merged into a beard as white as freshly driven snow that fell to the middle of his chest. 

Silver hair parted directly in the center cascaded down his back, stopping around his hips.  He smiled widely as he eyeballed me creepily.

He tapped his chin with his sausage-shaped index finger as words spilled from his crusty, white lips, “My, my, what have we here?  One of the top outlaws on our wanted list.  Worry not.  You shall receive a fair trial.  As Judge, Jury and Executioner, you have my word on that.”  His smile melted into his natural frown.

“I should have let you die back at Machu Picchu,” I said.

His angry scowl continued taking form, his cheeks and forehead wrinkling deeply.  “Well, you didn’t.  Machu Picchu proved one thing to me and the Gods.  You were and still are a great danger to everyone including yourself.”

“And yet, I still saved your sorry ass.  Why are you trying to piss off the Celtic Gods?” I asked, hoping to spook him.

He gazed around the room, his wandering moss green eyes finally focusing on me.  “Oh, I hardly think they shall be offended.  I’m fighting the war they are afraid to fight.  Likely, they’ll thank me.”

I knew it would be hard to rile up one of the most powerful wizards of all-time, but his calm demeanor put me even more on edge.  I said, “I seriously doubt that.  And you aren’t fighting a war.  You’re taking out your frustrations because I...”

Merlin cut me off.  “A wise woman minds her lips and tongue.  Regarding all occasions and situations.  Wasted advice seeing as you’ll be dead soon.”  

I chuckled.  “I thought you said I was guaranteed a fair trial.”

“You are.  As we converse, my servants are mounting their hides, readying to bring back the witnesses.  Most of your victims will be here soon enough.  One of them actually works for us.  You’ve been accused by more than twenty beings.  All the same story.  The exact same story and the exact same scars.”  

He tapped his bearded chin inquisitively and squinted.  “But you say, you didn’t do it.  If that were true, your arm would bear not a single scar.  Shall we have a see?”

I remained silent, stewing.  I didn’t have a defense.  They had tied me against the post in all my clothes, including my leather jacket.  In their haste, they hadn’t even confiscated my phone and wallet.  Still, they would eventually expose my scars for all to see.

“Aahh.  Slapped by that cruel mistress known as silence,” he said and paced in front of me.  “Oh, what could have been if it weren’t for creatures like you.  Magic was only to be used for pure purposes.  We were in the midst of striking a deal with the demons to stop using dark forces.  Then, Machu Picchu happened.  And the never-ending war of magic continued.  Dark versus pure.”

Merlin explained it as if I hadn’t been there and saved his ass from being squashed.  My father and a slew of Gods from various pantheons were trying to strike a peace deal between the Seelie and Unseelie courts when all hell had broken loose.  

He cleared his throat and continued, “I, of course, championed the elimination of dark magic.  I put together the original force to combat it.”

I said, “There he is.  The high and mighty Merlin.  Thanks for the lecture, but you should just go ahead and kill me.”

“I wasn’t quite finished,” he told me as he stared into the flames of his torch.  “Pure magic passes through the worthy entity, leaving no everlasting effects.  Dark magic on the other hand, latches onto you, polluting your soul for all of eternity.  When consumed in abundance, the results can be lethal.”

“Whatever, you fooking hypocrite.”

“Excuse me?” he asked, eyes blinking rapidly.

“Oh, please.  You look down on me, but you have demon blood running through your system too.”

Merlin exploded, his baritone voice bouncing off the walls of the small room, “Which is precisely why I understand it to be so dangerous.  I fight against the darkness every day.”  

He marched up to me with the torch next to his head.  His sour, yeasty breath hit me as he opened his mouth and said, “So I am certain that the amount of dark blood coursing through your veins and arteries is an outright danger to society.  You can’t control it.  I’ve seen and heard the stories of your destruction.”

He was right.  I wanted to be good.  It just wasn’t in my blood.

I stretched my neck and told him, “Just kill me already.  Enough of the song and dance.  Then you can run to my mother and tell her all about it.”  Brighid oversaw the Supreme Magic Council.

Merlin stared at me coldly, the glossy whites of his eyes reflecting the rippling fire.  “But that would be too easy.  No.  I’m afraid you will have to face the very creatures you stole from.  You will be reminded of how awful you truly are before your ultimate demise.  Then, your soul will have all of eternity to think about your actions in this life.”  He belly laughed demonically.

I wouldn’t grovel before Merlin.  It wouldn’t do any good.  I stood there tied to a post with my muscles aching and my lips sealed.  

Merlin stared at me proudly, like a fourteen-point buck’s head mounted to the wall.  I was a trophy to him.  He turned on his heel and glided toward the opening in the wall.  For an obese man, he was nimble on his feet.  The torch disappeared along with Merlin’s robed body, leaving me in darkness again.

Fook that Santa Claus lookalike.  Merlin could go straight to hell.

Even though I’d wronged my victims, I couldn’t let them get into my head.  I didn’t want to languish as a tortured soul, questioning my worldly motives endlessly.  That was exactly what Merlin wanted.  I couldn’t let them break me.  I had to stand strong and take my medicine.  

I did what I had to do.  I did what I had to do.  I did what I had to do.

Flickering orange flames appeared through the opening in the wall and a big purple afro followed.  What did this bitch want?

As the Huntress entered the room, I noticed a tiny figure behind her.  She put her hand on his bald head and guided him close to her side.  The faint fire exposed a tiny man in dirt-stained white robes.  As I focused on his facial features, my heart nearly stopped.

The Bounty Huntress said, “Judging by your bug eyes, I have a feeling you know this person.  Haruki hasn’t forgotten you.  That’s for sure.  He was your first victim, I believe.  The Lightning Mage was looked at as a God among his people because of his magical abilities.  He planned to use his gifts to stop the brutal war being waged in Japan.  His power was unmatched.”

I interrupted her, “If he was so powerful, how could a normal person like me defeat them?  It beggars belief, no?”

The Huntress clenched her fist and took a step toward me.  “How dare you?  You know damn well the Morrigan helped you with your first few victims.  Yet you stand here acting helpless.  She filled you with more dark blood than you could ever control.  And still you consider her your friend.  She made you into a ticking time bomb, don’t you see?”

I responded, “You talk a lot of shit down here.  But when you saw her on the street, you ran like a coward.”

“That will be enough out of you,” she said, taking two more purposeful steps toward me.  She reached across her body and backhanded me on my left cheek.  

My ears rang in pain as she continued, “When you stole Haruki’s magic, you stole his identity.  He went from being considered a deity to being shunned by his own followers.  If you were wondering why he hasn’t said a word, it is because he stopped talking after you raped him of his magic.  Now he is the sad, pathetic mess you see before you.”

She flexed the fingers of her right hand as if she were debating whether to slap me or punch me.  “He never eats, barely sleeps and stares off into the distance wondering what could have been.  Look at him.  Look at your destruction.  Own it.  Think about it.”

I couldn’t think about it.  I had to remain resolute in my stance.  How could I feel bad for someone else when no one gave a shit about me?  No.  I couldn’t allow my head to go there.

I stared at the wrinkled mess of a man, his face so lined that his dark eyes were barely visible.  I remembered the day I had met him.  He’d stood with his chin raised, a sign of great pride.  Now his head sagged and he stared despondently at the ground.

Before I felt any sympathy for him, I turned away, but the thoughts wouldn’t dissipate.  I’d lured Haruki to the lake where the Morrigan was lying in wait.  She’d captured him rather easily, but the torture had taken weeks before he’d agreed to give up his magic.  

The Morrigan had convinced me that the process was normal in the world of the supernatural.  I was so caught up with the prospect of having magic that I hadn’t stopped for a second to consider the consequences.  It had taken about fifty years to realize my actions were wrong.

The Huntress went on about Haruki’s struggles in life, occasionally stopping to assault me.  I collected a mouthful of blood as she stared at me with a smug look of satisfaction glued to her face.  I parted my lips and spat out the liquid, drenching the Huntress’s face in blood.  She gasped and stepped back, wiping her cheeks with the sleeves of her elk skin jacket.

“You’ll pay for that,” she promised and grabbed Haruki by the shoulder.  She led him out of the room, once again leaving me in darkness.

Another person holding a torch entered the room.  I waited for my watering eyes to settle from the sudden rush of light.  A short man with a ragged yellow beard to his belly, dull blue eyes and a wind burnt face walked toward me with a stool in his hands.  It was the druid named Finchley.

He smiled, and I noticed several missing teeth.  The short druid with close-cropped blond hair that bordered on gray walked right up to me.  “My, my, my, how the tables have turned.  Remember when you had me tied to a post?  Remember that?  When you and the Morrigan took turns whipping me into submission.  Remember those good times?  Because I surely haven’t forgotten.” 

He turned around and removed his hemp shirt, exposing a back full of grotesque scars.  I turned away and closed my eyes.

“Look at it,” he screamed.  “Look at your work.  Or I will burn you at that stake.”

My neck finally acquiesced, and I faced forward and opened my eyes.  He made me look at his mangled body for a solid minute before he put his shirt back on.

Finchley planted the torch in the ground next to him and looked up at me as he spoke, “It had taken me nearly four hundred years to learn that magic.  And then in the blink of an eye...”  He blew into his open hand.  “Just like that.  It was gone forever.  Never to return.”

It was getting harder not to respond, but this was the best way.  I’d be lying if I said this wasn’t affecting me emotionally, but I had to fight it off.  A confused soul was destined to wander aimlessly, searching for answers that would never come.  It was much better to die with peaceful thoughts and a clear mind.  My soul would thank me later for that. 

The druid extracted two items from his back pants pockets and approached me.  As he neared, I saw he was holding two smaller torches.  He dug into the crotch of the pants and produced a ball of string.  Gross.  

Finchley pushed the step stool next to me and tied the two torches to the wide rectangular post on either side of my head.   He stepped down and reached into his back pocket, producing a little pack of wooden matches.  He struck a match and climbed back up on the stool.  He ignited the torches and blew out the match.

If I turned my head in either direction, the flames would ignite my hair.  As the warmth kissed my cheeks, it forced to look straight ahead.  In silence, the druid began to disrobe.  He stepped out of the hemp pants and stood nude, scars painting most of his body.  Apparently, he wanted me to see more than just his back.

“All of these are from you.”  He pointed to a hideous purple one near his hip.  “Remember that one.  When you bit and tore away a chunk of my flesh.  Never truly healed.  Your lips and mouth forever stained with my blood.”  

Finchley snapped, “Huh?  Do you?  Or have you forgotten about my pain and suffering?”  He softened his tone.  “Sure.  You got what you wanted and moved on.”

He spun around, and I fought away tears as I stared at his mangled back with its intersecting avenues of scars.  It had been a blur at the time and I hadn’t thought about the aftermath or fallout.  I’d felt jilted by life with the disappearance of my husband and I wanted to acquire as much magic as I could by any means necessary. 

I closed my eyes and hoped it would all go away.  

“You close your eyes, I’ll set your pretty red hair ablaze,” he threatened and screamed, “Look at what you have done.  I battle chronic pain in nearly every part of my body.  All due to you.”

Finchley softened his tone as tears built up in his eyes.  “I pray nearly every day for the Gods to put me out of my misery.  Yet the Gods are cruel, though not nearly as cruel as you.  Of all the people in all the worlds?  Why me?”

I didn’t have an answer.  The Morrigan and I operated randomly, leaving it up to chance.  I did what I had to do.  I did what I had to do.  I did what I had to do.

“Why me?” he shouted.

“Just the luck of the draw,” I lamely explained.  

“So I lost my life strictly because of bad luck?” he asked, incredulous and plucked the torch back out of the dirt.

I tried not to respond, but ended up uttering, “We didn’t pick you for any reason other than you had a healthy reserve of magic.”

He gazed at the wall, twisting the torch in his right hand.  “The talented have always been persecuted throughout history.  Often seen as a threat.  But I was a threat to no one.  I used my magic benevolently.  For the benefit of my family.  That was it.  And it sickens me to think about what you have used my magic to do.  To cause suffering.  Despicable.”

He spat in my face, knocked the two tiny torches away from my head and walked out of the room.  I took a few shuddering breaths and watched the torches burn away as his spit ran down my nose.

Before the spit on my face evaporated, someone else walked through the opening.  An immense bearded man wearing layers of boiled leather protection appeared from behind the flames and approached me purposefully.  The Bavarian Warlock.  His freckled face leaned toward me and he placed his torch near my head, inspecting me.

His greasy hair swung from side to side as he shook his head and turned to leave.  Faster than a tornado, he whipped back around and clocked me in the jaw with a closed fist.  I saw spotted lights in my vision, swirling together and streaking left and right.  

If those men hadn’t tied my hands behind my back, I would make sure my lower jaw was still hinged.  Instead, I pressed my tongue against my teeth, expecting a few to fall out but they remained in place.

“Hurts, don’t it?” he said and inhaled audibly through his nose, his nostrils flaring.

Even if I could open my mouth, I wasn’t going to.  The Morrigan had informed me that a person’s thoughts right before death often accompanied them for the rest of time.  And I considered her an authority on the subject.   If my mind was manic and confused when I died, it would follow my soul, torturing me for the rest of eternity.  Even though I knew my actions were wrong, I had to remain resolute.

I did what I had to do.  I did what I had to do.  I did what I had to do.

The warlock pulled a circular silver tin from his pocket and cracked it open, exposing minced tobacco.  Using his thumb and forefinger, he grabbed a pinch and stuffed it into his bottom lip.  “As bad as that hurts, it’s nothing compared to what you did to me.  I regained strength in my muscles, but my brain and heart never recovered.  You didn’t steal my magic.  You stole my livelihood.  It was how I made my money.  How I supported my family.”  

He sat down in front of me and jammed the torch into the ground.  He leaned back on his hands, spat out a big brown wad, and continued in a somber tone, “My wife left me, but you don’t care.  I thought she loved me, not the money.  Wrong.  I became so desperate, I resorted to a life of crime.  I was convinced I could buy her back.  No better than you, a magical thief.  I thought if I could just get some money, she would surely take me back.”

The warlock paused and turned away, fighting back emotion.  “The money I stole only got me further away from her.  Until one day I stopped and realized that the futile exercise was wearing my soul down to a nub.  I purposely got caught hoping the authorities would put me to death.  Put me out of my misery.”  He faced me, and tears welled up in his eyes.  “And I can trace it back to that one fateful day.”

He spat another brown wad near my foot.  “My chivalric nature of helping a woman in distress caused all this.  By the time I’d realized it wasn’t a real water dragon but only an illusion spell, my fate was sealed.  I went from having the greatest life in the world to a vagabond thief, begging to die.  I drink to excess every day in an ill effort to forget it all.  But the smoking branding iron of memories only sinks deeper into my flesh, sizzling and never allowing me to forget.  It’s torture.”

Using a crooked finger, he scraped the chew out of his lip.  Like he was tossing a Frisbee, he flicked his wrist toward me, and the soggy chunk of tobacco splattered against my shin.  “Now that you’ve seen a few of us, I ask, was it all worth it?”

Tears rushed to my eyes and my lips trembled, but I kept them sealed.  

The warlock stood up and grabbed his torch.  “I’ll take your silence as confirmation that it wasn’t worth it.  I look forward to watching you die.  In my sad existence, a bright red light lies ahead.”

Sixteen more visitors marched in.  Each one assaulted me verbally and physically.   I started to realize that even if I didn’t respond to their questions, these sounds and images would haunt my soul.  I couldn’t keep my head clear before my execution.  

The pain in the front of my shoulders led me to believe that my arms could fall off at any moment.  How long had I been here?  I’d lost consciousness a few times.  How long was I out?  

My feet ached and I was ready to die, when a tiny creature marched into the room.  The last visitor had left a torch planted in the ground, but I still couldn’t make out the colorful being.

As the six-inch figure came into focus, I noticed four transparent, membranous wings lined with a spiderweb pattern.  Next, I saw the tiny head.  She had a bright orange face with silver compound eyes, a defined nose and mouth and two short antennae on her chin.  Her giant scarlet ears resembled earmuffs on a human.  

Her purple thorax matched her slender segmented abdomen.  I noticed she had a big lump on each side or her body, in between the thorax and abdomen.  The bulges caused her to lean forward as she walked.  An elongated stinger carried the color of burning coals and extended from her abdomen to scrape the floor when she walked.  She marched right up to me and flailed away at my ankle with her two miniscule hands.  If her attack weren’t so embarrassingly pathetic, it would be downright adorable.

The dragonfly stepped back and wiped her hands off.  She spoke in a cartoonish, high-pitched voice, “I would have flown over here, but you stole that from me.  Along with all my other special skills.  Luckily, I can still walk.  Most dragonflies don’t have that ability.”

She paused for a few moments and backed up.  “I used to have the greatest hearing, freakish in fact.  I was tasked with keeping our village safe because I could hear an oncoming attack from over a mile away.”

I had a bad idea where this story was headed, as she continued, “You robbed me of keeping my village safe.  Two months after you stole my special abilities, my village was slaughtered.  I failed to protect the nymphs of the pond.  Everyone died except me.  I could have saved them.”

She extended her right arm toward me.  “You.  You killed them.  Their blood is on your hands.”

She swallowed down some emotion.  “I was shunned and thrown out of the village.  I tried other places to no avail.  Once dragonflies realize who I am, they run in the other direction.  Won’t even talk to me.  I should have let you kill me.  I’d rather be dead than live like this.  If I wasn’t such a coward, I’d have killed myself a thousand times by now.”

Her words hit me like a two-by-four upside the face.  If only I had taken their immortality.  But I hadn’t.  No.  It was much worse than that.  I’d taken their will to live.  And yet they remained chained to immortality, waiting for the glorious day of death that would never come.  Swimming in a sewer of lifelessness, struggling just to keep their heads above the waste.

My death was on the horizon and I couldn’t hold it in anymore.  I needed to confess and cleanse my soul.  “Do you really want to know why I did it?”

“I need to know,” she said as she paced in front of me, the still firelight shining through her patterned wings.

I took a deep breath and let it rip.  “Okay, here goes.  My mother and father are both Gods.  I grew up in a village of elves and I didn’t find out who they were until I was twenty-two.  I couldn’t understand why I didn’t have magical abilities.  Soon after, I found a husband and cast all those worries aside.  And then one day, he went away on a mission for Lugh’s Spear.  He left June 14, 1805, just after midday.  It was unseasonably cool with only a few clouds in the sky.”  

I caught my breath and continued, “He was wearing a golden ringmail jacket over layers of boiled leather.  The jacket gleamed so bright in the dull sunshine.  I remember seeing the trails of steam come from his mouth when he said goodbye.  He reached inside his collar and pulled out the gold half-heart locket hanging from his silver chain.  I held up the other half to the gold heart, and we matched them up perfectly, sharing a brief hug.  He waved and turned his back.  And I haven’t seen his face since.”

The dragonfly stopped pacing.  “Boo freaking hoo,” she commented, shaking her head.

