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Chapter 1

So Much Winning


Lorna Wesson squeezed my hand even tighter and kissed me hard. I did my best not to swoon. I needed to stay in control. If I showed her I was downright smitten, that each time we touched every part of me sang the body electric, she’d likely lose interest.

Beautiful women just didn’t throw themselves at me. I didn’t rate as a catch. Being ignored by the girls in high school and throughout most of college had made that clear. No one actively sought me out, and certainly not someone as gorgeous as Lorna.

She pulled away and grinned.

Lorna was the whole package. Only three dates in, and I knew I was outclassed. She was funny, smart, confident, and stunning.

Her curly red hair, that fell down past her shoulders by quite a few inches, was my kryptonite, especially when she wrapped and unwrapped it around a finger. A lesser man could drown in her big brown eyes. Oh, who am I fooling? I got lost in them quite often. Four times in just the last hour alone. And if I were one to write sonnets about the perfection of her full, pouty lips, I would. Not that I knew my iambic pentameters from my haikus.

I fought a chill running down my spine. If I shuddered, she’d spot my unbridled joy. Heck, I didn’t think she should even see my bridled joy. No way would I let on just how wobbly my knees were threatening to become either. I tensed up, begging every part of me not to expose my bliss.

Unfortunately, my lips and cheek muscles hadn’t gotten the memo to play it cool or were simply ignoring the directive. I felt a smile tug itself into place.

Lorna darted closer, allowing a tendril of her red hair to brush my forehead and tickle my nose. “You look giddy, Felix.”

I wiped my joy from existence, replacing it with an expression I hoped radiated cool aloofness with a dash of upper-handedness, whatever that looked like. I really wished I had practiced in front of a mirror more.

Lorna slid a hand under my chin and nuzzled my right cheek. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Hide how much you like me.” She dropped her hands to my hips and pulled me closer.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I did my best to sound gruff and rugged.

She placed her forehead against mine and closed her eyes, brushing her long eyelashes through my own sparse lashes.

Good lord, woman! How is it you know exactly what to do to make me putty in your hands? I pictured my entire body collapsing into a glob of Silly Putty. Did they even make that dime-store novelty anymore?

“You try so hard to hold back how you’re feeling, but it always manages to come through. I like that.”

“You like that I hold back?”

She snickered. “No, that you let me see your true reaction. This time it was your goofy smile. Last time it was how you forgot to take in air and had to gulp in an exaggerated breath or two when you thought I wasn’t looking.”

“You saw that?”

That had been my reaction to her hugging me from behind and spinning me around and planting a long kiss when we’d exited the Taco Bell on Lamont Avenue. It had been on our second date, two and a half days ago.

She danced her fingers in the air slightly overhead as if she were about to unleash a spell. She spoke with a wavering tone, dragging out each word. “I see all.”

I didn’t know what to say. I feared my eyes would betray me next, that she’d look deep into them and see just how profoundly I’d fallen for her. It was too soon. It would spook her. I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched up.

She laughed. “Someone really did a number on you. It’s okay to show me your true feelings. Don’t be all stone cold and detached. That’s not how you win the girl, Felix.”

Tell that to the media at large. Didn’t women go for men who were the bad boys and expressed indifference at every turn? Didn’t that spur them to want the fellow even more? I ought to be standoffish and far more sculpted than I was.

I opened my eyes and kissed her. She giggled and kissed back. I indulged myself and allowed the wave of emotion to wash over me. It was a multi-pronged attack, threatening sensory overload. It originated simultaneously from her warm lips, her arms resting on my shoulders, and all her fingers combing playfully through my brown hair. I imagined the neurons from those areas sending electrical impulses not to my head but straight to my heart. I drew in a long breath, expanding my chest. I hoped she wouldn’t interpret that move as too macho and accuse me of overcompensating.

She sighed and sequestered my bottom lip between both of hers.

Part of me thought she could hear the thunderous rush of my blood racing through what felt like every single blood vessel. I chose not to worry about it and stay in the moment. At least I knew my circulatory system was working at peak efficiency.

We eventually disengaged. I resisted the urge to lock lips again. With my heart doing its best impression of a jackhammer, I wasn’t sure I could weather another kiss.

Lorna didn’t hide that her cheeks were flushed. She took in a short breath and smiled as she fished her keys from her purse and opened her apartment door. She put a hand to my chest and held me back as she stepped inside her apartment. “Let’s call that progress.”

I laughed.

She patted my chest and then slipped inside, drawing the door closed so I could only see part of her face looking back at me. “Be Felix Martin. It’s a good look on you. It’s real.” She winked. “See you tomorrow for lunch.”