I didn’t blame her one bit.  “I don’t expect sympathy.  After a year had passed, I was at my wits end, my stomach constantly knotted in worry.  I set out to save my Darabond.  I befriended the Morrigan and asked for her help in finding my husband.”

“You’re friendly with the Morrigan?” she asked and perked up.

“I am.  She’s one of my closest friends, oddly enough.  She corrupted me, to be honest.  Convinced me that the only way to find my husband was by taking magic from others.  Told me that was what everyone did.  I’m not sure if I believed her, and regardless, I went along with it.  She used me as a guinea pig, seeing how much magic she could stuff into me before I exploded.  I was desperate to find Darabond.  I would have done anything.”

The dragonfly stared at me, and for a brief second, I thought she would take mercy on my plight.  However, she shook her head quickly, then went back to pacing.  “Don’t try to make me feel bad for you.  Not happening.”

I said, “I’m just telling my story.  It feels good to get it off my chest.  Reflecting back on it now, it’s easy to see I shouldn’t have done it.  But as I said, I would have done anything to reunite with Darabond.  After the first taste of magic, I couldn’t get enough.  It turned into a feeding frenzy.”

“It’s good to be the fisherman and not the bait.  I wouldn’t know,” added the dragonfly.

“I’m sorry.  Wait, what’s your name?” I asked.

“Titania,” she announced proudly.

A grin started to take shape on my face until I remembered the situation.  “Like the Queen from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

She stood up straight and leaned up against the torch, the flickering flames only a few inches above her head.  “Yes, yes.  Everyone says that.  But I don’t want to be compared to a little faerie from a Shakespeare play who whispers in people’s ears.  I’m no damselfly in distress.  I wanted people to think of me as one bad bitch.  And I was on track for that until you hunted me down for sport and drained my will to live.”  

Titania’s words were like dagger blades in the gut.  I told her, “I said I was sorry.”  I stopped and thought for a moment.  “Whoa.  You’re the first person I’ve ever apologized to.  For what it’s worth.”

She looked at the ground and made a ‘patoot’ spitting sound.  “It’s worth nothing.”  She raised her head, her strange eyes judging me.  “You know, it takes a special kind of asshole to steal the powers of a tiny dragonfly.  Even with my special skills, I didn’t pose a threat to you.”

“Look, they’re going to kill me soon.  Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?” I genuinely wanted to know.

Titania thought for a few moments.  “Because of my reputation, no other dragonflies will socialize with me.  Do you understand how lonely I am?  How desperate for friendship someone becomes after a hundred years of being shunned.  I need a friend.  The only thing you could possibly do is give me back my friends and my magic.  But since you cannot do...”

I cut her off, “I can do that.”  So she was desperate for friends and magic.

“What?” she asked in shock and her multifaceted eyes bulged.  Her arm slipped from the torch and she fell to the ground.  “Son of a bitch.”

“I can give you back your magic and then some.  The same way I took it from you.  I can turn you into one bad bitch,” I promised.

Titania contemplated my words as she got up and dusted off her thorax and abdomen.  She asked rhetorically, “What would it all mean if I have no one to share it with?  I don’t have anyone to raise hell with.”

“Ha, you sound just like the mopey and melancholy Morrigan.  She and I used to cause some major destruction.”  If I was going to die, I could at least give Titania back her magic.

Titania walked toward me as she spoke, “I don’t have any friends.  Do you think she would be my friend?”

“I would be your friend,” I said softly.

She stopped in her tracks and looked up at me.  “You would?  Nobody wants to be my friend.  Hey, wait a minute.  You’re my enemy.  You ruined my life.”

I’d found a chink in her armor.  She didn’t want friends.  She needed them.  Despite her tough words, I could hear the desperation in her voice inflections.   “Think about the trouble you and I could cause.  Throw in the Morrigan and we would be something to mess with.”

“But you’re going to die,” she reminded me, slapping me back into reality.

I tried to shove all the physical pain to the side so my brain could operate at maximum capacity, but the raw rope burn was impossible to ignore.  If I could bring Titania to my side, I could get out of here alive.  “Let’s see if we can fix that.  If you want your magic back, you need to pull up my pant leg and cut my flesh in a crisscross to make an X.  Then do the same with your body and line both cuts up.”

Titania did as instructed and waited for me.  I stared into the opening in the wall to make sure nobody was coming.  The dragonfly could take some of my magic without sucking out all of it, then help me escape this hell. 

I peered around the room one more time and whispered the powerful words of the blood magic spell to Titania.  She was the first person I’d ever told.  The dragonfly joined the two cuts together and repeated the words.  

I repeated the final line to her, “Freely, I give my blood and all it possesses unto thee.”

I felt the blood draining from my veins and watched Titania’s purple body shift to a deep burgundy.  Her stinger swelled, the lumps between her thorax and abdomen grew and she wobbled around for a few moments before falling onto her side.  The dragonfly immediately sprang back up.

“Wow.  I feel much stronger,” she announced and performed a few strange-looking jumping jacks.  If we had performed the ritual correctly, Titania would take back all the magic she had given me and then some.  Due to her size, she couldn’t absorb much more magic than that, which left plenty for me. 

“Try out your wings,” I suggested.

Titania beat her wings and cocked her head to the side from the wondrous rippling sound she hadn’t heard in a hundred years.  She rose about a foot off the ground and sped like a meteor into the stone wall.  A chunk of the wall came loose as Titania crashed to the ground and kicked up a cloud of dust.

She jumped up and shouted, “Holy shitballs.  I didn’t feel a thing.”  She pointed at the wall.  “I did that and I didn’t feel a thing.  I’m one bad bitch.  Wow.”  That injection of magic seemed packed with pure adrenaline.  

And she couldn’t hold back her yearning for friendship.  Hell, I could always use a good friend, too.  Life worked in mysterious ways.

“Yes, you are.  And yes, we are if you can help me get out of here,” I hinted.

“Alrighty.  How do we make that happen?” she enquired enthusiastically.  All right, I’d given her one thing she desired.  Now to play the friendship card. 

I instructed, “You need to shoot some fire out of your little tush there and burn these ropes off my arms and legs.”

Titania huffed.  “It’s called a stinger, silly.  What about all the guards?  They’re stationed everywhere.  We could get past Groggy Todd and Sleepy Pete because they don’t know magic, but the rest will surely capture us.”

Every time I’d taken magic from another entity, it was followed by a period of euphoria that lasted about an hour.  It appeared Titania was in that boat right now, and I needed to take advantage while she was still riding high.  Hopefully, the magic injection had caused her to forget the past for a while.

I said, “If you can get me loose, I can call on our third friend to help us with a distraction.  She might not show up, but she will surely send some friends to assist us.  She’s never let me down before.  Look.  If you want to tell me how to get out of here and meet me on the outside, I’ll understand.  You shouldn’t put your life on the line for me.”

Titania spoke a mile a minute.  “What?  And let my new friend down?  Unfathomable.  I’ll guide you out.  I am your navigator.  I can’t be stopped with my new magic.”  She raised her fists and jabbed at the open air like a boxer before a fight.

Titania had no problem burning off the ropes around my ankles, which had been tied to the post.  My arms were wrapped around the wooden post with my wrists tied together.  Titania flew around behind me and got started.

My fingertips burned, and Titania yelled, “Sorry.  I’m a little shaky right now.”

I bit my bottom lip and kept quiet so I wouldn’t attract any attention.  Titania hit my pinky again, and I ground my teeth together, biting back the urge to scream.  My body fell forward as the rope on my wrists burned away.  I yanked my arms forward, and a rush of freedom streaked through my chest.

My momentum carried me forward and I fell onto my hands and knees, but I didn’t care.  I was loose.  I checked out my fingertips but it was hard to assess the burns with the dirt covering them.  Ignoring the discomfort, I immediately went to my wrist and pried my skin open to expose the raven’s eye.  

I pressed down with my thumb, covered the eye completely and waited a few seconds.  A surge of energy rushed through my body and I slid my thumb to the side, exposing a glowing red eye. 

I moved my wrist close to my face and pinched open the skin again.  “I need your help.  I’m at the Lair of Justice and I need help sneaking out of here.”  

I pulled the torch out of the ground and followed Titania over to the opening.  An awful thought hit me.  The Morrigan had never specified how long it would take for her to respond.  What if she didn’t get the message soon?      

“Why don’t you check out the scene,” I suggested as I tried to calm my nerves.

“Be right back,” the hyper dragonfly said and flew through the crack.

I waited for her to scope it out and reached for my pants pocket.  Where was it?  My half-heart locket wasn’t in my pocket.  I searched everywhere on my body and found nothing.  Frantically, I dropped to my knees and searched around.  

I slapped the ground in anger when I realized that Merlin or the Huntress had taken it.  Escape took precedence right now.  But I made a silent promise to Darabond and myself that I would return and claim my locket.

The Morrigan’s voice came through the raven’s eye.  “Junipher.  Avian help is on the way.  Should arrive in a few minutes.”  I let out a sigh of relief, but my adventure was just starting.

About thirty seconds later, Titania returned and hovered near my face.  “We are clear to get past the two snoozing guards, but trouble’s lurking thereafter.”   

I told her, “I just got confirmation that the Morrigan has our back.”

She spoke excitedly, “Oh, mama.  Wait a minute, I shouldn’t be nice to you.  You ruined my life.  I should let them kill you.”

I knew it was too good to be true.  Due to her size, her euphoria period could have been shorter than mine.  Time to try a little psychology.  “I understand.  I hope you find friends.”

“I’ll find some friends.  Don’t worry about that,” she said forcefully, her four wings beating and holding her in place right in front of my face. 

“I believe you.  You know I’ve had many people try to kill me.  And then I’ve ended up working with them and completely forgetting everything.  I’m not saying to forget everything, but you can use me to accomplish your goals.  I can’t help you if I’m dead.”

Titania contemplated my words for a few moments.  “The J.J.E. did say you were one bad bitch that needed to be put down.  But you will listen to me,” she demanded.

Without bargaining chips, it forced me to agree now and renegotiate later.  If she was still high on magic, she could be blacked-out right now and forget everything after we busted out of here.  “We’ll work as a team until we get out of here and then I am at your command.”

“You have yourself a deal.  But if we get caught, I’m telling them you forced me into it,” Titania warned.

Perhaps I’d let her absorb too much magic.  I’d hoped I could exploit the after effects to get her help, but she seemed a touch paranoid.  I said, “Okay.  Try to control yourself on the way out of here.  Don’t go flying too far ahead.”

Titania saluted me.  “You can count on me.  Ready when you are.”

I thought for a second and said, “Let’s wait another minute and make our move.  By that time, the Morrigan’s help will be here.  And I don’t mean to be rude, but what are those things?”  I pointed at her lumps.

The dragonfly answered, “My boobs, silly. Most dragonflies have tiny bumps.  But not me.  No way.  It’s another way everyone knows who I am.”

“Well, you can’t spell Titania without...you know...” I hinted.

She cut me off, confused, “What?”

“You can’t spell Titania without tit,” I said.

Titania giggled and said, “Right.  Good one.  Say, I’ve been living here lately.  Is it okay if I stay with you for a while once we bust out of here?  Just until I get back on my feet and branch out on my own.”  She talked a mile a minute.  I assumed it was a combination of the adrenaline rush caused by the magic absorption and her lack of friends.  She was dying to hold a friendly conversation with someone.  

I twisted the torch in my hand.  “Sure.  You can stay with me as long as you need.”

She put her hands up in front of her.  “And don’t worry.  I’m clean, don’t take up much room and I never eat the last piece of pizza.”

“You eat pizza?  I didn’t even think you’d know what pizza was,” I said, surprised.

Since she didn’t really have fingers, she put her hand in front of her mouth.  “Shhh.  I was sent out with Sleepy Pete to find some information in New York.  He got us a pie and told me about pizza culture even though we were supposed to focus solely on the mission, so don’t tell anyone.  But I eat a lot of stuff.  Red meat is my favorite,” she revealed.

“Raw red meat?”

Titania huffed.  “No, silly.  I’m a dragon, just like you.  I like it charred on the outside and bloody red or purple in the middle.”

There was a style of cooking a steak around my city known as Pittsburgh Rare.  Charred on the outside but still rare in the middle.  It was friggin’ delicious.  

I whispered, “Time for action.  Lead the way, Titania.”

She nodded and flew into the opening.  I had to turn sideways to get my shoulders through and ran my free hand along the wall as a guide.  With the torch in front of me and Titania a few feet ahead, the path widened.  I saw a guard sleeping on a stool with his back and head leaning against the wall.  We passed Groggy Todd and went left at a fork in the path.

I followed my new friend down a straightaway that ended with the choice of going right or left.  Sleepy Pete was passed out on the ground, blocking the escape route.  My heart thumped as Titania led the way to the left.  I stepped over the snoring guard and the path became even wider. 

We continued the great escape, and I heard a commotion up ahead.  Merlin?  A burst of wind blew my hair back and a group of dark winged creatures flooded into the room.  I assumed they were bats and grabbed Titania, clutching her to my breast and blocking her from attack by covering her with my forearms.  As they closed in on us, I realized they were crows. 

The murder surrounded us completely, creating an avian shield.  Inside the wing-beating madness, in the eye of the storm, the crows left enough space for us to maneuver.  I couldn’t tell if the birds were real or some sort of illusion spell.  One thing was certain.  The Morrigan had sent them, and they would protect us.  

I released Titania and she flew in front of my face.  She looked up at me, and her voice cracked as she said, “You were...you were going to save me?”

I shrugged my shoulders.  “That’s what friends do.  At least, that’s what I’ve been told.  Look.  But I can’t see through all the flapping wings of the dark mass.  I’m not sure how this will help us.”

“I can see through.  Allow me to lead the way,” she said proudly.

Titania started moving forward.  I followed her as the murder of crows moved with us and acted like a mobile shield.  I heard voices, and someone entered the room.  I peered through a small clear sliver and saw the outside layer of crows peeling off and attacking the intruder.  Screams of pain brought a smile to my face as I realized this could work.

We continued up to a closed door and I worried about being trapped in the Lair of Justice.  Emboldened by her new magic, Titania forced her way through the sea of crows and rammed her thorax into the sensor for the door.  A buzzer sounded, and the door slid open horizontally.  

The diligent little dragonfly blasted her way back inside the protective crows and hovered in front of my face momentarily.  She regained her bearings, and we went through the opening into the next room.

I heard someone scream, “Oh shit.”

Several layers of crows on the outside broke away from the shield and attacked our enemy.  An eruption of cursing followed.  I couldn’t see it, but it felt like more crows were taking the place of those who had gone on the attack.  We remained fully insulated from outside forces.  And if I knew the Morrigan, it shielded us from magic attacks trying to penetrate the crows.  Sorry, Merlin.

“We just need to get to this room over here,” Titania announced over the beating wings, terrible squawking and muffled screams of pain.

She led the way over to another steel door and weaved her way through the flapping black wings and up to the door sensor.  She head-butted the sensor, and the door slid open.  Before returning to the eye of the storm, Titania flipped her body around and shot fire from her stinger.  The area became engulfed from the strong stream of flames, disabling the sensor.

We rushed into a room full of portals.  The crows flew away, receding into the background of the dark room.  I looked around at about forty glowing portals lined up in a rectangle.  Which one was going to Seattle?  

Spaced about two feet apart, the rippling waves of energy left a spark of electricity in the air.  A long table covered in papers sat inside the rectangle of portals.  

I told Titania, “We need to get to Seattle to get my friend before we go back to Pittsburgh.”

Boom!  Something battered the steel door, causing the screws with silver dollar-sized heads to loosen.  Boom!  The steel bowed in toward us, leaving a craterous indentation in the door.  Boom!

“Which one goes to Seattle?” I asked.

“I’m not sure.  There is a guide here on the table.”  She zoomed over and took a peek.

Boom!  The strained sound of metal bending harshly against itself returned.  

“Hurry up,” I said, wondering how much time we had.

“I’m going as fast as I can.  I don’t read Latin.”  She turned to me, and I noticed her thorax and abdomen had changed from dull burgundy to glowing scarlet.

I rushed over to the table and checked out the guide.  Titania said, “See this is in Latin up here.”  She pointed at the top paragraph.

“Yeah, just look down here.  Seattle isn’t in Latin and it says its number 3.  That one over there is marked three,” I pointed at an emerald portal.

“Right you are, friend.  Let’s do this,” she announced with gusto and zoomed over to the portal.

Boom!  Boom!  Boom!  Before the door blew off the hinges, I cupped Titania’s body with my hand and pushed her in as I entered the rippling emerald portal.  My body flipped upside down during the transfer and all the blood rushed to my head.  I felt like I was about to pass out, when my body fell onto freshly fallen snow.

My body sank into the powder, the temperature shocking my system.  It took a few moments to regain my balance and get to my feet.  I looked around, wondering what happened to Titania.  Why hadn’t she showed up with me?

With members of the magic council likely on my tail, I didn’t have time to figure this out.  Magic didn’t always make sense.  Okay, I needed to dust the snow off myself, find Owen and get the hell back to Pittsburgh.

I looked down to work my way out of the snow, which was up to my knees, when something caught my eye.  An orange flash of fire sprang from the snow, creating a small tunnel.  As I leaned over to check it out, Titania shot through the opening in a blur of bright blue and green, streaking ten feet into the air.  She hovered, dusting the snow off her body, arms and legs.

As she lowered herself to my height, she screamed, “Whoa.  I thought that was it.  What’s the plan now, friend?”

“Your body keeps changing colors,” I pointed out.

She nodded.  “My body acts like a mood ring and changes colors depending on how I’m feeling, and the weather has a slight impact on it.  Red means I’m mad and blue is when I’m calm and cold.  So, what’s the plan?”

I informed her, “We need to find my friend, Owen.  He’s a cat.”

“Let me give it the old sniffaroo.”  She audibly took in some winter air.  “Sorry, no cat smells.  I’m getting a weird odor like mothballs or something musty like that.”

My eyes widened.  “Okay.  We need to follow that smell.  Take me to the mothball smell.”

“You got it, new friend.”

Titania shot ahead and then slowed down.  It appeared she was still getting used to her powers.  She guided us into the woods where the snow was only two-inches deep, and I jumped over a fallen tree trunk blocking my path.  

She sped ahead into a clearing and said, “There it is.  Hanging over there.”

Hanging over there?  They hanged Owen?  Terror plucked at my heartstrings as I shoved a tall Holly bush to the side and entered the clearing.  

Titania hovered next to Owen’s trench coat.  Hanging over a tree branch.  Where the hell was Owen?  I scanned the area, hoping to find him somewhere.  Anywhere.  

Gloomy shades of white and brown were all I could find.  Did the Bounty Huntress take the portal here and arrive in a different location?  Did she get to Owen?  I wanted to scream his name but thought better of it since I was on the run.

As I neared Owen’s coat, Titania said, “Oohh, I smell a fresh one.  P U.”

“Wait.  What do you smell?”

She waved her tiny hand in front of her nose.  “Good old number two.  Must be an animal around.  They have no manners like you and me.”