I gave her a cheesy thumbs-up. “I’m there. I never turn down food truck tacos.”

She blew me a kiss and closed the door.

I didn’t linger. I wanted to stand there and soak up the scene of the crime, absorb every detail of the place where she’d stolen my heart.

Ugh, Felix. Good thing your girlfriend isn’t a telepath. That treacly sentiment would’ve sent her running for the hills. It would’ve spurred her to hunker down in a fallout shelter and never leave for fear of running into someone so sappy. Heck, it might even drive her to sign up to colonize Mars, a one-way ticket that would keep any and all hang-dog suitors at an astronomically fitting distance.

Despite being rough on myself, I couldn’t deny the genuine success of the date.

I walked down the stairs, failing to hide the spring in my step.

Unfortunately, that led to me stumbling and landing hard on my right knee. I clamped a hand over my mouth to squelch my howl of pain. I shook it off and limped downward for another flight before the throbbing went away.

That’ll teach me to cut loose.

****

At the gas station, I quickly topped off my tank. As I disposed of the trash from our fast food dinner, I spotted a scratcher on the blacktop. I sauntered over and stared down at the instant-win ticket, picturing the purchaser of the lost potential windfall. Likely an older person. They had the time and whimsy to indulge in state-sanctioned gambling. I imagined a grandmother with a cane. She made it out twice a week to this station’s Stop-and-Shop to buy a handful of the instant-win scratch-offs. As she had returned to her car, one had slipped free. Going unnoticed, she had probably headed home unaware her chances for a spontaneous fortune were now one shy. I pictured her arranging her lottery plunder and spotting she was down a ticket. Would she race back to the gas station and search for her missing chance at big winnings?

I looked around, expecting to see a late model sedan tear into the lot and screech to a halt, its front bumper only inches from my knees. The woman would hop out and wave her cane at me as she swiped the scratcher from my hands. Maybe she’d even cross-check me with her cane for good measure before slipping back into her car and disappearing into the night.

I stood there for a few minutes, anticipating the old woman’s return.

A man in a green Mazda Miata pulled alongside the other pump island. He got out and waved at me before filling his own tank.

I dashed to my car and slid into the front seat, crouching low in an effort to keep my ill-gotten gains out of sight from prying eyes.

I stared at the scratcher. Five pudgy piggy banks sat in a row. Each had a lumpy Oink! sound effect written overhead. The name of the card itself made me chuckle. Live High On the Hog. I never gambled, but something told me I was supposed to scratch away at this one. If I won more than a few bucks, I’d try to track down the owner. How I’d manage that, I didn’t have a clue.

Emboldened by my altruistic resolution, I retrieved a penny from the slotted compartment under the radio and scratched away, making the cute pink farm animals disappear in rapid-fire succession. Make me some bacon, piggies. I mean, make someone else who is totally deserving some bacon.

I gasped as I brushed away the scraggly scratch-off detritus. I blinked and groaned. I checked the rules of the game four times before I let it settle in. The scratcher was a $10,000 winner.

I kicked at the floor, overjoyed. While I knew these were not my winnings, it was still a rush to hold a winning ticket.

I shoved the scratcher into my front pocket and turned on my car. I pulled away from the gas pump and parked in the farthest of the five spots in front of the convenience mart.

I hopped out of my car and walked toward the entrance. Two teenage girls carrying a six-pack of Coke and several small bags of munchies exited the store, the second one holding the door for me and snickering to her friend about something. My old high-school self would’ve thought their shared laughter conspiratorial and somehow directed at me, but it didn’t give current-day me pause.

“Thank you.” I grabbed the door so she wouldn’t have to hold onto it any longer.

She nodded and said, “You’re welcome, sir.”

Any other day, being called sir when I was clearly not quite thirty would’ve annoyed me. But thanks to the adrenaline rush from a perfect date with Lorna and then scratching off such prodigious winnings, it only delivered a minor blow to my ego. I scoffed. It was a whole lot of nothing.

The cashier, an older bald man with a white goatee, greeted me as I approached the counter.

I held up the scratcher. “I found this outside on the ground. Did anyone come in earlier this evening and buy some?”

“Not since I’ve been here. I started four hours ago. You have a winner there?”

I nodded. “But it’s not mine. I really wanted to find who bought it.”

He held a hand out. “Let me see.”

I handed over the scratcher.

His eyes widened. “Whoa, big winner here.”

He frowned and held the ticket closer. He fished his glasses from his shirt pocket and put them on. He peered intently at the ticket. “Never seen this kind before. Piggy banks?” He pointed at the cache of lottery scratchers secured in a clear plastic dispensing box. “Don’t sell any like this.”

“How’d it end up in your parking lot?”

He shrugged and handed back the ticket. “Search me. It’s over $600, so you can’t redeem it here. You can either go to the nearest regional office, the lottery headquarters in Atlanta, or go online and download a winner claim form to fill out. If it were me, it would be worth a face-to-face with that kind of money.”

I nodded.

He smiled. “Congrats, young man. Be sure to cash it quick. You only have 180 days to claim your prize.”

I waved and thanked him. I left the store and hopped back into my car. Something felt odd about the ticket. What did he mean they didn’t sell it here? Was it a bogus ticket? Left behind by who? I glanced out the windows, surveying every square inch of the well-lit parking lot and fueling area. Was it all a gag? Had someone been filming me? Just my luck, they’d upload it to some sort of prankster site and my reaction to the scratcher would go viral.

At the same time, I didn’t think that was anything more than my paranoia gumming up the works. I took in a deep breath, tucked the scratch-off into my pocket, and pulled out. Something told me the ticket was legit, that I’d won. I didn’t feel good about cashing in the winnings until I got to the bottom of who’d lost the scratcher. Not that I would scour the earth until my dying days to find the deserving individual. After all, I only had 180 days to work with, 179 if you counted this day as finito.

****

I normally slept in on Sundays but was startled awake by intense knocking. I stumbled out of bed, put on a shirt, cinched my pajama pants tighter, and raced downstairs.

Marty, my three-year-old golden retriever and world’s worst guard dog, pawed at the door, barking in excitement at our impending guest. Even if the person on the other side wore a hockey mask and brandished a chainsaw, not that I lived in that kind of neighborhood, my pooch would be more likely to drool all over them than go for the jugular.

I gently pushed him down onto all fours. “Easy, buddy. Maybe just a delivery.” I couldn’t think of anything I had on order. I peered through the peephole to spy my dad gearing up for another round of knocking.

I opened the door.

He smiled and held up a McDonald’s bag. “Brought you an Egg McMuffin.”

I let him in.

He handed me my breakfast sandwich as he rubbed Marty’s belly. “Looks like Mr. McFly is happy to see me.”

He then sat himself up on a kitchen barstool and looked expectantly at the fridge.

I shuffled over and snagged orange juice for us, pouring more into his glass. It would save me the inevitable refill later.

“Thought you had a getaway planned with that Jessica lady,” I said, knowing I sounded miffed.

Dad took two impressive bites of his own Egg McMuffin and held up a finger as he chewed, cuing me in to the fact that he’d answer as soon as he swallowed.

My mom had passed two years ago from breast cancer. Dad had spent well over a year grieving before being coaxed back into the dating game, thanks to my nosy cousin Liz guiding him into taking a stab at online dating. That first pairing hadn’t worked out, but it had enlightened my dad into just how easy it was to trawl for women his age online. In the last three months, I’d lost track of how many dates he’d either brought by for a pop-in visit with me or talked up over the phone. His motive was pretty transparent. It wasn’t to gloat at how much success he was having. No, he wanted to nudge me into getting out there and experiencing romance. He worried about how I closed myself off. I hadn’t told him about Lorna yet, but he’d be impressed. For one, he never failed to talk up how much he liked redheads. But I didn’t feel pressured to reveal her existence just to gain his respect. Part of it was that my good fortune with Lorna didn’t feel real and, the more I brought her into my world, the more it felt like it would all fall apart.

“That’s next weekend. I spent a nice evening in with someone new last night. She’s a nurse, recently divorced. Makes a yummy peach cobbler. We watched—”

I took a bite of my sandwich and held up my hand. “Gonna stop you there. No further details needed.”

His directness about his love life was cringeworthy, but it was weirdly comforting. It was the only way he’d ever really opened up to me. Throughout my childhood and teen years he’d been distant. I had a vague memory of us having proper father/son talks atop a large rock we’d used when fishing, but I couldn’t recall the specifics of much of that, other than we always threw any and all fish back. And not from any kindness to the fish population on my father’s part; I suspected he just didn’t want it exposed that he didn’t know the first thing about cleaning our catches, much less preparing and grilling the fillets. I’d never pressed him on the issue. It was enough that we had our rock and some quiet time together in those early years.

When Mom had died, the gulf between us had grown even worse. It wasn’t his fault entirely. I found emotions slippery and hard to hold onto. I certainly didn’t share like I should. I’d learned from the best how to put up walls. My emotional masonry skills were ironclad.

“Yeah,” he said. “Imagine I share too much sometimes. Sorry.”