I grabbed Owen’s coat.  “Right.  We need to find this smell.”

Titania moved closer to the coat for a sniff and turned away quickly from the off-putting smell.  In an instant, she jetted away.  I followed Titania through the clearing and down a path flanked by thorny leafless bushes and snow-covered Douglas-firs.  A loud grunt came from ahead and we came to a halt.

I whispered, “Why don’t you go check it out?”

Titania’s compound eyes bugged out.  “Me?  How ‘bout you?”

“Your vision is better.  You don’t have to get as close as I would.”

“Only because we’re best friends.”  She zipped around a maple tree trunk with antler scrapings and soon disappeared.  She returned in a few seconds and spoke over her giggling, “You won’t believe this.  There is a man that looks like a cat or a cat that looks like a man taking a shit over there.  Oh, my sides hurt.”

“I can believe it,” I told her and cupped my hands around my mouth.  “Owen.  It’s time to go home.  Come over here when you are finished.”

Owen responded, embarrassed, “Right-eo.  Be over in just a few moments.”  

About a minute later, Owen climbed up over the small incline and nodded at us.  He shivered and pulled his black suit jacket tighter over his chest.

“Are you all right?” I asked, running up to him with his trench coat.  I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him tight.  Leaning in, I planted a kiss on his cheek, right above his whiskers.

We broke the embrace, and I handed him his trench coat.  As he slid it on, he said, “As much as the Gods are willing it should seem.”

Once Owen had his coat on, I hugged him again.  “I should have never asked you to come.  I am so sorry.”

Owen stepped back and rubbed my upper arms.  “I chose to come with you.  As much as you may think it, you don’t control me.”

I said, “I don’t know about that.  Owen.  I’d like you to meet my new friend, Titania.”

Owen turned to the dragonfly and said, “Yes, well.  Pleasure it is.”

Still riding high on the jolt of magic, she spoke rapidly, “The pleasure is all mine.  I don’t know if you heard, but Junipher and I are friends.”

I straightened Owen’s overcoat and secured the top two buttons for him.  He said, “Yes, well, perhaps we can all be friends.”

“I like friends,” Titania said.

My mind was a blur, not knowing what to discuss.  I got down to business.  “We need to get moving.  Okay.  So with what we found out inside the silo, it might be time to put some cat cams in action to see who is on the other end of the deal in Pittsburgh.”

As Owen led the way, he said, “I can do that.”

“What are the cat cams?” Titania asked.

I said, “I’ll explain later.  We need to figure out this plan now.  I’ll give you all the details when we get home.”

“As I was saying, I can get that started.  I’ll send a dozen out to patrol the usual suspects.  Is there anyone particular you would like surveilled?” he asked, staring at me in confusion.

As we began to move, I said, “No.  We can make a proper list when we get back home.  Even if one of the usual suspects lets something slip, we can move on to a new target.”

“Right you are.  I have but one humble question.  What on earth are you speaking of?”  His look of confusion made sense now.

I needed to slow down my thoughts.  The shock of the near-death experience hadn’t worn off.  “Oh jeez.  I forgot that you weren’t outside Arawn’s office with me.  Speaking of which, what have you been doing?”

Owen replied, “For the past day and a half, I’ve been waiting for you and experiencing one hell of a snowstorm.  I was starting to worry and about to head back to Pittsburgh before our new friend here spotted me.  I’d love to get something to eat while you tell me what Arawn said.”

I came to the tree line and trudged into the deep snow.  “Sounds like a plan.  Let’s get out of here and find the first place that serves food.”

“Yeah, let’s do it, friends,” Titania said energetically and zoomed ahead.

I reached into my pocket for reassurance.  However, I’d forgotten that they had taken my gold locket.  I felt naked without my material memory of Darabond.

“Oh, one other thing, Junipher,” said Owen, apparently jogging his memory.  “I received a text message, and you aren’t going to believe this, but it seems that Hera is dead.”

Dread pumped into my heart.  I tried to speak normally, but my voice squeaked, “Whaaaat?  Did it say how it happened?”

Owen answered, “No details yet.  I’d bet Zeus had her offed, so he didn’t have to put up with her nagging anymore.  Then he could jam his erect penis into any female without repercussion.”

Owen’s odd phrasing didn’t even cause an internal giggle.  I’d slipped away from certain demise in the Lair of Justice only to walk right into another death trap with Zeus.  “Yeah, that’s probably what happened.  If you hear anything else on this matter, let me know immediately.”

“Why are you so interested?” he asked, blinking his yellow eyes to adjust to the bright sunlight reflecting off the pure snow.

“I just have a feeling it might have to do with Lugh’s Spear is all.”  I tried to play it down.

I attempted to analyze the whirlwind of recent events.  The valuable information I’d obtained concerning the Spear seemed like three weeks ago.  Arawn had half and a mystery person in Pittsburgh had the other half.  They had a deal in place, and I had to find out the who, what, when and where.  I had a pretty good idea of the why.

The clues helped, but they also created many more problems and the clock was ticking.  The emotional toll of facing my victims in the Lair of Justice still had me shaken.  As hard as it was to admit, the traumatic experience had rocked me to my core and melted the snow caps covering my heart.

How could you come to grips with the fact that you used to be a terrible person?  Even though I was trying to better myself, it didn’t wipe out the cruel acts of my past.  I’d escaped the Lair, but it wouldn’t stop the constant footsteps of the Bounty Huntress tracking after me or the haunting sounds and images I had encountered during my stay.

And I hadn’t even thrown the Hera situation into the mix.  Fook my life.  Her death could bring the force of the entire Greek pantheon down on me.  If it came down to it, one thing was certain.  I’d rather die than let Zeus have his way with me.  I wouldn’t besmirch my honor or dishonor my husband by giving in to that.

Perhaps I could leave Pittsburgh for a while?  Or stay with my father?  Or Tyr?  

I’d come back to Pittsburgh to find the spear.  Unfortunately, my past—ancient and recent—had caught up to me.  I wanted to concentrate on the spear, but kept getting sidetracked with the wolves, the vampires, the Greeks and the magic council.  I’d lost track of my original goal of returning the spear to Lugh and securing my place in the pantheon of Celtic Gods.

My mind returned to my immediate safety in Pittsburgh.  No offense to Owen, but he wasn’t the best bodyguard.  Jonathan and Octavius were out because I couldn’t trust either of them.  I found myself in quite the pickle.  

Whom could I stay with?
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Owen dropped off Titania and me in front of my house.  Thunder boomed in the distance.  I gazed up at the sky and couldn’t find a single storm cloud.    

I waited for Owen to leave and debated whether to go inside.  Hera’s death had me on edge.  Zeus could have a hit squad waiting for me inside.  But had Hera told him that I’d cut her?  Had she even talked to Zeus or had she died on the way back to Mount Olympus?

I decided I needed to run in and grab some clothes and necessities.  Plus, I needed to get out of this damn bra.  Tyr was the only one I could confide in about this.  If I stayed close to him until this blew over, he could keep me safe.  I briefly entertained going to my father’s house, but I would kill his new family if I stayed there for an extended period.  

After facing my past and taking responsibility for my transgressions in the Lair of Justice, I still held firm that the Hera situation wasn’t my fault.  Zeus had chased after me on the cruise ship and Hera had followed it up by attacking me at my house.  Had that fooker set me up?  He had, hadn’t he?

With a heavily damaged house with boarded-up windows, I couldn’t tell if anything was amiss.

“Are we going in?” Titania asked.  I’d nearly forgotten about her.  

“Why don’t you stay out here.  I can see my defense wards have been broken.  There could be someone from the Lair of Justice inside.  If you hear a commotion, feel free to bust in,” I told her.

“You got it,” she said and sailed across my small front lawn, landing on the mailbox.

I put my key in, turned it, and pushed the door.  The first thing I smelled was coffee and burnt pita.  Fook the Greeks.

I turned around and hightailed it down the walkway to my house.  Zeus’s voice chased after me, “I’m not mad at you.”

His words stopped me in my tracks.  I peered over my shoulder and saw Zeus standing outside my doorway with his hands out at his sides.  The God of Thunder didn’t appear angry.  In fact, he had a smug grin plastered to his face.  Was this also a trick?

Titania flew off the mailbox over to me.  “Are you all right?”

“Maybe,” I answered and rounded back to Zeus, who was about ten feet away.  Titania landed on my shoulder, letting Zeus know that if he messed with me, he had to deal with her too.

From this distance, if he tried anything, I could dart away.  As the sun crept out from behind a dark cloud, I noticed Zeus looked different.  The gray notes in his beard were gone.  Wearing jeans and a leather jacket, I’d never seen him sport that casual combination.  It was always a suit or some form of dress attire. 

I explained, “She came after me.  I was just defending myself.”

Zeus stepped down from my porch.  “I already said I wasn’t angry.  You’ve helped me.  Now with her out of the way, I’m free to exercise my will.  Look at me.  I’m a swinging bachelor now,” he said, tugging at the collar of his black jacket.

“Yeah, you’re one wild and crazy guy all right.  So wait.  You aren’t here to kill me?” I wondered aloud.

He shook his head.  “Quite the contrary.  I’m here to reward you.”

This was getting stranger by the sentence.  Keeping my guard up, I walked over to Zeus with Titania on my shoulder.  “Reward me?  How?”

Zeus smirked and inclined his head in thought.  “That is up to you.  Shall we head inside and finish this talk?  I had some coffee brewing and some bread in the toaster.”

“I didn’t think you knew how to work a coffee maker,” I commented.

Zeus stared at me as if I were crazy.  “I’m the fucking God of Thunder, I think I can work a simple machine.”

“I just meant that you normally have someone do it for you.  Don’t get all worked up.”

Zeus responded in a calm tone, “Perhaps you didn’t hear me.  I’m totally relaxed now.  Shall we.”  He wagged his finger toward my open front door.

“I suppose.  After you,” I said, gesturing for him to lead the way since I still didn’t trust him.

“Who’s your little friend there?” he asked pointing at Titania.

“Zeus, this is my friend Titania,” I said.

Zeus waved.  “Nice to meet you.”

Titania responded in a stern tone, “Likewise, I’m sure.”

He turned, and as he entered the house, he spoke over his shoulder, “What the hell happened to you, Junipher?  You look like you saw a ghost, and that ghost appears to have beaten the hell out of you.”

We entered my kitchen, and Zeus took off his jacket.

I said, “Titania, why don’t you go check out your new place, so I can talk to Zeus.”

Titania flew in front of Zeus’s face.  She deepened her voice and warned, “I’ll be right there.  Like right there,” she stressed and pointed.  “Just around that wall.  I’ll be watching you, mister.”  She turned to me.  “If you need anything, just yell.”  She flew backward, keeping her big eyes on Zeus the entire time.

As soon as she left, Zeus smirked.  “Who is that?”

“It’s my new friend and nothing for you to worry about,” I said and massaged the back my neck.

“Friendship only creates problems.  What happened to your face?” he asked as he opened the cabinet next to my sink.  

He didn’t need to know about my beating in the Lair of Justice.  I said snidely, “I got into a fight with a Goddess.  Remember.”  I also didn’t need to alert Zeus about my trip to Seattle or divulge any information I knew concerning the spear.  “Wait a second.  You sent her after me, didn’t you?”

Zeus pulled two mugs out of my cabinet and set them on the counter.  He grabbed the pot of coffee and said, “I did nothing of the sort.  I may or may not have assigned a less than stellar doctor to service her wound.  And I may or may not have paid him to turn a blind eye to her issues.”

He handed me a steaming mug, and I said, “So it’s not my fault.  She would have lived if it weren’t for you.”

Zeus put seven heaping spoons of sugar into his coffee and handed me the container.  “And you will keep that to yourself.”

I grabbed a spoon out of the drawer and some milk from the fridge.  “Why would I do that?  All of your subjects will try to kill me to avenge Hera.”

“They will not.  I’ve already told everyone it wasn’t your fault.  Hera wasn’t exactly a social butterfly, so you have little to worry about.  And I am prepared to make a hush payment.”  He tasted his coffee and took the spoon directly from his drink and buried it back into the sugar, making me cringe.

I mixed milk into the coffee and offered it to Zeus who held up an open hand to decline.  He licked his spoon and tossed it into the sink.  The swinging bachelor didn’t even think about rinsing it off.  

I asked, “I keep my mouth shut for what?”

“As I said, that is up to you.  You could have me if you like,” he offered and flexed his forearm as he opened the fridge door.

I handed him the milk to put away.  “Hard pass.”

“All right,” he said dejectedly, and I almost shit my pants.  He never gave up that easy.  “Do you have any margarine in here?” he asked, tapping the top of the door.

“Nope, just butter.”

“Oh, do you have any sitting out?”  He pulled his head out of the fridge and looked around.  “I hate when it’s so hard it tears right through the bread.  I’ll take margarine if you have it.”

“Do you see any margarine in there?” I asked, annoyed.  Had he not heard what I’d just said?

“No.  Do you have a little hiding place for it?”  He opened the drawers inside the refrigerator.

“No,” I snapped.  “I don’t have any fooking margarine.  Now tell me about this deal.”

Zeus grabbed a stick of butter and set it on top of the toaster.  “You can have seven of my men to do as you will.  Take them as lovers, warriors, engineers or whatever pleases you.  You have your pick of anyone who serves at my pleasure.”

That was quite intriguing.  “Do I have to pick now?”

The impatient God squeezed the stick of butter, apparently assuming it thawed immediately.  “No.  Take your time.  But there are rules that go along with this venture.”

Rules, huh?  Even more intriguing.  “What are they?”

Zeus blew into his coffee cup as steam rose from the hot liquid and the corners of his mouth twisted up.  “Simple really.  You choose a man or woman.  I can veto four of your choices, but only four.  You will have their services for a one-month period, after which they will return to serve me.”

I’d already figured out a way I could trick him.  “Fine.”

He continued, “And just so you don’t try to pull a fast maneuver, you cannot rename anyone that I veto.”

Damn.  He’d closed that loophole.  “Give me some time to think about it.  Anyone who serves you, eh?”

Zeus couldn’t wait for the butter and jammed the wheat toast into his mouth, tearing off about half of it.  He spoke through the crunching sounds as he chewed the food, “I will command that the seven carry out your wishes.  You will only have their services for a month, remember.  I can’t believe I’m being this generous.”

I didn’t need any help right now, but this was a nice card to have in the back pocket.  “Yeah, I like the new you.  The month of service starts after I name them, correct?”

“That is correct.  How’s your spear hunting going?” he asked and pretended like he was shooting me with a spear gun.  Then, he jammed a big piece of crust into his mouth.

“Slower than I’d hoped.  I’m thinking about getting out of this town again.”  I lied.

“Then you won’t want to hear about this juicy detail a little birdy whispered in my ear,” he stated, raising his eyebrows and lifting his coffee mug to his lips.

I turned away, acting like I didn’t care.  “Well, I mean.  You’re already here, so why don’t you just spill it.”

“Ha.  Only out of convenience, I suppose.  I heard Octavius has half of the spear.  The other half is a mystery.”  Zeus chugged the rest of his coffee and filled up another cup.  The dirty God took another clean spoon out of my drawer to stir his second cup.  Since he was helping me, I held back the urge to chew him out about his lack of manners.

I said, “Bullshit.  You’re just saying that because you hate Octavius.”

Octavius and Zeus had a bit of a history.  Octavius’s father, Lycaon, was the King of Arcadia.  Lycaon had wanted to test Zeus’s omniscience by serving him the cooked flesh of his son.  Zeus figured out the trick and cursed Lycaon by turning him into a werewolf, which meant man-wolf.  Lycaon passed these traits down to his son, Octavius of the Tainted Blood.  A nickname that still drove the alpha wolf bonkers.

When Lycaon died, Zeus turned his hatred on Octavius, eventually causing the werewolf to flee the area.  Octavius roamed around aimlessly for centuries before he ended up in France, where he’d found his bride to start his own pack.  

I had to be careful.  Zeus could be setting up Octavius out of his pure hatred for the lycanthrope.  To be fair, Octavius had never done anything to draw the ire of the ultimate God.  It was guilt by association and Octavius was paying for his father’s sins.

Zeus licked his sugary spoon and tossed it into the sink again.  I rolled my eyes in disgust, as he said, “I bullshit you not about Octavius.  This isn’t borne from ill will.  I’ve heard it from several sources.  Forget I even said it.”

That would be impossible.  I wouldn’t take Zeus’s word for it, but following up on it made perfect sense.  

Zeus left, and I immediately went to the sink and rinsed off the sugary spoons.  I tossed them in the dishwasher as Titania entered the room.

Turning to her, I said, “You heard everything, huh?”

Her giant eyes and ears rocked up and down.  I told her, “That stays between us.  Friends have to keep secrets with each other, right?”

“Of course, best friend.  I would never betray you,” she promised.

I had a strong feeling she was loyal to the extreme.  “Why don’t we get you settled in.”

“Okay.  Let’s do it,” she said and followed me into the living room.

After setting up the guest room for Titania, I made a series of phone calls.  I found out that three other people and the Not Normal Agency had heard the rumor about Octavius.  I needed to investigate further, but I also had to prepare.  I didn’t want a repeat of my last visit to the Wolf House and knew a few techniques that would help greatly.
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I took the enchanted dagger my father had given me five hundred years ago and drove to the outskirts of Pittsburgh.  I traveled east toward the mountains in search of someone I’d run into last week.  Unfortunately, I couldn’t call ahead, so I wasn’t sure if he would be in his cave.  

Titania had stayed back at the house.  She was already a handful to deal with.  Her courage far outweighed her competency, and I feared for her safety.  She had heightened senses, much stronger than mine, which could come in handy at some point.  Even with all her annoying traits, I kind of liked having her around.

I stepped out of the car and the sole of my boot crunched into some snow.  I held out an upturned palm.  The light drizzle had stopped, but it had coated the top of the snow, turning it into a sheet of ice.  If only I had brought my cleats.  Taking careful baby steps, I navigated across the icy plain and into the woods.

My penguin march ended as I approached a small opening at the base of a hill.  A giant moss-covered boulder covered the entrance.  I crouched down and leaned my shoulder into the solid piece of granite.  Using my legs, I shoved with all my might and the uneven boulder rolled a quarter turn to the left, settling back down immediately.

I took a step back and saw that the opening was now big enough for me to squeeze into.  When I heard the echo of snoring and smelled a funky trail of body odor, I knew I was in the right place.  I crawled through the subterranean tunnel for about fifteen seconds until it opened into a dark room.  The snoring grew louder as I shoved myself into the cave.

I pulled the Zippo out of my pocket and lit it.  There he was.  Sleeping in a heap on the ground.  I gently eased my hand onto my beltline, grabbing the handle of the dagger.  I unsheathed it quietly, and moved closer to him.  I found a torch sticking out of a wall sconce and lit it with my Zippo.

As I hovered over the man, I kicked him gently to wake him up.  The fool slapped at my leg and went back to sawing logs.  I toed him with the point of my boot in the side of his head, right behind the ear.