My dad wasn’t an outright catch, but he displayed much more confidence than me. He came off as being in charge and assured, even though I was the one with the full head of brown hair. I had inherited his blue eyes, but his always radiated a calculated air of authority, while I tended to let mine dart about and avoid eye contact for any length of time. His nose was longer than mine. I did have him beat there. We both had winner smiles and dimples, which, I had been told by my last girlfriend, were what had kept her around for two more months than she had planned. My dad also had a belly. Thankfully, I was still slender and could eat just about anything without suffering in the weight department. His arms were more like those of a lumberjack’s; he could easily swing an axe with them. My muscles, however, were better designed to flip pancakes rather than mow through timber. Maybe I would grow into his rugged look, but I somehow doubted it.

We took a few bites of our breakfast. Dad broke off pieces of his bottom muffin and presented them to Marty, who gobbled them up. I didn’t say anything. My dad had never been gung-ho about pets, which had been the driving reason why I’d gotten Marty as soon as I’d moved out on my own. Years of being denied a canine and only thrown a random carnival goldfish had been the impetus for that. Seeing my dad warm to my dog was a small win. His ease with Marty was proof enough that all my dad’s numerous reasons for not letting my younger self navigate the perils of puberty with a furry accomplice amounted to nothing.

“Work going well?” he asked.

“It’s going.” I nodded. Marketing for a smallish video game company, whose claim to fame was a rascally furry space bounty hunter that had spawned two sequels so far, wasn’t what I wanted to do forever, but it paid the bills and only required late nights in the months ramping up to a new game launch or DLC drop. “So, there’s weather,” I said, keenly mindful that we were running out of conversation, to the point that I was being blatantly ironic with a thoroughly bland conversational topic. I didn’t want to mention the lottery ticket as he would just try to talk me out of looking for its owner.

Dad finished off his sandwich and grinned. “Yeah, got to that one pretty fast. Face it, the two of us together just aren’t sparkling conversationalists.”

I nodded and took a long swig of my juice.

Marty whined, and I excused myself to take him out. He immediately peed and then tugged at the leash before circling twice and doing his business. I bagged up the offending addition to my front yard, dropped it into the trash receptacle already out by the curb for today’s trash pick-up, and returned inside.

Dad sat on the couch with a treat in his hand. Marty bolted over to him as soon as I unhooked his leash. The retriever sat without prompting and raised his left paw, anticipating the handshake command.

My dad shot him a serious look. Marty whined but lowered his paw.

Dad held out his right hand and said, “Shake.”

The pup’s next move always cracked us up. Marty wiggled his entire body, sending a shiver that started at his head down through his body and ending with a rapid-fire rump wiggling that sent his long tail in broom-sweeping arcs.

Dad laughed and opened his outstretched hand. “Handshake.”

Marty dropped his paw into my dad’s hand. He closed his thick fingers around the paw and gave it three gentle pumps before tossing the treat into the retriever’s open mouth.

The dog leapt to his feet, gobbling up his reward as he spun around twice and then returned to a sitting position. He gave his treat bearer an expectant look.

Dad held open his empty hands, revealing he had nothing else. “No more, Marty. All done.”

The dog glanced at my dad’s pants, specifically his right front pocket. Drool inched down from his slightly open mouth.

Dad looked at me without moving his head. “Clever fella.” He produced another treat from the pocket under surveillance and tossed it high into the air. Marty leapt and snapped up the treat along its downward arc.

After scarfing down every last crumb from the treat, Marty flopped onto the carpet at my dad’s feet and prodded his shoe with a paw.

Dad petted him vigorously.

I said, “Still working on rollover.”

“Hey, the shake/handshake gimmick is a real winner. You’d be the hit at the dog park.”

“Oh, are you speaking from experience?” I knew he’d borrowed his friend’s corgi for a little visit to the dog park a few weeks back on the assumption that it might attract some female attention. I’d learned that from his good buddy Reed.

“Oh, Reed tell you about that little experiment, did he?”

“Dad, you’re finding plenty of women to date online, don’t branch out and stalk people at the area dog parks. It’s kind of despicable.”

“Kind of? It’s completely despicable, Felix. I got three numbers from that outing.”

I did my best to resist rolling my eyes.

He hung his head and stopped running his fingers through Marty’s coat. “I threw them all away. It didn’t feel right. I was trying to be someone I’m not.”

I didn’t respond. What was happening here?

“I know you don’t like hearing about me chasing women.”

“Dad, I—”

“Not finished.” He sighed and ran a hand through his thinning hair. More and more of it was grey now, a good deal of the follicle frost having happened after Mom’s death. He was in his early fifties but looked like he was pushing sixty. “I’m lonely. I miss your mother. She was everything to me.”

I knew his memory of their marriage was a little colored. Things had not been perfect.

He stared at me, holding his gaze for an uncomfortably long time. “I know what you’re thinking. What about all the yelling? About me stomping out of the house and coming back hours later and not talking to either of you for the rest of the night? I remember every one of those, believe me.”

“Dad, you don’t have to ex—”

“I do, not for you, but for me. I need to get this out.”

“Okay,” I said, barely above a whisper.

“Every couple has fights. Yeah, probably most aren’t as raw as ours, but that was my fault not hers. I didn’t know how to handle my frustration.” He played with Marty’s ears. “I’m going to stop running around acting half my age. I deleted my profile last night. I don’t need to try so hard with finding someone. And I certainly don’t need to hound you about your love life either.”

“Um, it’s okay. It’s kind of expected. I need someone pushing me.” Not wholly true, but it felt like something he needed to hear. I didn’t want to kick him while he was down.

“I’ll go out, but just without such urgency.”

“Okay.”

“That kind of opens up a little time in my schedule,” he said.

“Going to try a hobby or take some classes?”

He shook his head. “No, I thought maybe you and I could go fishing once in a while.” He nodded at Marty. “We could bring this one if he doesn’t scare off the fish.”

I didn’t know what to say. What a truly weird conversation. My dad was acting way too vulnerable. I didn’t know how to handle it.

He stood. “And I read up on how to clean them. We can actually cook what we catch this time.”

I smiled and rose. “What a change of pace. You sure you’re up to the challenge?”

He swept his arms up and pulled me in, hugging me tight. He smacked me several times on the back to keep the embrace from feeling too awkward and needy. “Absolutely.”

He pulled away, bringing his arms down and looking at me. His limbs didn’t hang right. It was clear he felt embarrassed at the display of affection he’d precipitated.

I smiled. “We can sort out the details another time. Maybe we can go one night later this week.”

“Or early, like crack of dawn. If you want to go to our rock, we’ll have to sneak on the farmer’s property before he’s out of bed.”

I didn’t want to point out that farmers got up incredibly early. He seemed happy to have a plan.

He walked over to my door and opened it. “What you doing two weekends from now?”

“Haven’t thought that far ahead. Why?”

“Thinking of going through the attic, thinning out all the stuff up there. Could use your help. Lots of things you might want to hold onto up there. Pretty sure most of mine can go straight to the dump.”

Whoa, Dad being open to parting with junk? Unheard of.

“Sure. Pencil me in.”

“Righto. See ya, Felix.” He glanced over his shoulder, his eyes almost threatening to well up. “Keep your head on straight.”

“Will do.”

He left. Marty raced to the door and whined, but I ignored him.

I sat back down, feeling altogether numb.

Without warning, a woman wearing a short blue skirt and a yellow billowy button-down blouse stepped out of the kitchen. Her blond hair cut in a short bob bounced about playfully. Her blue eyes were wide and inviting with a hint of sadness. “It’s not your head he should be worrying about. It’s your wheel. No one’s at your wheel, Felix.”

Marty charged at the stranger. Instead of crashing into her slender legs, the retriever passed right through . . . like she was a ghost.

“What the hell?”





Chapter 2

Not-All-There Houseguest


“Let’s not bring such an infernal region into the conversation, shall we? I assure you my origins are not from a locale that leans far too heavily on jetting plumes of magma high into the air and calling it ambience.” The woman looked down at Marty, who scrambled for proper footing on the kitchen linoleum in an attempt to spin himself around so he could have another go at the phantom intruder. He flopped on his stomach twice in his mad dash to launch himself at her a second time. She watched the dog struggling on the slick flooring.

“Who are you? How’d you get in?” I sprang to my feet and gave an obvious side eye to the bat bag propped up behind the recliner. Softball season had ended two weeks ago, and I’d been lazy about stowing away my equipment in the garage. The wrapped handle of my prized bat stuck out at an angle favorable for me to snatch it up with ease. I flexed my fingers, convinced I could execute the move with moderate finesse.

“Whoa, dial it down a notch.” She glanced from me to the bat. “No reason to swing first and ask questions later. You’d be wrong to think I’m up to no good.”

Marty plowed through her again. Her appearance faded, becoming see-through for a second, as he found himself back in the living room, unable to make contact with his victim. He whined, clearly thwarted that he wouldn’t be getting slobbery close with her.

I called him over and held him at bay.

He barked, but more out of curiosity than aggression.

Still, I felt the need to explain. “Don’t worry. He’s all bark, no bite. Wouldn’t hurt a flea.”

The woman, now that I had time to take a closer look, was younger than I’d initially thought. She appeared under twenty, her fresh scrubbed complexion and small frame betraying she was closer to half my age, sixteen at the most. “Not worried in the least. You caught that he passed right through me on two occasions, right? Have to say, I always thought you’d be quicker on the uptake than this.”