He yawned and exclaimed, “Who the hell is kicking me?”

I said, “Junipher, you drunken fool.”

“No, she’s not here.  It’s me, Artoise.”  He blinked, and his bloodshot eyes tried to fight through the heavy layers of inebriation.  He peered around the room in a daze, as if he had been hibernating for the past six months.

He sat up quickly, adjusting his plaid button-down shirt and burgundy pants.  He had a necktie wrapped around his bald head, which he ripped off and threw aside so he could rub the spot that I had just kicked.   

He finally shook the cobwebs loose and a look of recognition came over his face.  “What’s going on?  You didn’t tell Mike you saw me, did you?”

“No.  Your secret is still safe with me.  Mike has no clue you’re still in Pittsburgh.  I need your help with something.”

Artoise Saint Delacroix was Mike Merlino’s guardian angel.  Too bad the Celtic Gods had never assigned me a guardian angel.

The Morrigan and I had bumped into Artoise last week and she’d told me all about him.  He was a self-proclaimed Frenchman, although that was up for dispute.  His thick beard and mustache hid his dark skin and he sported a little fro.  He’d always been clean-shaven, head and face, when I’d bumped into him at Clara Spiritus.

“What do you need from me?” he asked, his eyelids straining to stay open.

“I need you to bless this for me.”  I held up the knife.

Artoise cocked his head to the side in confusion.  “Me?  Why me?”  

I explained, “Because you are an angel.  I need an angel to bless my enchanted knife because I’m going into the Wolf House and I want proper protection.”

He tried to button up his shirt, grew frustrated and quickly gave up.  “I can’t do that.  You know I’m not a real angel, right?”

I sighed.  “What is your title?”

He shrugged.  “Well, it’s guardian angel, but I don’t think that makes me...”

I cut him off, “Luckily, I don’t care what you think.  I know it’s a technicality, but I also know it should work.  Now, unless you want me to talk to Mike, you better get up off your ass and help me.”

Using a hold in the cave wall to brace himself, he stood up and wobbled back and forth for a few seconds.  A yeasty musk emanated from his body due to his constant drinking.  

He opened his mouth to yawn, and I turned to the side to avoid the paint-peeling odor.  Either he used dogshit-flavored toothpaste, or he hadn’t brushed his teeth in weeks.  

I inquired, “So what the hell have you been doing?  Just getting drunk?”

Artoise looked around the room and seemed unsure of what to say.  “I’m having fun, all right?  Doing the stuff I never get to do in Clara Spiritus.  Leave me alone.”

“I’m not judging you.  You may do as you please...for the most part.  Here,” I said, handing the dagger to him. 

Due to Artoise’s hangover, the procedure took three attempts because he could barely repeat the words I was feeding him to set the spell.  When the blade took on a seraphic ivory glow, I knew we had achieved success.  Now I could kill a werewolf with a single stroke of the blade.  I could leave a little nick on a wolf’s baby toe and it would still be lethal.  This knife had that much power.

It was time to see Octavius and his pack now that I had the proper weaponry.  His half of the spear was as good as mine.
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I stepped out of Owen’s car and buttoned my leather peacoat-style jacket, tapping the left side to make sure my enchanted dagger was still there.  Check.  Titania flew out of the car and hovered near my face.  I waved to Owen as he drove away.

“You lead the way this time,” the dragonfly said.

A maze of pine trees sat in front of us, acting like a fortress for the Wolf House, which sat at the top of a hill.  If memory served me right, they only had guards stationed outside the house last time.  I hadn’t spotted anyone on the way up the driveway.

This time, I was hoofing it, trying to stay away from the driveway to avoid detection.  My plan was to use pure, brute force.  After my lethal performance the last time I was here, they knew I wouldn’t hesitate to kill.  With the knife in my possession, I planned to demand the spear and if anyone objected, bodies would start hitting the floor.

Considering I was attempting to bring peace to the city, this brazen plan wouldn’t help in that matter.  However, if Lugh’s Spear ended up in the wrong hands, the ramifications would be heard around the world.  Not to mention the netherworlds.  So, much like my deal for Merlin’s staff, I was committing a wrong to serve a noble goal.

We started up the steep incline, disappearing into the pine trees and staying to the right of the driveway.  Unimpeded, we quickly ascended the snowy hill and arrived at a plateau where the house was located.  Something behind the house caught my eye.  I moved further to my right to check it out.

I saw a large group of wolves dancing around a bonfire.  My eyes died in the flames and my feet became glued to the ground.  My thoughts, frozen in time.

I pulled myself up out of my cave in the Red Cavern, liquid fire dripping from every inch of my body.  Confused and throttled with pain, I searched frantically.  My children.  Where were my babies?

My arm acted of its own volition and dove back into the bubbling magma, fishing around for any sign of my babies.  Nothing.

When the pain became unbearable, I kept my hand in the lava, praying that it would find them.  Fearing my own death, I fled the cave and wondered how I was still alive.  To call it agony would be a vast understatement.  Was I dead?  

I looked at my charred, smoking arms as I fled down a tunnel, hoping the monsters weren’t following me.  The light faded sharply as I plunged further into the dark abyss.  When I thought my legs couldn’t carry me any further, a gleaming ray of hope appeared in the near distance.  

Energized by the prospect of safety, I forged on, the light growing brighter and bolder by the step.  I came to an opening and dove through.  My body hit a snowbank and my fiery skin reacted harshly with the temperature change, sizzling loudly and sending plumes of dark clouds into the air.  Intense sunlight reflected off the snow-capped mountain and caused my eyes to water. 

Where was I?  My eyes searched the area, longing for a clue, and landed on the impossible.  I stared at the impossible.  A single rose.  Its verdant stem embedded in the ice.  The glowing scarlet bud captivated me.  I marveled at it.  It made me completely forget about my son and daughter.

How was the rose alive?  It defied all odds.  Completely out of its element, yet it survived.  No.  It thrived.  The vibrant green stem stood erect, taunting the rules of nature.  The gleaming bud started to form into a face.  I took a few steps closer to make out the features.  

“Hey.  Are you okay?”  Titania’s words brought me out of my flashback.  I tried to push those memories aside and focus on the task before me.  As I got a closer look at the wolves, I watched Caesar chomp into an arm that had been cut off at the elbow and I gagged.  

“Gross,” exclaimed Titania.

I turned to the side and dry heaved.  I’d witnessed some gruesome deaths in my day, but I wasn’t down with cannibalism.  The wolves were feasting on the vampires they had killed during my last visit.  As disgusting as it was, their feast would afford me an easier mission.  Octavius emerged from behind the flames of the bonfire with a bloody thigh in his hand.

I knew it was time to strike, and we moved back around to get to the front of the house.  Titania had to be a good luck charm because there weren’t any guards at the front door.  They were closed for business to focus on the meal.  

As I scanned the driveway, I noticed my Jeep Wrangler parked outside the garage.  Dented and dinged.  Those sons-a-bitches had beaten the hell out of my beast.  Now I didn’t feel bad about this mission.  Fook these wolves.

I walked up to the front door with Titania right behind me.  I pointed to a tall rectangular window next to the door.  “Look through there and see if anyone is in there.”

Titania flew up to the window and smashed her face into the glass.  She shook her head to get the cobwebs loose.  “Coast is clear from here, my dear.”

Expecting a locked door, I turned the handle, and much to my surprise, it twisted.  The deadbolt wouldn’t be as easy, but when I put my weight against the door, it opened.  Huh.  I pushed open the massive wooden structure, and we entered the house.

I whispered, “Can you smell anyone in here?  Their magic ironically smells like burnt meat.  A little gamey too.”

Titania bobbed her head around before shaking it in silence.  She whispered, “Just the nasty raw smells from out back.”

We worked our way down the hallway and came to Octavius’s office.  If he had the spear, I’d bet my life it was in here.  I checked the door.  Locked.  I conjured up a glob of a gelatinous substance and jammed it into the keyhole.

Once I filled the slot, I injected more magic into the substance, turning it into a solid.  I turned my hand and heard the sweet click of the door unlocking.  I twisted the knob, and we entered Octavius’s office.  

There were still signs of the flamethrower damage, but someone had cleaned up and redecorated the room with a new couch and coffee table.  As I searched around, my eyes landed on the coffee table in front of his couch.  Covered with hairpieces, I couldn’t believe Octavius was considering toupees. 

Instead of laughing like I wanted to do, I concentrated on finding the spear.  Or half.  Checking the windowsill for the spear, I found my car keys.  Bonus.  I snatched them up and kept looking for the spear.

Titania announced, “Found it.”

I turned toward her voice and raced over to meet her near the couch.  She gestured with her head.  “Right there in between those cushions.”

I reached in and clutched the spear that looked like an exact match to the one I’d held all those years ago.  It didn’t have the same magical burst as the first time I had handled it, but it was only half.  Besides, I didn’t have time to worry about that now.  

“Nice find, my friend,” I said as I stood up.  “Now let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Let’s do it,” she said, her wings buzzing with excitement.

We turned around to get out, and Octavius stood there in wolf form, shaking his head in disgust.  “What do you got there, June?”

I put my hand holding the spear and my keys behind my back.  I extended the dagger, the point aimed right at his chest.  “Do you mean this enchanted knife that’s been blessed by an angel?”

Towering over me, he stared down at the glowing blade and replied, “Nonsense.  You know what I mean.  Now stop lying about your knife and give me the spear before I have to kill you.”

“Did you just threaten to kill my friend?”  Titania shot across the room and smashed into Octavius’s hairy shoulder.  “Wrong choice of words, sir.  Now apologize this instant,” she demanded, flailing away at his chest with her miniscule fists.

Octavius casually swatted her away with the back of his hand as he said, “Get the fuck outta here.”     

The fire of friendship burned inside me, and the flames danced in my vision.  

Within a blink and with no conscious effort, I was standing in front of Octavius, the blade of the knife held steady above my head, within an inch of his throat.  “You move and you’re dead.  In fact, you’re lucky I don’t kill you for putting your hands on my friend.”  The blessed blade had already caused a red rash on his neck, clearly visible under the hair.

“You all right, Titania?” I asked, not moving the blade a centimeter.

“I will be.”  She groaned and did a pushup to get back on her feet.

I turned back to Octavius.  “You feel that burn, big boy.  Move one muscle and the pack will need a new alpha.  We are going to leave in peace and you aren’t going to do anything about it.”

Octavius swallowed, and his Adam’s apple bulged.  He inched backward with his hands up.  “I can’t just let you take the spear.”

I turned the dagger and lowered it to his chest.  I had made my point.  He realized that I could end his life at any time, so it wasn’t necessary to keep the blade near his neck.  

I said, “You can.  And you will let me take it.  Besides, it’s only half.  Unless, of course, you want me to start telling everyone about your little secret over there.”  I thumbed in the direction of the coffee table full of toupees.

He rolled his eyes and took a deep breath, sighing in disgust through his nose.  “Well played, you fucking bitch.  You’re lucky that object didn’t really cost me anything.”

I laughed.  “I’m the lucky one?”  

I gripped the knife tighter and turned to my friend, floating near my shoulder.  “You hear that Titania?”  I faced Octavius again.  “Oh no, I think you are the lucky one.  I don’t even have to hit you with the sharpened edge of the blade.  I could tap you with the flat and that would be all she wrote.”

“You’re playing a dangerous game, June.”

I cocked my head to the side and spoke in an English accent, “Danger is my middle name.”

Octavius squinted in confusion.  None of my associates got my amazing movie references.  Their loss.  He said, “What the hell is that supposed to mean?  It’s a dangerous game, June.  Half my guys are terrified of you and the other half wants to tear you to pieces.”

“Oh yeah, which camp are you bunking with?” I asked.

“Which one you think?  You don’t want to play a game where the pack is your enemy,” he threatened.

“Ooohhh, I’m so scared.  I know the business I’m involved in is supposedly a man’s game.  You all look in the mirror and see testosterone-filled giants, not realizing that the reflection is only that of a scared little boy pissing in his pants.  I guess it’s a good thing I always beat the guys then.”

Octavius pursed his lips and nodded as he spoke, “It’s easy when you’re playing with a stacked deck.  But there will be a time when the cards aren’t all aces for you.  I never should’ve let you out of that cell.”

“You didn’t let me out.  Tyr rescued me.  You could take notes from a real man,” I reminded him.  He was lucky Tyr hadn’t killed him in my honor.

“Sure.  He let you out.  Keep telling yourself that.  You better hope we don’t meet again when the chips are down for you,” he threatened.  Enough with all the gambling references already.

I smirked and tried to remember how many men had threatened me over the years.  Countless.  And here I stood, about to put another tough guy in his place.  “You know, you’re a real sweet talker.  Keep talking pretty like that and you just might end up dead.”

“Maybe we should split, BFF,” Titania reminded me.  I’d almost forgotten about her.

Titania’s words were the slap I needed to get back on track and stop the trash talking session.  “It was nice seeing you again, Octavius.  Tell the family I said hi and I’ll see them at the next get together,” I joked and stepped back, pulling the dagger down near my hip, tempting him to make a move.

Octavius of the Tainted Blood flexed his fingers and I could tell he was fighting away the urge to attack me.  He curled his fat fingers into a fist and shook it in front of his chest as he said gruffly, “Only one person will get the last laugh.”

Ignoring his threat, Titania and I stormed out of the house and jumped into my dinged-up Jeep Wrangler.  At least the battered vehicle started right up.  I stood up the spear in front of the passenger seat and nestled it against the center console.  

Since the wolves had messed up my ride, I decided to return the favor.  I turfed his front lawn, spitting a chunky stream of soggy soil against the front of his house.  

“Get some of that, fooker,” I screamed out the window and honked the horn.  I straightened out the Jeep, and we cruised down the winding driveway.  

A minute later, we were out on the open road, Titania screaming in excitement and pumping her tiny fist.  “Woo hoo.  We are two bad bitches.”

I pulled out of the wolves’ driveway and worried that they would have someone follow me.  Titania went into the back and kept watch while I drove.  Ten minutes went by, and she hadn’t detected anything suspicious.  

“Why don’t you come back up here,” I said and flicked on the interior light as we pulled onto a bridge.

As I held the wheel steady with my left hand, I grabbed the spear and took a good long look at it.  It had all the right little markings that I remembered.  We stopped at a red light on the bridge and I looked at it much closer.

I opened my window and hung my arm out.  I shifted the three-foot spear in my hand and swung my arm over the hood, tossing it into the Allegheny River.

“Why’d you do that?” Titania asked, incredulous.

“It was a fake.  A decent one, but it wasn’t real.”  I closed my window, and the light turned green.

I’d just made the situation with Octavius a hundred times worse.  For nothing.  Add another faction to the list.  I was feeling safer after my meeting with Zeus, but now I had to watch my back for wolves.  It was like a game of Whack-a-mole, as soon as I hammered one problem into the ground, another sprouted out of nowhere.

Admittedly, I’d caused this problem because of my infatuation with the spear.  It hadn’t just popped up out of nowhere.  I felt it was my duty to return the artifact to Lugh.  

Who sold Octavius the fake?  

Dammit.  I thought I had secured half of the spear and made the deal with Arawn null and void.  But I was right back at square one.  

I had valuable information about Arawn coming to Pittsburgh.  But it was a big city, not to mention the surrounding areas.  Visions of the destruction that Arawn and Maeve could achieve with the spear in their possession made my head spin.

The deal to reattach the spear was going down soon, and I needed to stop it.  I knew what resource I had to check on.
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Owen greeted me at the door and whisked me inside his house and out of the cold.  Dressed in his normal suit and tie, he led me into his living room and gestured for me to take a seat on the black leather couch.  

“Would you like a drink?” he offered, playing the perfect host.

I was too excited about his intriguing phone call from earlier so I sat down without taking off my coat.  “No.  I want to see this footage that you’re talking about.  Can you give me a hint what it’s about?”

He was acting strange and avoiding eye contact.  He stared into his touch pad and said, “I believe it’s best if you watch it for yourself.  I don’t think you’d believe me.”

My curiosity shot through the roof.  Why was Owen being so coy about the Cat Cam footage?  He also seemed nervous, which was strange for my dear old friend.  

He tapped the touch screen a few times and an image appeared on the flat-screen TV hanging on the wall across from the couch.  It was Tyr dressed in all black.  I didn’t recognize the dark location, but it was certainly the God of War.  Tyr’s name wasn’t on the list Owen and I had made up.  My feline friend had apparently gone rogue.

“Where is this?” I wanted to know.

Owen answered, “This is the Stone Tree.  It’s the bookstore he has a share in.”

Tyr walked up to a register and pressed a few buttons on the electronic keypad.  The drawer popped open and Tyr swiped the cash from inside, stuffing it into his back pocket.  He pulled out a cell phone and swiped the screen a few times.

He put the phone to his ear and began pacing.  “Loki.  It’s me.  Just wanted to let you know that the plan is a full go.  Arawn and Maeve will be here on Saturday.  As soon as the deal is done, I’ll bring the briefcase to you.  Unless you want to come here and get it.”

That lying piece of shit.  He was playing me the entire time.  The flames of rage fanned through my body and I slid out of my jacket to avoid overheating.  

“Don’t worry, Loki.  Everything’s taken care of.  The only weird part is that Arawn asked me to bring my girlfriend to the deal.  I’m guessing he wanted to make sure I wasn’t pulling a fast one.  Little does he know I couldn’t care less if something happened to her.”  He laughed, and the fact that he was showcasing his callousness fired me up even more.

Owen put his hand on the back on my neck and gently massaged my tense muscles.  “I’m sorry a lovely creature such as yourself had to see that Loki’s hand is planted firmly inside Tyr’s anus.”

I gave him a weird look.

Owen’s eyes shifted from bright yellow to a soft orange.  It was how he blushed.  He stammered, “I didn’t mean to imply consensual sexual deviancy amongst two amorous adults.  I merely meant Loki is the grand puppeteer, pulling the strings from afar.”  He tugged on the collar of his white dress shirt and pointed to the TV.    

Tyr spoke in an annoyed monotone, “I know you need that item to kill Odin.  That’s why I made the deal for it.  This whole thing would have been much easier if you hadn’t broken the spear in half.”

Tyr paused for a few moments and said, “I know it’s up to us to shake it up.  You’re worried, Loki.  I don’t like when my friend is like this.”

Tyr shook his head, moved the phone to his other ear and continued pacing.  “I totally understand that you have a lot riding on this.  So do I.  I want to be back in the pantheon so bad I can taste it.  Getting to kill Fenrir is just a bonus.  Unless you are going back on your word.”

Tyr stopped for a moment.  “But you won’t need Fenrir for Ragnarok because Odin will already be dead.”

He went back to pacing.  “All right.  Just relax.  I won’t mention it again until we take care of Odin.”

Tyr rolled his eyes and shook his head.  “No, Loki.  Nobody is onto our plan.”

Tyr listened for about ten seconds and asked, “Who?”

He continued, “Oh, please.  I’ve got Junipher wrapped around my little finger.  She hasn’t a clue as to what is going on.  All you need to do is relax.  That would serve you best.”