I felt my anger flare at her snide comment. Definitely working the teenage snark to the max here. Wanting to appear like I’d figured out something, I said, “You’re a ghost?”

She laughed. “Nope.”

I didn’t offer another answer. It surprised me how calm I was having someone in my house who was able to go immaterial or was immaterial. I eyed her up and down. She now appeared solid and her feet sank into the carpet, so she had to have some amount of mass.

She noticed me studying her. “Penny for your thoughts.” She held out her hand, palm-side up and open. The coin in question appeared in the air above her outstretched hand before it dropped into her possession. She flipped it at me.

I caught the penny and almost dropped it. The coin was red hot. Instead, I jostled the penny so it hopped about on my skin, ensuring I wouldn’t be burned.

“Sorry, teleporting inorganic matter generates a lot of heat in the object, especially certain metals. Luckily, the same can’t be said for anything organic.” She jokingly clutched at her stomach. “I couldn’t deal with having my insides go all superheated even if it was just for a few seconds.”

“Teleportation, huh? So you’re a time traveler?” I looked for any hint of futuristic gadgets on her person. No wonky tool belt loaded down with highly polished paraphernalia, no devices anywhere, not even a futuristic Fit Bit.

“Look at you, going from one out-there theory to another. And Lorfu doubted your ability to adapt. Shame on him.”

“Lorfu?”

She crossed her arms. “I’m going to do you a favor and really spell everything out. It’s not every day one gets to see their wheel.”

“What do you mean by a wheel?” That was the second time she’d mentioned some sort of wheel.

She held out her hand.

I flicked the penny back into her palm, pleased at how smoothly it transferred. It was no longer hot, so she didn’t react to it with any discomfort. Something told me she wouldn’t even if it had been on the fiery end.

“No, grab my hand, silly. I have to take you somewhere.” She flung the coin onto the couch and frowned.

Part of me imagined the penny reheated from its brief stay in her hand. The image of the couch bursting into flames made me flinch. I kept my gaze fixed on the coin. After a few seconds without any billowing smoke, I relaxed.

“To see my wheel?” I pictured a huge ship adrift in rough waters, a storm sending jagged lightning all about as almost horizontal sheets of rain fell. Was she about to teleport us to such a scenario? I looked about, disappointed my living room lacked a life preserver for just an occasion. Of course, who would ever find themselves in such a circumstance? Something told me I wasn’t remotely prepared for where this magical houseguest was taking me, be it nautical or otherwise. Oh, what if it was a spaceship? Wait, those didn’t really have captain’s wheels. “Did someone give me a boat?”

She rolled her eyes. “Not even close, chief. Although, if we don’t get things moving along, it’s very likely you could win a yacht or strike gold in your backyard even.”

“What?” I grabbed her hand.

She squeezed my fingers with far more strength than necessary. “You’re winning way too much. Surely you noticed.”

What was she talking about? I glanced at my bat. “We lost the last four games of the season. Not what I call a winning streak.”

“Not what I meant.” She shook her head. “Just relax. Let me work my magic and take you to see what you need to see.”

“You do cryptic well.”

She giggled. “Thanks. You want direct answers, that’s really Xexxer’s field of expertise. Although, with him, you’ll get it with the driest of deliveries. And with far too much minutiae.”

First Lorfu, now this name, which surely exceeded the number of Xs or Zs (honestly, it could be spelled either way but my gut told me it was X) one ought to have in an appellation. Judging by how she drew them out, there had to be three. “Who? What’s your name?”

She closed her eyes. A yellow glow sprang from her small frame, crept up my arm and raced over my body. It didn’t hurt in the least, but it was still disturbing. I almost yanked free of her grip. I suddenly noticed I was barefoot.

“I’m Yolla, your goddess of good fortune, Felix Martin.” She wiggled her nose, and the air around us picked up and spun in a circle, keeping the two of us at its center.

I heard Marty utter a startled yip and then my living room and faithful dog disappeared, replaced by a black void.





Chapter 3

Wheel Time


I tightened my grip on Yolla’s hand. This didn’t go unnoticed by the alleged goddess. She said something, but I couldn’t hear any words.

The abyss we floated in probably didn’t have enough air to allow sound waves safe passage. This revelation sent me into a near panic. I tried to suck in a breath but couldn’t. I stared at her. My expression no doubt looked ridiculous—what with my eyes stretched so open and driven to conveying the highest level of panic that they must be swollen cartoon orbs of wigged-out uncertainty.

She mouthed what appeared to be a request to stay calm. Surprisingly, that worked and I discovered my lungs didn’t feel compelled in the least to fetch any oxygen. I sure hoped that didn’t mean I was dead.

The darkness around us pressed in, exerting more pressure than what I expected. Not that I had any preconceived notions of what a void could muster—this was my first time inside one, after all. Still, it reminded me of plunging into a lake or pool. The shadows had substance and seemed to be encroaching. I took a moment to register that the pressure was indeed mounting. I felt it the most in my eyes and open mouth, specifically how it pressed down on my tongue. I clamped my lips shut, which alleviated the strain on my taste buds immediately. Now the darkness pushed on my lips instead.

She smiled and concentrated. The yellow glow enveloping us brightened then reddened. It disappeared for a second, before returning with a blue hue. This seemed to satisfy her, and she gave my hand two quick squeezes and tensed up, crouching slightly and planting her feet in a more widespread stance as if expecting the bum rush of a linebacker. My imagination again seized control, and the notion of a hulking football player made of dark matter charging at us caused me to do my best imitation of her at-the-ready pose.

The pressure lessened the minute our glow shifted from blue to a rich violet.

With that, we suddenly dropped. A hint of air rushed past us as we fell. The longer we plunged, the stronger the air flow became. Below us, the darkness lightened to a gray.

Yolla tapped my forehead with her free hand and gently traced her fingers down over my eyes indicating, by closing her own eyes twice, that she wanted me to do the same.

I complied. Maybe it was best not to witness our landing. Or were we about to travel through a dimension of atrocities so unspeakable that they would sear our eyes and blind us? Get a grip, Felix.

We hit rock bottom, literally. I dropped to my knees, and my chest slammed into the ground. I opened my eyes. Our landing spot was a stone floor. I looked up to see a ceiling made of rocks, no sign of the rift we had surely spilled out of.

We were in a cave with no hint of an exit, no doors, nor any other gaps for that matter. The walls had many cracks, but none wide enough for more than a cockroach to slip through.

“Here we are,” she said, pointing to the lone feature in the chamber.

I rose to my knees and studied the large object at the center of the cavern. A gaudy wheel like you’d see on the game show Wheel of Fortune occupied most of the space, except this device of chance stood upright rather than lay flat like Pat Sajak’s moneymaker.

I climbed to my feet and drew closer to the odd assembly. Its frame and pedestal base were red, appearing to be some sort of reflective plastic. A silver pointer radiated from a plump red circle at its center. The face of the wheel was divided into twelve pie slices, all equally-sized. The sections were various shades of red interspersed by three black wedges. The black segments were solid, while the rest had names written in white uppercase on them.

“It’s a wheel,” I said.

“Your mastery of the obvious is impressive,” Yolla said, rolling her eyes and pretending to be unconcerned about my reaction.

A line of six small lights, likely LED judging from their recognizable glow, marked the boundaries between each wedge. Larger bulbs rimmed the perimeter of the whole wheel. I didn’t count, but there were well over twenty of the bigger light fixtures.

The lights were the only thing illuminating the chamber.

Yolla leaned in. “So what can you glean? What are you working out in that marvelous head of yours?” She delivered her questions with sarcasm, but I thought I detected slight admiration as well.

I immediately spotted Yolla’s name demarking one of the bright red slices. “That’s you.”

She smiled but didn’t offer a comment.

On either side of her slice was Xexxer and Zartua. She had mentioned Xexxer already. So I’d been right. Three X’s and not a single Z in attendance.

I spotted Lorfu, the other name she had dropped. In addition, the remaining slices were labeled with the following: Slif, Mnemon, Ed, and Dark Cloud. The last one sounded Native American.

That made eight in all. The final red piece, a reddish-brown one, had a name, but it was pretty much scratched out and I could only decipher what looked like a C and an H at the end, maybe.

“I guess these are people? Really weird names. No offense.”

“None taken.”

I waited, expecting her to elaborate. I noticed the pointer rested on Yolla’s slice. “So, could you maybe explain?”

She grinned. “Sure. This is your god wheel.”

I blinked several times and stiffened. “What?”

She bowed. “I’m Yolla, your goddess of good fortune.” She nodded at the wheel. “I’m influencing your life right now, hence all the good stuff that’s been coming your way.”

I frowned, not liking her claim of ownership to my recent upturn. “What the heck is a god wheel?”

“Everyone has one.” She waved at the cave walls. “It’s tucked away in a pocket dimension nestled just next to your hippocampus.”

“This is in my head?”

Yolla said, “Yes.”

“But why? What’s it do?”

“Every mortal has a god wheel and their own pantheon of unique deities.”

“Wait, a personal pantheon? I don’t understand.”

She glared at me. “If you’d stop interrupting, I could get out a complete enough answer to appease your curious nature, Felix. May I?”