That fooking jerk.  I was going to kill him.  I was going to stab his pretty face off with the dullest knife I could find.  Or perhaps with a spork.  No, I wanted to wrap my bare hands around his grubby throat and not let go until the Morrigan came to collect his soul.  Then, I’d watch as her crows pecked at his eyes.  “I think I’ve seen enough.  And I’ll take you up on that drink offer too.”

Owen disappeared into the kitchen, and as I listened to glass bottles clanging together, I sat there in shock.  I couldn’t believe someone I trusted the most in this world had betrayed me.  Tyr was dead to me.  In fact, I wanted to kill him myself.  

Owen came back into the room with my Sazerac in his extended arm.  I swiped it from him, spilling some from the overfilled glass.  I downed about half of it and leaned back, lost on what to do.

“What should we do?” Owen asked, unintentionally taunting me.

All I could focus on was revenge on Tyr.  “I don’t know yet.  I’m so mad my thoughts will be tainted.  I can’t believe that jerk.”

Owen reached behind me and scratched my back with his soothing claws.  “Yes, well, I usually love being correct, but not at the expense of your feelings.  At least now we know where the deal is going down and when.  Tyr confirms the time and location later in that conversation.”

“The problem is Tyr will have a small army backing him and Arawn and Maeve will have the same.  I can’t just crash the deal and steal both halves of the spear,” I said and chased the thought with a gulp of my drink. 

“Perhaps you could follow Maeve and Arawn after they obtain the spear.  If we caught them in a moment of vulnerability, we could strike then,” Owen suggested, his friendly touch moving to my lower back.

My drink wasn’t calming me down at all and I set the glass on the coffee table in front of me.  “Not a bad idea.  My worry is after they obtain the spear, they will ramp up security.  I might need to go home and take a nap to clear my head before I figure this out.”

“I’m willing to help in any manner required,” my friend pledged.  

“I know, that’s why I lo...” the word got caught in my throat.  I’d never said that word to anyone other than my father since Darabond had disappeared.  I wasn’t in love with Owen, but the word had come out almost naturally.  “That’s why I love you,” I finished the sentence. 

It felt like someone had lifted a huge weight from my shoulders.  Owen’s Cheshire grin told me that he appreciated the words.  I just hoped he wouldn’t take it the wrong way.  After being burned by Tyr, I wasn’t trying to get close to any man.

Owen removed his hand from my back and I tucked my arms back into the sleeves of my jacket.  He stood up and said, “Yes, well, I know you do.  Most people would have left my body in that silo in Seattle.  You risked your life to get me out of there.  And after your stay in the Lair of Justice, no one would have blamed you if you had taken a portal straight back to Pittsburgh.”

Perhaps I wasn’t as terrible as everyone painted me.  “You would have done it for me.  Talking about that trip reminds me.  I have some measurements for you on a very special job.  I need you to put something together for our new friend.”

“I’m all ears,” he said with a grin.
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As I drove home, Zeus’s offer echoed inside my head.  I could get enough muscle from him to crash the deal and steal the spear.  Blunt force trauma was my specialty.  

When I got home and cooled down, I realized that messy plan might not work.  It sure would be fun, and at this point, it was my only option.  I decided to watch a movie to clear my head.  I grabbed the box of microwave popcorn from the cabinet and ripped it open.

My phone rang in my pocket.  I threw the popcorn aside and plucked out my cell.  In my angered state, I swiped the screen trying to answer the call, but it took me to my pictures for some reason.  And, of course, it was the picture of Tyr’s girlfriend.  

I went to press the delete button when an idea hit me.  Hmmm.  Arawn had instructed Tyr to bring his girl along for the deal.  I could use her picture on my phone to shift and look exactly like her.  I already had the annoying voice down too.

I grabbed a bag of popcorn out of the box, tossed it in the microwave and set the timer.  How could I get rid of his girlfriend so that I could take her place and join him in attending the deal?  I would need someone to detain her on the day of the deal.

The popcorn started popping, and it matched the kernels of thought blooming in my head.  If I could shift into Luna, I had a few other resources at my disposal to upend the deal.  A plan started to take shape in my head of how I could eventually return the spear to Lugh.

I would need some help from my friends.  My true friends.  Tyr’s betrayal caused me to question whom I could really count on.  Jonathan was out, and so was Octavius.  I had to go with the friends who’d never let me down before and hope for the best.

Using my thumb and forefinger, I pried open the skin on my wrist to expose the raven’s eye.  I held my finger over the eye until the warmth caused it to turn bright red, sending the signal to the Morrigan. 

I didn’t know when she would respond, so I grabbed my phone and dialed up Owen.  He didn’t answer, so I left a brief message that I would need his assistance.  My confidence grew by the nanosecond.

That left the third prong of my attack to set up.  This would be the difficult part.  I had to ask someone I didn’t trust completely for help.  Not to mention I had been an asshole to him.  I would have to swallow my pride and make the call.    
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I opened my front door and let Mike Merlino in.  The young man gave me a leery look as he entered, which I’d expected.  I led him into the quaint kitchen comprised of a rectangular oak table with a few skylights above it, a silver stove, a fridge, a double sink and a hanging rack for pots and pans that I still needed to buy.  

“Would you like a cup of coffee?” I asked.  

“Is it poisoned?  I’d really like to know why you want to work together suddenly.  But I’m game for a cup of joe, sans the poison,” he said, looking around my kitchen. 

I grabbed a mug out of the cabinet.  “After some detective work, I’ve figured out what is going on with Lugh’s Spear.”

“Then, of course, I’m willing to help.”  He leaned back against my sink.

I poured some coffee into the mug with an image of Mjölnir on it and handed it to Mike.  I pointed and said, “Spoons are in that drawer and sugar is on the counter.  Do you need any cream?”

“Nope.  Black as night is good with me.  So what’s the deal?” he asked, extracting a spoon from the drawer and going for the sugar.

“Basically, we need to kidnap somebody so I can shift and look like her to disrupt the deal for the spear.”  As the words spilled out of my mouth, the brazenness of the plan really took permanent shape.  It had sounded much more innocent in my head.

Mike set his cup on the counter and rinsed his spoon.  He picked up the washcloth and said, “Kidnapping a woman, huh?  What kind of guy do you think I am?”

“It is for the greater good,” I pleaded, hoping to appeal to his honorable side.

“Do you have any dish soap?” 

“It’s under the sink.  What do you need dish soap for?” I wanted to know.

“I wanted to wash my spoon and set it on your drying rack,” he said, grabbing the cabinet door.

His casual approach was driving me crazy.  I wanted an answer now.  “Just rinse it and put it over there.  I really need you on this.  I’ll help you take her away and you’ll really just be storing her for a few hours until we release her again.  I wouldn’t even call it a kidnapping, really.”

He smirked from behind the coffee mug and blew on the hot liquid.  “Storing a body doesn’t sound much better.  You can dance around it all you want.  It’s still a kidnapping.”

I didn’t need a lecture from Peach Fuzz.  “Well, if you aren’t willing to help, chug the rest of your coffee and don’t let the door hit you on the ass on the way out.”

He took a sip of the black gold and smiled.  “Relax for a sweet second.  If you want me to help, you better start getting much more specific than you have been.  I need to make sure my life isn’t being put in danger by this plan.  I’m not letting you toss me a ticking time bomb.”

“Why don’t we sit down?” I offered, gesturing to my stained oak table.

Over a couple of cups of coffee, I told Mike my entire plan.  Normally, I’d hold out some details, but I couldn’t chance this wizard turning me down.  So I spilled the whole can of beans.

After I finished my spiel, he stared at me blankly.  I couldn’t gauge his reaction, so I asked, “What do you think?”

He tossed his head from side to side in indecision.  “Sounds like a solid plan.  It’s nice to have friends that you can use in a situation like that.  You probably know this, but you should run through the entire plan in your head.  Then assume at every turn things will go wrong.  You should have about thirty thousand backup contingencies ready to go too.”

“Don’t worry.  I’m pretty quick on my toes.  What did you think of the napping plan?”  I was trying to make it sound less sinister, but couldn’t tell if it was working.

Mike leaned forward, set his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers in front of his mouth.  “If you are positive she will be there, and you help me get her to my house, I think I can do you a solid.”

“Oh, what, you’ve never abducted a woman before,” I joked, and he shrugged his shoulders and turned away shyly.

Still staring at my stove on his right, he scratched his neck.  “Funny you mention that.  It’s kind of how I met my girl.  Not my proudest moment, and I’m sure this won’t be a crowning achievement either, but I’ll help you so that you can get Lugh’s Spear back to its rightful owner.”

My chest heaved in and out in relief.  “Thank you.  I’ll make sure the Gods know you were involved in this.”

He waved an open hand in front of his chest.  “Stop right there.  I’d rather you didn’t tell them about my involvement with this plan.  It doesn’t really cast me in the best light.”

I pantomimed that I was locking my lips and throwing away the key.  “Then my lips shall remain sealed.  When I talk about that part, your name will not be revealed.  I’ll make up something, don’t worry.”

He lifted his right eyebrow inquisitively.  “Are you sure it’s the real thing?”

For the first time, I questioned it.  I hadn’t seen either half of the spear.  I could feel its presence when I was standing outside Arawn’s office in Seattle, but I’d never seen Tyr’s half of the spear.  Could it be another fake like the one at Octavius’s house?

“Don’t worry, I’m sure it is real,” I lied to him. 

With the plan set, now it was time to execute it.  First up, kidnapping Luna.  Then onward to the deal.  I had a few friends helping me, but I was going into the storm alone.  I just needed to visit one more person before putting everything into motion.
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I went to the outskirts of Pittsburgh to see a guardian angel on the lam.  Artoise could know something about the deal for the spear.  It was a longshot, but worth the drive.

I got out of my beat-up Jeep and trudged through the snow toward his cave dwelling.  Strained sunlight fought through the dark clouds to highlight the milky landscape.  Staring straight ahead at the ivory abyss, a swirl of red and green captured my eyes.

After blinking rapidly, it came into focus.  I was just as surprised as the first time I’d seen it.  A lovely red rose growing out of the snow.  With sweet whispers in the wind, it called me by name, and I walked toward it robotically.  Finally, I could get to the bottom of how this object was thriving in these conditions.

I got closer and closer until I stood over the flower.  Its beautiful defiance brought tears to my eyes.  As I dropped to my knees to inspect it, the smell of flint filled my nose and my eyes watered from something in the air.  I rubbed my eyelids to sooth my burning eyes, and when I opened them, everything was blurry.

As the landscape came back into focus, the rose had disappeared, but the odor of flint and the eye burning persisted.  Where did the rose go?  Frustrated, I dug into the snow to see if the rose had gone underground.

My fingertips smashed into something dense, and I shook them around to help with the pain.  At the bottom of the holes my fingers had made, I saw shafts of glowing sapphire.  Carefully, I dug into the snow again and the sapphire object got bigger.

I dusted some snow away and stared in awe at a glowing sapphire egg bigger than my hand.  My inner dragon was doing backflips which gave me a strong indication of what kind of egg this was.  How in the hell had dragon eggs ended up buried in snow in Pittsburgh?

My mind immediately returned to the day I’d gotten into a fight with Hera.  The black dragons in the sky.  But why were these eggs a brilliant sapphire?  With no time to waste, I turned to take the egg to my car and hesitated.  Was this the only one?

I dug into the snow again and another egg appeared.  Then another.  And another.  By the time I’d finished, thirteen sapphire dragon eggs sat on the snow.  I took off my long jacket and gathered all the eggs into it.  With all the eggs inside, I carefully folded and pinched the jacket so the eggs wouldn’t fall out.

I held the jacket firmly and hustled back to my Jeep.  A bone chilling squawk came from the sky, and I inclined my head in reaction.  Two black dragons raced toward the earth as I scrambled to get my fob out of my pocket.

I set down my package and opened the door.  With the dragons approaching, I gently placed the eggs on the passenger seat, closed the door and ran over to the driver’s side.  I hopped in the car, started the ignition and jammed down the gas pedal.

The tires rotated in place, kicking mud and snow everywhere.  A light wisp of smoke plumed up from the front tires, and I started to gain traction.  We jetted forward, but the Jeep fishtailed violently.  Like a worried mother, my hand shot over to the passenger seat to make sure none of the eggs fell to the floor.

From my rearview mirror, I saw the dragons land and start searching for the eggs, clawing frantically into the snow.  A mighty scream that sounded like the T-Rex from Jurassic Park on steroids shook my soul and sent shock waves down my spine.  

From the rearview mirror, I saw both dragons lift their heads and spit angry flames into the air.  I kept the car steady and sped across the parking lot, then turned right onto the road.  With pavement now under my tires, I jammed the gas even harder and it forced my head into the seat.

Being part dragon, I was ashamed that I didn’t know how to take care of a dragon egg or how to get them to hatch.  As I drove toward my house, I wondered if they would be safe there.  My life was so volatile, people could break into my house at any time.  Zeus and Hera were prime examples.

When I went through a list of whom I could trust, there weren’t many names.  But the individual that kept coming to the fore was Owen.  He didn’t have nearly as many people coming after him and he knew a lot about science to shed light on the subject.

Instead of going to my house, I decided to take them to my feline friend’s house.  It worked out perfectly since I had a key to Owen’s and could stop by whenever I wanted.  My dragon sense urged me to keep the eggs close and not trust anyone, but I had to fight against it.  The dragon inside always wanted me to hoard anything valuable.

I could barely contain myself during the ride because I wanted to jump up and down while screaming and yelling.  Perhaps children of my own weren’t in the cards anymore, but I would be proud to raise a family of dragons.

I made it to Owen’s house in record time.  We took the eggs into the basement and formed a plan.  Owen offered to pick up an incubator to help with the hatching process.  We also went over my strategy for saving the spear three times.

I stared at the eggs and felt like I was leaving a piece of my soul at Owen’s house.  Despite wanting to tell everyone about the dragon eggs, I needed to keep my lips sealed on this one.  Owen had sworn his secrecy, which was as good as gold.  I knew he wouldn’t tell anyone.  I was worried about myself.

I left Owen’s house and had enough time to stop at home for a few minutes.  Then I had to help Mike kidnap Luna.  More Cat Cam footage revealed that Tyr would be out most of the day.  He had to pickup the spear from someone in Ohio.  That gave us enough time to detain Luna and get her to Mike’s house.    

Then I just had to shift to look like his girlfriend and crash the deal for the spear.  
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Chapter 22
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I sat in the comfortable passenger seat of Tyr’s black Rolls Royce Wraith as we headed to the deal.  The back half of the spear sat on my lap with my hand holding it in place.  This one was real.  I could feel the energy in the form of lightning pulsing through the object.  

I was in the form of Luna and a spitting image at that.  The projection app on my phone had worked perfectly.  My only worry was that I would slip up on her whiny voice, so I had to focus.  My anger toward Tyr was dominating my thoughts.  My blood bubbled like a smoking cauldron above a bonfire.  I wanted to Hulk Smash him in the nuts so bad that his children would feel it.

I slapped on the Long Island/Nanny accent and asked, “So what’s this all about?  Why’dya need to bring me?”

Tyr stared into the rearview mirror as he pulled out onto the highway.  “Damn, woman.  Your memory is shit.  I told you I need to make this deal for both of us.  Soon, I’ll be Loki’s right-hand man and we will dwell in a palace in Asgard.  The denizens will treat you like a queen.  And I don’t know why they want you at the deal.”

Time to see what he really thought about me.  “Is ‘at red head lady that stayed at our house gonna be there?”

He snapped, “My house.  My house.  And hell no.  Why would you ask that?”

I rubbed the spear with my thumb.  “Oh, I dunno.  Cuz I been hearin’ things.”

Tyr passed a car from the right lane and weaved back to the left.  He spoke over the roaring engine, “Things?  What things have you heard?”

How could I put this that wouldn’t raise suspicion?  “Just somethin’ about you rescuin’ her or somethin’ like that.”

“You need to quit snooping on my conversations,” he said and put his right hand on my thigh.  “What did I tell you about that?”  He squeezed, digging his thumb and fingers into my flesh.  It was his lucky day that I didn’t stab him in the neck with the broken end of this spear.

The asshole removed his paw and blathered on, “Besides, I was just tricking her to keep her off the trail.  And I didn’t rescue her.  I traded a fake of half the spear to Octavius and he agreed to let her go.  Stupid werewolf.  I played them both.  She has no idea either.”  He turned his ugly mug to me and smiled.

My blood reached a boiling point.  I had to remain calm and stay focused on the big picture.  I could kill Tyr some other time.  “Don’tcha feel bad about all that subversion?”

He sat up and smiled in the rearview mirror, using his thumbnail to pick something out of his teeth.  His blatant disregard for the road made me tense.  He kept scraping away and spoke in a muffled tone, “Not at all.  She’d do the same to me.  The rare book business can present some strange opportunities like the one tonight.”  Thankfully, he focused back on the road.

I held the spear up in front of my chest.  “So why’s this spear broken in half?”

“Stupid Loki did that.  I’m still not sure why.  You know his motto.  Midgard rotates without any help, but it is our responsibility to shake it up,” he uttered in a monotone.  

What a stupid motto.  “So, whatta ya tradin’ this for anyway?”

He growled, “Damn, woman.  You ask too many questions.  It’s becoming a bad habit that you need to kick.  All you need to know is we are trading this half of the spear for a ticket back to Asgard.  Be happy with that.”

“But what about that stupid jerk, Odin?” I asked and caught myself as I was veering into Edith Bunker territory, exaggerating each syllable too much.  I had to get back to the Long Island style.

“After tonight, if all goes according to plan, I’ll never have to worry about Odin again.  It’ll be glorious.”  He kissed the fingertips of his right hand and extended his fingers toward me.  Like a chef’s finger kiss.

I planned to do my best to prevent his happiness.  It was as if every, single, thing about Tyr was an act.  From top to bottom, the guy was a fraud.  I couldn’t believe I ever had feelings for this scumbag.  

“We have to make a quick stop first so that I can prepare for battle,” he said and checked his teeth again in the mirror.  

“Battle.  What’dya mean?” I asked as my palms dampened with sweat, and I wondered if he was on to me.

“Not real battle.  I just have to look like a God for this deal.”  He pulled into a church’s half-filled parking lot with about fifteen other cars.  Tyr parked in the center and a group of men approached the car.

I squeezed the spear, wondering what the hell was going on.  Tyr jumped out of the Rolls and high-fived a few men.  I turned the spear to get it through the door and got out of the car but remained near the passenger door.  Another group of men approached carrying various components that I didn’t recognize in the dim light.

The men held up pieces of a suit of black armor and positioned themselves around Tyr.  As I got a closer look at his friends, it triggered memories.  I knew these men from somewhere.  One man wiped his mouth on his shoulder and it hit me.  

They were the men on the street the day Tyr had saved the choking victim.  Of all the low-down dirty rats, this guy was king of the mischief.  I knew his Heimlich technique was shit.  He’d staged every meeting we’d had.  And I’d thought they were random occurrences.  What a fool I’d been!

Tyr held his arms out at his sides and his men went to work, covering his body with dark armor and screwing the pieces together with an electric drill to hold them in place.  I would have made an Iron Man reference, but Tyr wasn’t worthy of being mentioned in the same breath.  

When his men finished, other than the facial protection that resembled a catcher’s mask, Tyr looked like Darth Vader.  How fitting.

The man could barely move as he waddled over.  “We’re going to ride with Ezekiel to the deal.  It’s only a few minutes from here and we can sit in the flatbed of his pickup.”

Sure, why not?  “Whateva ya need is fine with me.”

We jumped into the back of the black Ford-F-250 and drove slowly to the meeting spot.  A procession of vehicles followed us, and I shaded my eyes from the headlights of the Cadillac Escalade on our tail.  

I turned to Tyr, who was lying down because of his armor.  “Ain’t cha afraid the cops might show up?”

He spoke through the mask, “We paid them off.  Nothing to worry about.  I own this town.”

We pulled into the parking lot at Squaw Valley Park.  There were already about a dozen cars in the lot, which was strange because it was after dark.  There was a pond to our right and two pavilions with picnic tables to the left.  Straight ahead, the park merged into a hillside with paths for nature walks.  I couldn’t see it, but I could hear a stream of running water in the distance.

I dug my hand into my sleeve and pressed the raven’s eye, alerting the Morrigan that I’d arrived.

Arawn and his crew were waiting under one of the pavilions and they began to line up in front of the structure.  This location would be perfect for my plan.  I hadn’t known the exact spot in the park at which they were meeting, but this would do just fine.  I went over the plan in my head as four more vehicles pulled into the lot, followed by a strange-looking chariot.

A normal single chariot was being pulled by two winged tigers.  Her associates got out of their cars and walked over to the woman driver.  Tyr cursed as his friends helped him walk over to the woman.  I took a few steps closer and realized it was Loki’s wife, Sigyn.  And on closer inspection, the carriage was bigger than a normal one-person chariot.

“What are you doing here?” Tyr asked in disgust.

Sigyn spoke in a sharp tone, “Loki sent us to make sure you don’t screw this up.  He’s got a lot riding on it.”

“We all do, okay,” said Tyr as he got flustered.  “I need to talk to Loki about this blatant disrespect, but that will come later.”  He took a few breaths, settling down.  “Let’s go do this.”

Tyr waddled over to the pavilion and the rest of his crew followed.  I walked next to him with one half of the spear in my hand.

We approached Arawn and Maeve, who had about twenty people behind them huddled under the pavilion.  Two giant orcs stood on either side of the former Celtic Gods.  They were wearing loincloths and barefoot, but the bitter winter chill bothered them little.  Dressed in a see-through dress, Maeve was either aroused or a bit nippy with her headlights set to high beams.  

She stared at Tyr like she wanted to eat him.  Hell, she could take him for all I cared now.  The silent standoff between Tyr and Arawn dragged on for a few moments.  Arawn pulled his arm out from under his wolf skin cloak and produced the other half of the spear. 

A light blue spark jumped from my piece to his, and a wave of energy ran up my arm.  Holy shit, this baby was the real deal.  Game on.  Tyr yanked the spear from me and faced Arawn again.

Tyr finally spoke, “Where’s the briefcase?”

Arawn narrowed his haunting yellow eyes.  “Don’t worry.  It’s around here.  First, we need to see if this links together.”

Tyr pointed to the spear in his hand.  “Did you just see that spark?  It’s real.”

Arawn huffed, expelling a huge breath cloud from his nose.  “You could have put a spell on both pieces for all I know.  We put the pieces together, and then, and only then will you get the briefcase.  I know you’re doing this for Loki, the God of Mischief.  You aren’t taking me for a ride on this one.”

Tyr snapped and spittle flew from his mouth as he argued, “This is unacceptable.  I’ve held up my end and brought the spear.  You said you would have the briefcase here.”

Arawn spoke calmly, seemingly in control of the situation, “I do have it here.  Just not right here.  It could be in a car or in that pond or in those woods up there.  You will see it.  And only see it.  When the spear becomes one.”

Tyr spun around awkwardly, trying to calm down.  He pointed in Arawn’s face.  “I swear on my name that if you attempt anything funny, I shall kill you on the spot.”

Arawn bit a piece of skin near his thumbnail, turned his head to the side and spit the tiny fragment out.  “Bit dramatic don’tcha think?  Enough of the pissing contest.  Hold out your half.  If they join, you can hold on to the entire spear until the briefcase arrives.  Actually, I’d prefer if your lady friend held it.  I have no reason not to trust her.”

This was playing right into my hands beautifully.  The two men awkwardly lined up the broken ends of the spear.  Tyr’s armor seemed to make all movement difficult.  After a few close swipes, the two ends met, and a lightning bolt shot down from the sky, hitting the spear.  Both men dropped the smoking object and took a step back.

When the smoke cleared, the moon and stars shone down on an eight-foot spear lying in the snow in all its magnificence.  All the damage it had incurred over the centuries had been erased.  It looked as new as the day it had been crafted by Goibniu.  

Both men scrambled for the spear, leaning over to grab it.  Moe and Curly smacked their heads together, and both men nearly fell to the ground.  Tyr swiped it up and staggered backward, straightening his helmet.  Both groups began laughing until their respective leaders’ stern looks silenced them.

Tyr and Arawn turned to each other, and the latter said, “Give it to her to hold and I’ll send my man to get the briefcase.”

“What’s your game here?  Why do you want her to hold the spear?”  Tyr walked over and extended the spear.  He whistled twice.  I reached out to grab it.  

In an instant, I felt the sharpened edge of a cold piece of steel pressed against my neck.  Apparently, Tyr had set up a signal to one of his men.

Tyr screamed, “Is she working for you?  Did you put her up to something?  Why do you want her to hold the spear so badly?”

Arawn remained calm.  His crew emerged from the pavilion and flanked his sides.  “Because I don’t trust you.  You’re a dirty trickster, just like your best friend Loki.  I’ve never even met this woman before, giving me no reason to mistrust her.”

He was slightly wrong about that.  We had met before.  

“Something is going on here,” Tyr said and mused, “No briefcase.  You want my girlfriend to hold the spear.  Do you want her to die?”

Arawn started to get frustrated and spoke faster, “I’m not sure what is going on here.  If you want to hold the spear, then for fuck’s sake, do it.  I don’t know you very well, but you seem as though you’re losing your mind.”

“Thanks for the advice, doc.  No, see, now that’s exactly what you want me to do.  No, I’ll let her hold it so that I can kill anyone who makes a move for the spear.”  His associate removed the blade from my neck and I sighed in relief.  

Tyr stepped forward and handed me the spear.  Arawn snapped his fingers and one of his lackeys ran up from the group on his right.  

The man stood in front of Arawn, who said, “The briefcase.  Go get it now.”  The assistant darted over to the parking lot.

Now was my chance.  Holding the spear in one hand, I reached inside my sleeve and pried open my skin.  With everyone distracted, I covered the raven’s eye with my thumb and waited a few seconds.  Sliding my digit to the left, I saw dead red.  The second signal was sent.

Nonchalantly, I reached into my pocket and hit the sensor Owen had given me.  Then I placed the tiny object that looked and smelled like a breath mint in my mouth.  The perfect decoy.  My eyes darted around, making sure nobody suspected anything.

Peering up to the hillside, I watched the dull yellow lights in the form of eyes flash on.  The robotic feline firing squad was ready.  Now it was time to shift.  Slowly.  I called on my dragon blood and felt the thick liquid circulating to my extremities.

I heard a car door slam and knew I had to kick the plan into high gear before Arawn’s lackey returned with the case.  

With everything in place, I cast an invisible umbrella shield to hover above my head and follow me.  Fierce squawking sounded from above and everyone looked up naturally.  A murder of crows passed by the moon, their silhouettes streaking across the bright object in the sky.  With everyone’s heads inclined at the commotion in the sky, I went into full shifting mode.

I felt the scales run up my arm, from wrist to shoulder.  My body swelled, the seams of my coat and dress bursting as I grew.  

“What the hell is that?” screamed one of Tyr’s associates.  He held out his hand as objects fell from the sky.  

Little red globules rained down, courtesy of the Morrigan’s crows.  It was a different kind of ginger storm.  The men and women scattered, running toward the pavilions for cover.  My invisible umbrella kept me safe.  I tucked the spear under my arm and ran toward the hillside.

As I moved, two horns sprouted from my head, my jaw elongated and sharp fangs developed in my mouth.  I felt the rush of reptilian skin wash over my face and travel down my neck.  My body scales appeared in waves, like rows of shingling.  The fire inside my chest intensified, threatening to cook me alive.  

After one hell of a hibernation, the scarlet dragon had awakened.

I increased my speed as Tyr yelled, “What are you doing, you stupid bitch?”

I peeked over my shoulder as my footsteps became heavy thuds due to my increased mass and enormous feet.  I saw Tyr unaffected by the crows’ downpour, safely inside his armor.  He walked fast, chasing after me, but stopped after only about twenty feet.  As the only dragon shifter in existence, Tyr knew it was me.

My short arms reached for my mouth to grab the sensor but came up short.  Oh shit.  I pushed the sensor into the front of my mouth against my front teeth and slowed almost to a stop.  Extending my long tongue with the sensor on it, I reached up with my dragon hand and grabbed it.  

My huge hand with three clawed fingers had trouble pressing the tiny button, so I transferred it to my other hand holding the spear.  I held the sensor and spear steady with one hand and used the tip of a claw my other one to activate it.  Once I heard the soft beep, I discarded the object and it fluttered to the snow below.

I started moving again, quickly speeding up to a jog.  The crow’s storm had come to a stop.  I took a quick peek back and saw Arawn and his crew coming out from under one pavilion, and Tyr’s crew emerging from the other.  

Two fireballs raced past me and crashed into the hillside.  I didn’t panic as I had another distraction ready to go.  “Come on out, gophers,” I whispered under my breath.    

A paralyzing pressure on my back meant that my wings were developing.  Within a few breaths, they had hatched fully, extending out from my body.  I beat my wings, which slowed me down from the resistance.  Another fireball barely missed me, hit the ground and burrowed into the soil.  A few steps later, the swooshing sound filled my ears and my feet lifted off the ground with my long tail trailing behind.  

As I climbed higher, Owen sprang into action.  Bullets erupted with a uniform blast, sailing under me and across the park at the two groups.  Beings dove in every direction with some individuals covering their heads and running for the pavilions as a hail of bullets peppered the park.  

Because of his ridiculous armor, Tyr was the only one who didn’t flee.  Sparks flew from his black suit and the constant barrage caused him to stumble backward.  It would be a great shame if one of the bullets sneaked through that mask and hit him in his pretty face.

I blew a kiss to the A-Cat 47s on the hillside, their yellow eyes lighting up the woodsy darkness, and said a silent thank you to Owen.

With my plan in full effect, I could ride off into the sunset or moonset in this case.  Nothing could stop me now.  Suddenly, a tiger’s growl sent a chill down my spine and shattered my confidence.  I kept flying forward as I turned and saw two winged tigers carrying a chariot and speeding at me.  Son of a bitch.  How had she escaped the gunfire?

I dipped to the right and tucked my left wing, gliding under the moonlight.  I shifted my vision, optimizing it for a dark setting so that I could detect them from far away.  My p.m. specs were now in place so I peered over my shoulder, which was no problem with my long neck.  

I turned and tried to fly backward to analyze their flight pattern, but I dropped like a rock.  As I moved left and right, I realized I’d lost some of my flying ability.  Titania had taken back her enhanced senses as well as her amazing flying ability.  I still had enough aerial skills to succeed so I climbed in the air and focused on the chariot.

The winged tigers had some serious speed coupled with deft moves.  The dangerous beasts closed in on me rapidly.  I beat my wings for all I was worth, precious oxygen leaving my dry mouth.  I thought I would pass out.  Then I tucked my wings and dove at a steep angle for two seconds.  Next, I straightened my body and extended my wings, which slowed me down.  The chariot streaked by.

I knew that evasive move would only buy me a few seconds, so I formulated a plan.  The fire raged inside me, speaking to my soul and begging to come out and play.  An idea hit me as I turned around and noticed the tigers closing in on me.  With my attention focused squarely on them, I caught a flash out of my peripheral.  

A fireball curved through the dark sky and crashed into my left side.  The dense flames ricocheted off my red scales and streaks of fire skittered away in the other direction.  By the time I recovered and straightened out, a tiger’s jaw was widening as the beast closed in on me.  For some reason, Titania flashed into my mind.  I could hear her uttering the words, “It’s my stinger, silly.”

Her words caused me to react subconsciously.  I whipped my tail around, the barbed end whizzing through the air and hitting its mark, lacerating the tiger right below its left eye.  The winged beast roared in pain and the chariot listed harshly to the left, throwing Sigyn against the rail and nearly expelling her from the ride.

The tigers righted the ship, turned on a dime, and rushed at me again.  The wounded tiger had blood pouring from the wound, drizzling down and falling into the darkness, eventually staining the snow below.  Tired of messing around, I took the fire brewing inside and opened my mouth.  As the tigers closed in with slobber falling out of their mouths, I blew a giant stream of fire into the night sky.

The tigers veered recklessly to the side and Sigyn fell again, grabbing on to the top rail of the chariot as her body was thrown out of the carriage.  I thought about throwing the spear or even jabbing the tigers with it, but instead I kept it tucked under my right arm against my body. 

By the time I turned around, Sigyn had made it back into the chariot and the tigers were charging at me, growling and baring their fangs for intimidation.  I knew Sigyn could start casting crazy spells at any moment, so I went with a kamikaze attack of sorts.  I tucked my wings, pointing the crown of my head at my target and sped like a javelin toward the tigers.

The animals were used to the predator role and looked at each other in confusion, wondering if they had suddenly become the prey.  The tigers grunted and roared, attempting to scare me away.  I girded my loins and stuck to the plan.  At the last moment, right before I crashed into the tigers head on, I extended my wings and dove.  I zipped right under the tigers, my horn gliding past a tiger’s swiping paw. 

I raised my head and shot flames out of my mouth, engulfing the wooden chariot and igniting the ride instantly.  Sigyn shrieked in horror and her eyes widened as she decided what to do.  She turned to me and sneered before jumping from the chariot.  I couldn’t believe she had done that until I looked down and saw the pond beneath her.

Our fight had taken us right back to the park.  Sigyn splashed down, breaking through a thin layer of ice and plummeting into the frosty waters.  After witnessing the greatest cannonball of all time, I scanned the area.  Tyr was pointing at me and screaming something I couldn’t understand.  He drew his hand back and flung it forward.  Appearing from his palm was a long, fluorescent blue spear.  

The magical object sailed through the air.  I moved to the right to clear the feeble attempt.  Suddenly, the spear changed direction and was on target for my body.  I dipped to the left, and it followed me again like a heat-seeking missile.  I tried to dive at the last moment, but the magical spear ripped through my scales, tore into my flesh, shredded through a few of my organs and exited the other side of my body.

My heart stopped and I started to drop.  Sharp, stabbing agony plagued my body from head to toe.  It was indescribable.  I’d never felt pain like this before.  Not even the lava bath.  It felt like death.  

Unrelenting panic hit me as I realized death was knocking on my front door.  Dead at the hands of fooking Tyr.  Not fair.  

I looked up at the moon.  I hadn’t thought much about Luna’s name until now.  One of my last acts was shifting into her skin.  

As I envisioned my trip to the afterworld, a lightning bolt ran down from the sky, headed straight for me.  I didn’t have the time or ability to move as the bolt powered into the spear against my body, sending a crippling charge around my insides.

At first, a tremendous pain took over, then I felt my insides repairing themselves and the profuse bleeding slowed tremendously.  Then it hit me.  I couldn’t lose in battle because I held the spear.  It was like a magical surgery going on inside me.

Apparently, holding the spear meant that I couldn’t die either as my strength returned, stoking the fire inside.  The pain had subsided, but I still felt elderly and wondered how much more magic I could use before I collapsed from old age.  I could have flown away and reserved energy, but I wanted revenge on the man who’d fooked me over.

I tucked my wings, turned back around, and rocketed toward the earth.  Tyr spun around, raised his head, and threw off the mask.  He drew his hand back again, but before he could unleash another deadly spear, I closed in and opened my mouth.

My soul pushed the flames through my body, rushing up my throat, coasting over my tongue and out of my mouth.  Tyr’s vanity protection prevented him from being able to make a quick move and the fire expanded, completely engulfing his head and diving into his armor.    

He yelped like a wounded animal.  I smirked and thought about how proud the Morrigan would be of me for that act of vengeance.  As I turned and rose into the air, I looked down and saw Tyr’s henchmen rushing in to get him out of the smoking armor.  He was being cooked inside the metal, which was what he deserved for trying to kill me.  His feral screaming was music to my ears.  I’d survived a similar situation.  It was the chauvinistic tough guy’s turn.

My body went numb and I wondered if my wings had given out.  I still heard the swooshing sounds, but I couldn’t feel myself causing the motion.  My back had lost all feeling and I had to trust that my wings would get me out of there.  As I sailed through the frosty night sky, I thought about where I could go.

Tyr would send his henchmen straight to my house, so that option was out.  Still in dragon form, I felt myself aging drastically and my thoughts jumbled together.  I needed to get to Pleasure Island so I could drink out of Goibniu’s special barrel.  But there wasn’t a chance in hell I would make it by flying.

I wasn’t exactly sure where I was and peeked down at a bunch of farms in a rural area of Pittsburgh.  Without warning, the whooshing sounds stopped, along with my heartbeat.  I tried to get my wings to work, but they weren’t having it.  My exhausted and heavy dragon body fell toward the earth like a skydiver with a faulty parachute.

My wings took mercy on me and extended, taking on wind resistance to slow the descent.  It had the same effect as a parachute that had been pulled late.  It slowed me down just a touch before I crashed to mother earth and my knees buckled, causing me to fall face first into the snowy muck.

The ground, although covered in a thin layer of snow, was muddy.  I pulled my face up and got to my knees.  My body shrank and my scarlet scales disappeared from my arms and body.  My dragon arms took on human flesh and my fingers developed again.  I shivered, my naked body subjected to the elements.

I peered around the area and realized I’d landed in the yard of a farmhouse.  A baritone growl was all I needed to jump to my feet.  My shoulders sagged due to my lack of strength and I spun around, trying to locate the beast.

With my night vision fired up, I saw the adumbration of a huge hell hound baring his or her fangs.  Just my luck.  I switched my visual dimension back to normal.  Behind the hellhound stood a seraphic figure, bright as polished ivory.  I blinked several times and still couldn’t believe I was staring at an andro-Sphinx.

Her angelic face almost made me forget that she was a murderous creature.  The hound crept around behind me as the sphinx got closer.  I couldn’t win this fight.  I had no strength left.  Of all the luck, how did I end up on a farm like this?

A door slammed open on the house about thirty yards away and someone screamed, “What the hell’s going on out here?”

The Sphinx turned and shouted over her shoulder.  “We have an intruder, Mike.”

A blurry figure ran down the steps of the porch and jogged over to us.  As he neared, I realized who it was and breathed in relief.  I said, “Mike.  I have the spear.  Call off your dogs.”  I picked up the muddy spear and held it up for him to inspect.

He squinted and leaned forward, then a look of recognition washed over his face.  “What the hell are you doing here?  Are you being followed?” he asked, spinning around in circles.

“No.  Things got a little out of hand.  I flew away from the deal and crashed down here.  I’m aging drastically and need to get to Goibniu’s island.”

Mike looked up and down my naked body.  Not in a perverted way, more in shock that I appeared fifty years older than when we had seen each other earlier today.  “Yeah, you look like you’re about seventy right now.  Relax for a second and we’ll help you out.”

A young lady with red hair walked over to us, and I thought I was having a lava bath flashback.  The pregnant female was a spitting image of my daughter.  My dead daughter.  

Mike turned and said to her, “Go inside and get some clothes for her.  Please.”

The woman turned and went back to the house as I collapsed to the ground again, dropping the spear beside me.  I rolled onto my side and then my back, peering up at a wizard, a sphinx and a hellhound.  Due to my untrusting nature, I reached over and clutched the spear.  

Mike asked, “Where is this island located?”

I spoke in a raspy voice, “I need to get to the Atlantic Ocean.  I don’t have an exact location.  I find it by feel.”

Mike gazed up at the moon, his eyes searching for an answer.  “Then it will be impossible for me to help you out.”

“I can take her,” the Sphinx announced.

Mike turned to her.  “Are you sure?”

“Positive.  If she can guide me, I’ll get her there.  It’ll be good for me to stretch out the wings, anyway,” she said, beating her angelic wings a few times to reinforce her point.

Mike said, “I’ll hold the spear for you.”

I’d almost forgotten about the object I was squeezing with my left hand.  With great reluctance, I let him pry the spear from me.  

“So I can release this girl now, right?” he asked, and I wondered what he was talking about.

What girl?  Then it hit me.  I’d nearly forgotten about Tyr’s girlfriend.  “Yeah.  Let her loose.  We have the spear now.  Just don’t lose that or I’ll kill you.  I’ll be back to get it after I regain my youth.”  I wasn’t really in a position to be throwing around threats, but this object was that important.

I faded in and out of consciousness for about a half hour as a series of unrelated images streamed through my head.  Mike and his girlfriend put me into a carrying harness and attached it to the Sphinx.  I didn’t want the spear to leave my hands, but I trusted Mike for some reason.  Plus, the rumors of my actions would make the rounds.  

The next thing I knew, we lifted off the earth and flew directly at the moon.  The corners of my mouth curled up as I realized I’d done good.  I’d stopped Arawn and Maeve from unleashing a supernatural onslaught on the world.  

I’d also stopped Loki from getting whatever he needed to kill Odin.  Knowing Loki, he’d likely be an oppressive leader and enslave the citizens of Asgard, so my actions benefitted people in another world too.  Pride swelled through my exhausted body in the same way it had when I’d taken the spear from the Nazis.  Utter destruction of the earth averted.

Would the Celtic Gods induct me into the pantheon?  I didn’t have a clue, but my father was right.  I didn’t need their approval.  I’d worried for too long about whether they cared about me. When I thought about most of their shortcomings, including my mother’s, I realized they had no right to judge me.  

But inexplicably, it still burned at me.  I wanted to be a member of the pantheon and stand on equal footing with them.  Why couldn’t I shake that debilitating feeling?
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Chapter 23


[image: image]


Carrying Lugh’s Spear in my right hand, I smashed the soft snow into the ground as I walked toward my reception at Clara Spiritus, the home of the Celtic Gods.  A sweet floral scent tickled my nose.  In the valley between two ice-capped mountains, something caught my attention in the distance.  My eyes wouldn’t leave the glowing object as my feet kept moving toward my destination.

As I neared the entrance to the Triskele Room in the mountain, the vision came into sharp focus.  The red petals glowed in the afternoon sunlight, blending into a vibrant green stem that continued downward until it disappeared in the snow.  The winter rose.  The rose from my dream.  I still hadn’t deciphered its meaning.

I shook it off just as Flidais and Danu came out of the ceremony.  I nodded and waved, but the two Goddesses turned their noses up at me.  The bitches walked right by, whispering to each other.  Whatever.

I’d made it to Goibniu’s and drank his magical elixir again.  His age-defying drink had brought me back to my normal mid-thirties appearance.  After drinking the magical juice, I’d found that using magic didn’t age me much or cause physical discomfort.  It was the near-death experiences that had accelerated my aging.  Using magic after severe injuries seemed to cause the biggest problems.  I still didn’t have an exact understanding though. 

Thinking about the past few weeks, I realized I hadn’t made the vampire-werewolf situation any better.  If anything, I’d probably made it worse.  I still had time to bring peace to the warring factions.

In typical fashion, more people wanted me dead since I’d returned to Pittsburgh.  Arawn and Maeve had escaped the deal with the briefcase, but they had lost the spear.  That meant they could send some of their genetically enhanced creatures after me.

Loki and Tyr hadn’t received the item they needed to kill Odin, so they wanted me dead too.  Tyr had survived, but I’d scarred him terribly.  A permanent reminder not to mess with me.  Loki had an army at his disposal, which meant it was imperative to track down Thor and bring him to my side.  If I could convince Thor to go back to Asgard, it would get Loki off my back.

Although it seemed bleak, I hadn’t given up on my husband.  Until I received confirmation of his death, I would never give up hope.  I planned to raise the baby dragons in his honor.

And I’d promised Darabond and myself that I would retrieve our gold locket from the Magic Council.  I’d almost lost track of another faction that wanted me dead.  Escaping the Lair of Justice would only enrage Merlin and the Bounty Huntress. So I had three powerful entities on my heels.  I still had Zeus’s offer in hand, which was nice because my dragons had a long way to go before they could protect me. 

Speaking of which, I wasn’t sure if I would accept an invitation to join the pantheon right now.  If I accepted, the Gods would want me to move to Clara Spiritus and begin my training.  I didn’t know if I could give up on my dragons.  They were only eggs right now, and I wasn’t positive they would hatch, but I wanted to see it through.  

As the dreadful winter in Pittsburgh dragged on, my mind kept going back to the Horsemen spotting.  War and famine.  It almost felt like the war had already started, and famine usually followed.  I had to protect my city.

Flidais and Danu walked by again, whispering into their hands and ignoring me.  Shaking my head, I turned to the right and entered the party.  Immediately, I looked for signs of an induction ceremony.  About thirty Gods were in attendance, and as I scanned the room again, I saw another twenty people mixed in with the deities.  Cerridwen was in the back, stirring the contents of an obsidian cauldron.  It smelled like beef stew with a heavy dose of rosemary.  And, of course, Mike Merlino was here.

A tall man with wild blond curls peeking out from under a horned battle helm walked up to me.  Dressed in gold and burgundy war attire, Lugh smiled and said, “I never thought I’d see that again.”

“I believe it belongs to you.”  I turned and extended the spear, holding it parallel to the ground.  

Lugh knelt, removed his helmet and extended two open hands above his head.  I gently placed the spear in his hands and felt a spark of electricity as the object finally returned to its master.  A wave of lightning ran down the spear, then transferred to Lugh’s glowing body, leaving an ivory aura surrounding him.

He stood up, tall and proud, holding up the spear so everyone could see.  A round of applause broke out.  I didn’t know if they were cheering for him or me.  No offense, but Lugh had lost the spear.  He deserved no praise.  The longer the cheering went on, the more I realized nobody was even looking at me except for the Morrigan, who shrugged her shoulders.

My hopes of a welcoming ceremony fell by the wayside.  I had been foolish to get excited.  Delusional visions of grandeur.  This fickle bunch didn’t deserve me.  My father was right about them.  

As I peered around the room, it was apparent I didn’t fit in with this crew.  Everyone was socializing with each other, and it left me alone near the entrance.  My mother strutted around like a peacock, showing off her sparkling purple dress.  Everyone else knew her as the Goddess of Fire, but I knew her as the Ice Queen.  Frigid.  I couldn’t think of a more apt name.

Even that little bitch Alayna was here, showing off her new wings, acting as if she hadn’t starved the creatures of Sleepy Willow for hundreds of years.

Mike approached Frigid, and she threw her arms around the young man and pulled him in for a loving hug.  Rage built inside me.  She’d never hugged me.  Never even shown the slightest bit of affection toward me.  No, she had shunned me since birth.  My own mother.  But for the Pony Boy, she had no problem falling all over him in front of the Gods.  This was supposed to be my shining moment, dammit. 

My event.  My apotheosis.  My addition to the pantheon.  However, it had turned into another episode of embarrassment in my life.  If I hadn’t brought the spear, the Gods wouldn’t have invited me in the first place.

I tried to calm myself, but the dark blood took over, edging me toward malicious behavior.  Fighting against it, I backed outside into the chill, hoping it would take care of the problem.  Instead, the flames were fanned, and I saw the world through a stained pink lens.  Five centuries of pent up anger toward my mother wouldn’t be denied.  Through a roseate haze, my body started moving, but it wasn’t under my control.

About thirty seconds passed and the rage fit wore off, leaving a roomful of screaming Gods in front of me.  The Dagda was standing right next to me, staring up at me with angry intensity beaming from his widened eyes.  A group of people were helping someone to their feet.  The sparkly purple dress.

They turned my mother around, exposing a red welt under her left eye.  Had I clocked her?  The horrified looks on the guests’ faces indicated that I had.  I looked down at my fist, still clenched and red with white knuckles.  When I noticed the Morrigan smirking in the back, I knew I had done it.

As the swirling ocean of competing cackling calmed down, everyone was yelling at me.  “Why’d you do that?”  “What were you thinking?” they shouted, aiming their fingers at my face in anger.

I took two steps forward and locked eyes with my mother.  My entire life we’d been tap dancing delicately on top of a tinderbox.  Each of us hoping the other wouldn’t start stomping.

My mother glowered at me.  But her lips remained sealed.  She knew if she chastised me it would cause one hell of a scene, the likes of which she wasn’t ready for.  Even after five hundred years, she couldn’t come clean to the other Gods.

So she stood there, glaring, stewing and brooding.  But she didn’t say a damn word.  Not a peep.  She couldn’t.  I’d socked her with silence.  I made eye contact with the Morrigan, who was grinning and nodding in sharp approval.  

A warm hand landed on my arm.  I turned to my right, and the Dagda said, “I believe it is time for your exit.  You may return only when you are ready to act civilized.”

I took one last glance around the room to see if anyone would step up to defend me.  Most of them avoided eye contact and the rest cast dirty looks upon me, judging me as only Gods and Goddesses could.  I nodded with my lips pursed, turned on my heel and walked outside into the snow.

I heard sounds of shuffling feet behind me and whirled around, ready to jack someone up.  The Morrigan—my only real friend among the Gods—hustled over.

“Nice punch,” she complimented.

“Yeah, this should work out well,” I responded, shaking my head.

The Morrigan said, “If only they knew the truth, they would understand like I do.”

“It seems like everyone knows about my father, just not my mother.  If I tell everyone, then I look even worse and Frigid would just deny it anyway.  Whom are they going to believe?  Me and you, or her?”

She didn’t respond.  She didn’t have to.  She changed the subject.  “I have some stuff going on that I need some help with.  Need a good wing gal.”

“I do have wings when I need them.”  I worried that working with the Morrigan would clash with my pledge to be a better person.  Whenever we got together, destruction usually followed.  

“Just think about it.  We can have some fun, like we used to.  And if we solve this mystery, I’ll try my best to get you Maeve’s spot.”

“Let me think about it.”  I knew Titania would love to hang out with the Morrigan and cause some trouble.  Earning a spot in the pantheon would be a nice cherry on top.  

Maybe this was what I needed.  The Gods had overlooked all my noble work involving Lugh’s Spear.  I could wreak havoc with the Morrigan for the greater good.  Then, the Goddess could talk me up to the rest of the Gods.  

I turned to the Morrigan, and said, “I’m in.”
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I waited near the bar in the restaurant where Thor worked as a dishwasher.  The hostess at Slappy Jacks had sent for the kitchen manager about five minutes ago.  I looked around the room at the patrons enjoying themselves and wondered if I would ever have a family of my own.

Recent events had put me at odds with Tyr and Loki.  Their plans to kill Odin had failed courtesy of me.  Loki had probably unleashed a slew of assassins and bounty hunters to take care of me.  I needed to bring Thor to my side and get him back to Asgard.  That would force Loki to spend all his time worrying about whether Odin would reinstall Thor as the heir to the throne.

Last time I’d seen Thor, he was drinking a 40 of malt liquor in the alley behind this restaurant.  If I could convince Thor to quit Slappy Jacks and come work with me, that would be half the battle.  Pittsburgh was a small place.  Much smaller if I had to outrun a Norse hit squad.

The daily pains caused by Tyr’s lethal attack were getting much better.  I’d thought they would all go away after I had sipped from Goibnius’s nectar, but the discomfort persisted.  I could handle physical pain.  Losing my golden half-heart locket hurt worse than the relentless aching.  By any means necessary, I planned to get it back from Merlin and the Bounty Huntress.

The stocky kitchen manager hustled across the dining room with a dirty apron draped over his shoulder.  He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.  

He started speaking before he arrived, “Listen.  I’m gonna tell yinz exactly what I told them other guys.  If Todd owes you money, that’s on him.  We ain’t paying off any of his debts.  Got it?”

I waved my open hands in front of me.  “No.  I just want to talk to him.”

He pulled out his phone and began scrolling.  “Well, he don’t work here no more.”  He stopped and looked up at me.  He shoved his phone back into the pocket of his checkered pants and pointed at me.  “Wait, you’re the lady we saw back in the alley.  He stopped showing up the day after we saw yinz out there.”

I had suspected that.  Thor really wanted to stay away from supernaturals.  I asked, “Do you have a phone number or address I could have?”

The manager turned back toward the kitchen, and on the other side of the dining room, one of the cooks was shaking a ticket order, the long, narrow receipt slithering like a snake.  The manager waved in recognition and turned back to me.  Shrugging his shoulders and shaking his head, he spoke quickly, “Look lady, he was homeless and without a phone, but we gave him a shot.  Last time we’ll make that mistake.”

He started putting his apron back on, and I knew he had to get back to the job, but this gave me nothing to go on.  “If I could just ask a few more questions.”

He turned to walk away and spoke over his right shoulder, “Yinz can’t.  Unless yinz wanna come back in the pit and bust some suds, cuz we’re getting our asses handed to us back here.  Half priced lunches.  What a great idea,” he said angrily and hustled toward the kitchen.

What in all the worlds was going on here?  Thor had turned into a deadbeat.  Why would he owe people money?  Even if he was at odds with Odin, he had access to unlimited funds.  Perhaps he was trying to show his father that he didn’t need the money and could make it on his own.  

Thor had gotten angry and run away from Asgard before, but he had always gone to a supernatural stronghold.  Now it seemed like he was trying to stay away from that group, which I could totally understand.  It was the struggling through life, owing people money, working as a dishwasher and drinking 40s in an alley that had me worried.  I’d never seen a God in that situation before.

And why Pittsburgh?  Thor knew it was a hotbed for the various pantheons.  If I were trying to lie low, I’d want to get the hell out of this city.  Quite the conundrum.

I buttoned the top button of my heavy winter jacket and opened the front door of the restaurant.  A blistering howl of frozen wind slapped me across the face, invaded the winter cap on my head, dug under my scalp and caused me to shake before I got my second foot out the door.  My dragon blood hated the cold.

According to the calendar, winter had ended nearly a month ago.  When I’d first returned to Pittsburgh, I thought it was just due to global warming causing the seasons to shift a bit.  I came to realize that we had a real problem on our hands when other cities like Philadelphia and Baltimore shifted into spring.

Pittsburgh was the only city on the East Coast to have been hit with this anomaly.  I had a strong suspicion of who was behind it too.  The demons of the Red Cavern.  However, I had other pressing matters to deal with.

Mike Merlino had called me and said he had something of vast importance to talk about.  It just so happened that I wanted to chew him out for being all lovey dovey with my mother anyway, so I’d taken the meeting.  The wizard had presented himself as an ally, but I had to keep my guard up with the crafty young man.  You never knew in this biz.

With my trembling fingers, I took my keys out of my purse and squeezed them in my gloved right hand.  I wanted to be ready to start the engine and turn on the heat immediately.  

I also had the Morrigan to worry about.  She had told me there was a problem that she needed help with.  However, I had a strong feeling the Goddess of Death wanted to cause destruction and needed a wing-woman.  Even though I hadn’t received proper thanks from the Gods for returning Lugh’s Spear, I didn’t want to go down that dark path again.  

Sure, I’d burned Tyr almost beyond recognition and killed Hera during my quest for the spear, but it was for the betterment of society.  All too often, the Morrigan preferred senseless violence that I wanted to curb.

I jumped up into my lifted Jeep Wrangler and shoved the keys into the ignition.  My thumb flipped forward and the engine turned over.  Immediately, I adjusted the heat settings and rubbed my hands together.  I pressed down on the gas intermittently to get the heat to kick on faster.

The shifter-vampire war was still percolating.  In my effort to resolve that situation, I’d failed miserably.  In fact, I’d exacerbated the escalating battle.  I didn’t imagine Jonathan and the vampires had any issues with me, but Octavius and the werewolves surely wanted me dead.  

I planned to lie low for a while.  I’d never told anyone where I lived down south, so returning to Hilton Head Island was always an option.  But Pittsburgh was my town.  Curling up in front of a fire until all this blew over sounded good to me.  I still had a few friends and my father, whom I could count on.

My mind returned to my original inquiry.  Where the hell was the Norse God of Thunder and how could I locate him?  There was a Norse presence in Pittsburgh, but I wouldn’t know if any of them were loyal to Tyr or Loki.  Odds were that Loki’s tentacles stretched throughout the city and beyond, choking out anyone of Norse allegiance who dared to defy his orders.  So that option was off the table.  

That meant I needed to practice the utmost patience on this front.  I shifted to drive and pulled out onto Negley Avenue.
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As I returned home from checking on my dragon eggs, I drove straight past my house because a werewolf in human form was peeking in my front window.  It was the young man with the stenciled beard who had been working as the bouncer at the wolves’ house.  I pulled off to the side of the road and turned off my Jeep.  Quietly, I opened the door and got out.

The wolf was still nosing around with his back turned to me.  I removed my coat and set it on the hood of the Jeep.  Crouching down, I spider walked across the street and hid behind my neighbor’s bush.  Worried that he would run, I cast a spell to set a lock bubble around the wolf.

The invisible enclosure’s design was obvious.  Trapping the wolf inside.  There was only one problem with invisible objects.  Were they really there?  I shifted the dimension of my vision and saw the outlined grid for the lock bubble.  Werewolves were so fast that I had to check the spell, or he could easily outrun me.  With the bubble in place, I walked out into the open.

“Ahem,” I said, clearing my throat.

The wolf spun around with a look of horror running through his eyes.  He went to escape to the left and smashed into my magic.  The confused wolf bounced off the magical enclosure, trying the other side and quickly becoming enraged.  He raised his chin and howled at the tiny sliver of a crescent moon in the dark sky.

His lunar savior ignored his pleas for help.  The man scratched at the edges of the bubble, then bit at it.  Fangs and claws developed as he continued to attack the enclosure.  In an act of desperation, he started to shift.  His coat and clothes tore away, splitting at the seams and falling off his rapidly expanding body.

His head bounced off the top and the action enraged him, causing him to punch at the lock bubble.  Growling and grunting, he spun in a circle, unleashing a tornado of violence that did nothing to compromise the bubble and only served to wear him out.

He grunted and groaned as he fell to his knees, defeated.  I walked around and faced him.  “You ready to tell me why you’re staking out my place?”

He jerked his head to the side, avoiding eye contact.  Breathing huskily, he said, “Isn’t it obvious who sent me?”

“Look at me, you little runt.”  I waited as he turned his elongated wolf’s head reluctantly.  “It is obvious.  But for the life of me, I can’t imagine how you could be so stupid to come after me.  I suppose you can’t turn down the alpha’s order.  Or does Octavius care that little about you that he is willing to throw you to the wolves?  Pardon the pun.”

I peeked around to make sure I wasn’t putting on a show for the neighbors, but no one was rubbernecking.  

He stood up and held his chin high.  He spoke regally, “I’ve failed on my mission and disgraced my family in the process.  Kill me honorably and send my remains back to the house.”

“In due time, perhaps.  What was your mission?” I wanted to know.

He rolled his eyes.  “Take a guess.”

I went with the obvious choice.  “Did he send you to kill me?”

“Nope.”  He shook his hairy face back and forth.

I wasn’t a big fan of guessing games.  “If I have to guess one more time, I’m going to get violent,” I promised.

With a sour frown on his face, he said, “He sent me to kidnap your little faerie friend.”

“She’s a dragonfly,” I corrected him.  Now I wished I had killed Octavius when I had the chance.  

“Oh, so sorry,” he apologized, but in a mocking tone.  He really did want to die.

“Apology not accepted.  Hmmm.  What shall I do with you?” I mused, pacing along my lawn.

“I already told you.  Kill me.”  He was acting quite snotty toward the person holding his fate.  Odd technique.  

I stopped pacing and turned my gaze on him.  “Oh, I hardly think that would be fun.  In my experience, almost all the time, two dead bodies are worth less than one that’s alive.”

The wolf smirked, and I wasn’t sure why.  That wasn’t really a joke.  I told him, “That doesn’t mean I’m letting you go.  I might just hold onto you until I really need you.  I just have to figure out where I’m going to house you.”

He stared at me, his dark eyes filling with rage.  “So, what?  So, you’re just going to put me in a cage, like an animal?”

He seemed to have no self-awareness, standing there in werewolf form.  I said, “I don’t have a mirror on me, but you do know what you look like, yes?”

He looked down at his shredded clothes, then back at me.  “Our family has more money than they know what to do with.  I’m certain they’d pay any ransom you name.”

His bravery was dwindling fast.  Moments ago, he’d begged for an honorable death.  Now, he wanted ransomed back to the family he had disgraced.  Strange turn of events.

“I’ve got plenty of money,” I informed him.  “It’s good to have.  You know why?”  I waited a few seconds, giving him a chance to answer.  He kept his lips sealed, so I went on, “People will do anything for money if they don’t have it.  It can be the ultimate motivator.  Countless sins have been wrongly justified in the pursuit of filthy lucre.”

“So.  What do you want?” he asked, holding back his anger and frustration.

I thought for a few moments.  That was a damn good question.  “I want people to stop chasing after me.  I want people to stop trying to kill me.  Short of that, I’ll settle for a small trophy.”

He shook his head and raised his voice, “You can’t do this.  Octavius will send more men to find out what happened to me.”

I giggled.  “Oh, I think you’re giving yourself far too much credit.  I remember when Caesar yelled at you like the little twerp that you are.  Now, you’re trying to worm your way out of this by having him save you.  You were better off begging for death.  Much more honorable.”

“Then do it.  Kill me, already,” he yelled and wiped the foam from the corners of his mouth.

I turned over my shoulder and looked behind me.  “Did you see me pop out of a bottle?  I’m not a genie granting wishes over here.  You don’t get to select what happens next.  Spoiler alert; you’re not dying and you’re not going home.  My advice is to enjoy your stay and don’t be an asshole.  Be careful, the innkeeper is a bit crazy.” 

He shook his head and spoke with disdain, “I can’t wait until my pack shows up and rips you apart.  I only hope they save your heart for me to eat.”

I smirked.  I normally enjoyed a little repartee or trash talk, but never something that personal.  “Ooohhh, those are the kinds of statements you may want to keep to yourself.  It’s that kind of stuff that really stirs up the innkeeper.  You’d be wise to mind your tongue, young man.”

I squeezed the lock bubble through the front door and pushed the wolf into my living room.  Titania zoomed into the room in a dazed state as she loved taking naps.  “What’s going on here?”  She yawned, turned her back on him and whispered, “Who’s the wolf carrying the big package?”

I hadn’t noticed his endowment until she mentioned it.  She wasn’t lying.  “Actually, I don’t remember if I’ve ever been told.  Say, wolf boy, what’s your name?”

He was still in werewolf form and I wondered why.  He said snottily, “Not telling you.  In fact, I’m going to drop a stinky deuce on your carpet.”  He crouched down to reinforce the threat.

I encouraged him, “Do it up, buttercup.  I really think you should.  It’ll stay inside that bubble there and we won’t even be able to smell it.”  I hoped he wouldn’t do it because I eventually needed to dissolve the shield around him and everything would be exposed.  “That’s fine.  Titania and I will give you a name then.”  I turned to my dragonfly friend.  “Got any ideas?  I like Teen Wolf.”

“I don’t know.  Harry is too obvious.  How about Little Big Horn?” she said and sniggered. 

I stared at the young wolf, surprised that he wasn’t going crazy.  I’d expected more than that short bit of flailing against the shield when we were outside.  “No.  They all have names that sound like Roman emperors.  It’s probably Centurian or I know.  Brutus.  Et tu, Brute, et tu?”

“Were they even emperors?” Titania questioned.

“I was being colorful, all right?” I told her and suggested, “Nero?”

Frustrated, he yelled out, “It’s Justinian.  My name is Justinian.”

I snapped my fingers.  “Damnit, I was close when I said Centurian.”  I focused my attention on the newly named wolf.  “Here’s what’s going to happen Justinian.  You’re going to remain inside that lock bubble until I can go to the pet store in the morning and get a cage suited for a wolf.  Then, Titania will stand watch over you.  She will decide when or if you eat.  I was thinking a nice vegetarian diet.”

He shook his finger in front of his face and threatened, “You’re making a big mistake.”  He held his finger still.  “I’ll give you one last chance to let me go.”

“Or what?  What are you going to do?”  I genuinely wanted to know.

“You’ll have to wait and see.  It won’t be good.”  He spouted the classic ambiguous threat.  Unfortunately, he didn’t have the reputation to back that kind of threat.

Titania and I retired to the kitchen because his nonsensical jabbering was getting tiresome.  I didn’t know exactly how I would play this.  How much value did this junior member of the pack hold?  What could I get for him?  I wanted to use him to keep Octavius in check.  But how?

I leaned toward Titania, lowered my voice and said, “I’m not sure what to do with him.  If I tell Octavius that I would kill Justinian if he stepped out of line, he might just tell me to go ahead and do it.  Then, any value would be gone.”

“Do you want anything from Octavius?” she asked so quietly that I could barely hear her.

I tossed my head around, debating.  “Not really.”

Her eyes widened as if a huge brainwave had just occurred.  She said enthusiastically, “I think I might know a way to keep him under control.”

“How is that?” I asked, intrigued.

“You tell Octavius that you have Justinian.”

That was her great idea?  “I just told you that could blow up in my face.”

Titania held her hand out as she hovered in front of my face.  “Patience, darling.  Allow me to finish.  You tell Octavius that you will turn Justinian over to Jonathan if he steps out of line.  Nothing will enrage the werewolf more than the threat of the vampires desecrating the body of his offspring.”

I lifted my eyebrows and the corner of my mouth twisted up.  “Now you’re on to something.  I don’t think I’ll say anything just yet, but this is a nice card to have in the back pocket.”

Titania tilted her head to the side.  “Just trying to help out the team.”

Yes.  This flew in the face of the new leaf I was trying to turn over.  The damn wind always seemed to blow that leaf back over.  Every.  Single.  Time.  

Sure, kidnapping a werewolf sounded bad on its face, but there were certain nuances to the situation.  This was a classic reversal of fortune, since he was initially trying to kidnap my friend to hold over my head.  Besides, I planned to get him a nice cage.

I went over to the cabinet and pulled out a precious item.  “Hey, Titania.  I had Owen put something together for you.”

I held up the specially designed burgundy sports bra that Owen had made for her.  The capital letter T had been stitched into it with golden thread.  It was bigger than just a bra, more like a tight shirt with extra features.  Owen had worked two hidden pockets into it too.  Best of all, it had a superhero costume feel to it.

Choked up, Titania said, “That’s for me?”

“Sure is.  Here.  Let me help you get it on.”

Titania landed on my counter and I helped get the stretchy material over her big head and down onto her thorax.  She pushed her arms and legs through as I tucked her big old boobies into the cups and pulled the snug shirt down to the bottom of her thorax.

“Try it out.  See how it feels.”

Her wings began beating and she zipped across the room and smashed into the wall. 

“Son of a bitch,” she exclaimed as she peeled herself off the ground.  She jumped up and started shadow boxing.  “This is amazing.  They don’t weigh me down or ripple in the wind.  I can go even faster now.”

She zipped around the kitchen a few times, and as she hovered in front of me, she did look like a tiny superhero.
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Chapter 3


[image: image]


My doorbell rang.  As I walked out of the kitchen, the Morrigan materialized on my welcome mat just inside the front door.  Her arms emerged from her raven feather cloak and she played with her wild hair, not having much effect.

She said, “I know I scare you when I just show up, so I figured I’d ring the bell this time.”

“Probably because I’m on edge all the time with all these jagoffs coming at me.  Let’s go sit down in the kitchen.”  I led her down the short hallway and into the kitchen.  

She hooked the leg of the chair with her foot and pulled it out.  As she was plopping into the seat, she asked, “What do you have to drink around here?”

Never the shy one, the Morrigan.  “Why don’t you just tell me what you want?”

“You have any of those caffeine boosters?” she asked and one side of her mouth curled up.

She was talking about an energy drink.  She didn’t need them, but she sure loved them.  “I’ve got a Red Bull in the fridge.”  I grabbed the silver can toward the back of the top shelf.  I tossed it over to the Morrigan, who snatched it out of the air.

I warned, “Don’t...”

But before I could get out another word, she cracked it open and sprayed herself with the foamy liquid.  Her neck jerked toward me, her face tightening in anger, and I put my hands up as if to say, I’m innocent.  The intensity of her stare had killed men before.  I turned around and ripped three paper towels off the roll.

I spun around, took two steps forward and handed them to the Morrigan.  As she dabbed her raven feather cloak, she finally broke the silence, “Have you thought about what we talked about outside the Triskele Room?”

I tried to think of an excuse.  If I were going to be a better person, spending an extended period of time with the Morrigan would make that nearly impossible.  She wasn’t a bad immortal per se.  She just operated under a different set of rules than the rest of us.

At the end of the day, she peddled in death.  The inconvenient truth.  She did the job that scared the wits out of everyone else.  She and the other merchants kept the natural order.  A necessary evil.

I couldn’t think of a good excuse, so I went with a classic.  “I’ve got a lot of stuff going on right now.  Especially with the vampires and werewolves.  My hands are kind of full.”  I knew it was weak sauce, but it was all I had on the spur of the moment. 

She kicked her feet up on the table, her shiny leather boots running up her calf and disappearing into her cloak.  She tugged on the red laces of her boots.  “I could really use some help on this one.  You know that no one else will work with me.”

“Gee.  I wonder why.”  I pointed to her dirty boots, muck and slushy snow dripping from the grooves of her soles.  I was shocked it hadn’t melted during her transfer and went for the paper towels again.  “What exactly is going on?”

The Morrigan chugged some of the Red Bull, belched loud enough for my neighbor to hear, and said, “The merchants aren’t sure yet.  Someone is producing their own death cards and he or she is using them at will.  Some of the reported stiffs still had active death cards.  I had three that died, and their souls were claimed by someone else.”

Her nostrils flared, and her expression hardened, bordering on venomous.  My friend was pissed someone was infringing on her territory.  I leaned back against my counter.  “Could one of the merchants be selling them on the side?”

The Morrigan got up and stretched out her back. She moved her upper body from side to side as she spoke, “Very unlikely.  Once one of our cards is produced, it can’t be replicated.  Or so I’d thought.  If one of the death merchants violates our pact, they know it’s instant death.  For instance, it’s never even crossed my mind.”  

That statement carried a great deal of weight.  She was by far the most devious person I knew.  She enjoyed breaking the rules and hoping that the opposing party backed down.  Normally, she was right.

I threw the paper towels over the Morrigan’s mess on the table and asked, “Could someone else have gotten greedy?”

The Morrigan stopped stretching and opened the refrigerator.  “Sure, but not likely.  Ereshkigal had two of her cards stolen, but that’s it.  She’s the only one who has reported anything out of the ordinary.  Nobody has tried to steal any from me.”

I thought about the bigger picture.  “I might be a little obtuse, but what is the point of stealing them?”

The Morrigan opened the jar of kosher dill pickles without picking it up from the door of the fridge.  She plucked a whole pickle out, closed the jar and shut the door.  With pickle juice dripping on my kitchen floor, she took a big bite and spoke over the crunching, “Someone gets to play a God and decide when someone dies and where his or her soul will go.  Or they could sell the souls to someone.  All I know is this person is messing with the natural order.”

I turned away and pretended to stare out the window.  She looked gross talking with her mouth full of dull green bits.  I also didn’t want to mention that she and the other merchants gambled over the cards, which I could only assume meant they were messing with the natural order.  It was right on brand for the Gods to not practice what they preach.  Even my friend, Mo, was guilty of the hypocrisy.

“What could they do with the souls?” I asked.

She crunched down on the pickle again and continued, “That is the part that we are freaking out about.  We don’t know where they are taking the souls or what they plan to do with them.  We need to find a pattern.  Sometimes the other Gods will ask me to find a particular soul.  A brilliant doctor for instance.  Or is everything being done at random?  I don’t like not knowing what’s going on.”

“Ha.  Welcome to my world.”  I turned back to her, and she was wiping pickle juice off her lips with her cloak.  I said, “I never know what’s going on.  I’ll keep my ears peeled, but like I said earlier, I’ve got a few other things on my plate right now.”  I needed to keep planting that seed in case an emergency bailout became necessary.

“If I need you, can I call on you?”  She held up the back of her hand and showed me the scar that had sealed our fate as blood sisters.

I stared at the matching scar on my hand, suddenly remembering how close we had been.  No, I couldn’t go down that road again.  “I can’t commit fully just yet.”

She pounded her fist into her open hand.  “Come on.  After all I’ve done for you.  You’d be back in Sleepy Willow pining about your stupid husband if it weren’t for me.  I gave you magic.  You were nothing without me.”

So this bitch went straight for the jugular.  Goddess or not, game on.  “Yeah, I was nothing.  You know what else?  I wasn’t a monster.  I know why you created me.  To handle your destruction for your amusement.  Don’t act like you’ve done anything for me.  You made me this way so you didn’t feel so bad about your own malicious behavior.  You don’t give two shits about me.  Never did.”

The Morrigan’s face flushed and her icy eyes filled with anger as her red pupils widened.  She tucked her arms inside her cloak and turned away.  “All you had to do was say no.  Not once did you do that.  I took you from a whiny little girl to one of the baddest bitches ever known.”  She faced me again, shaking her head slowly.  “And this is how you repay me?”

I knew I shouldn’t have given her that Red Bull.  She got too hyped up.  I said, “Again.  You didn’t do it for me.  Stop even acting like that.  You haven’t had to deal with any of the repercussions.  I’m the one constantly being chased by the magic councils.  I’m the one who fights against my dark blood every single day.  Not you.  Me.  You don’t have to constantly look over your shoulder in worry.”

The Goddess shook her head, disappointment running through her eyes.  “I can’t believe you’ve gone soft.  It’s tragic really.  And to top it off, you’re acting like a child.  I’m the one.  I’m the one.  Blah, blah, blah.  Remember when you were trapped in the Lair of Justice.  I’m the one who got you out.  Not you,” she said, mocking my voice.  “Never would have thought you would turn on me.”

Why was she attacking me?  “I’m not turning on you, but if you’re going to act like this, maybe it’s for the best.  You go your way and I’ll go mine.”

“I have a feeling it will work out a lot better for me.”  She started to laugh and cut herself off.  I couldn’t believe she was trying to intimidate me.

“You know what?  I don’t even care anymore.”  I was done letting her manipulate me.  “You’re just mad because I’m the only one who will stand up to you.  You’re the reason I snap at people and act like...like...like you.  No wonder we butt heads.”  I held my hands out at my sides.  “You want to do away with me, then get on with it.  I’m already fookin’ dead inside anyway.”

Her cheeks reddened, and her breathing deepened, the obsidian feathers of her cloak pulsing rhythmically.  “Don’t tempt me.  You should rethink the situation and commit to helping me out.  Why don’t we leave it at that?”

The Morrigan cartwheeled over to my door.  She ended up standing on my welcome mat, facing the other way and waved goodbye as her body began to dissipate.  Showoff.  

Within a few moments, her form dissolved into nothing, leaving no trace that she had been there other than the empty Red Bull can with her fingerprints on it.

How dare she attack me like that!  I was basically Frankenstein’s monster to her.  She’d targeted all the creatures I’d stolen magic from including the dragon.  She’d egged me on the entire time.  Now she wasn’t happy that the monster was rebelling.  Boo fooking hoo.

I held my arm up and my fingers were quivering.  Thoughts of the sandy beaches of Hilton Head rushed into my mind.  I didn’t have to deal with any of this nonsense down there.  

A buzzing sound filled my ears.  I’d nearly forgotten my roommate as Titania zoomed into the room.  She spoke through her yawning, “Everything all right?  I thought I heard something out here.”

She wasn’t exactly the best guard dog considering the Morrigan could have eaten me alive as Titania slept in the other room.  I said, “Just fine.  Hope I didn’t wake you.  You can go back to sleep if you want.”

Before jumping to a rash decision, I decided to see my father for counsel.  The former King of Ireland always had the right answers.
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