Realizing I could possibly be upsetting a goddess outfitted with divine powers that could include destructive eye beams, judging from how her peepers currently glowed an intense yellow, I opted to dial back my panicked interrogation a tad. “You have the floor.” I bowed slightly and took a step back.

The glow from her eyes dimmed. “As I was saying, all mortals have a god wheel tucked away in their headspace. The wheel contains their deities. It is spun regularly and where it lands, that god or goddess holds influence on their affairs.” She stared expectantly, as if anticipating I was about to cut in.

Truthfully, I almost did.

“Any one divine being only holds sway for a limited time, sometimes scant seconds but never more than a few hours before the wheel is spun again and another deity takes on a shift.”

“What happens if it lands on the same god twice in a row?”

“It can’t. It never does.”

Sensing it was okay to ask questions, I said, “So how do I get it to spin? Not that I want to get rid of you.” I issued her a sheepish grin. She had to be powerful, possibly destructive, and I didn’t know what might set her off. I had to tread lightly. “You’re awesome company. Nobody finer I could think of to expound on the inner workings of this cosmic weirdness. Everything’s gangbusters with you.”

“You’re skeptical.”

“Actually, not really. I’m pretty accepting, but this is majorly out there.”

“Be that as it may, it’s the truth.”

“I’m hearing you. So how does it work? Who does the spinning if it’s not me?”

Yolla sighed and offered me a pitying look. “That’s the problem and the whole reason I’ve been given special clearance to interact with you directly. You have to understand that this has never happened before.”

‘What’s never happened before?”

She hesitated but eventually spit it out in a rush. “Your squire is MIA.”

“My squire?”

“The one who helms your god wheel. Your squire does the spinning.”

“And he or she lives here?” I looked around, seeking to spot a small bed, cot, or even nest; for all I knew a squire could be something other than human. There was nothing except for the gaudy wheel.

“They never leave their station. They’re always on duty.”

“Except for right now, with my god wheel.” I felt a little twitchy, anxious that I’d suddenly be yanked out of this place and dropped back into my living room. Not all that undesirable. At least then, I’d be back in a normal locale and no longer contemplating such mind-blowing circumstances.

“Yes, this is a new wrinkle. The powers that be are concerned.”

“Aren’t you the powers that be? I mean, you’re gods, right?”

“We serve as your pantheon. There are those higher up the cosmic food chain who hold sway over us.”

“Sounds a little crowded. Everyone gets eight deities to help them with their life and then there’re even more gods beyond that? How does that work? I mean, I know you say they spin the wheels and all, but what does that do?”

“When summoned by the wheel, the deity on watch has influence. Their specialty permeates their host’s actions and events.”

“So you’re my goddess of good fortune. You’re there when good stuff happens to me?”

“Yes.”

“So my success with Lorna, the winning scratcher, even my dad suddenly opening up, all those positives are because of you?” I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. If this were true, what free will did I have?

“Yes, and I’ve overstayed. You have too much good fortune coming your way. You even see that, right?”

I nodded slowly. “So why drag me into this? Can’t you just get another squire to run my wheel? Why did you have to show me what’s behind the curtain?”

She looked mildly confused. “There is no curtain. I . . .” She smiled. “Ah, I see. Wizard of Oz analogy there.”

“How did you get that reference?”

“All of us are well versed in the experiences of our host. We know all about you and what makes you tick.”

I cringed. “That’s not invasive at all.”

She pointed at me and offered a knowing nod. “You can’t get your subtle brand of sarcasm by me. I’m an expert on all things Felix Martin.”

I shook my head and looked away. “Um, maybe stop reminding me of that. I know you just want to be reassuring, but it’s off-putting. No one wants to know they have a team of gods and goddesses shrunk down and lurking in their heads cataloging their every waking moments.”

“And unwaking periods as well,” she offered, her voice trailing off with each successive word as she realized she was overstepping yet again. “And we’re not tiny. This chamber resides in a pocket dimension hippocampus adjacent.”

I rubbed at my temples. My head hurt. I looked around. But I was in my skull right now. How did that work exactly? “So what do you want me to do?”

She pointed at the wheel. “Well, spin away.”

“But then you disappear.”

“And another will take my place.”

“You’ve been pretty upfront with me—what if your coworkers aren’t so forthcoming?”

“Well, it’s really not good to overstay. There are ramifications.”

“Like what?”

“You have to understand that this is unprecedented, that this is all conjecture. No one knows exactly what will happen, but we all agree it’s not good.”

“Like reality unraveling, worlds collapsing in on each other bad?”

“Yes, that.” She looked down at the stone floor and casually tracked her foot, tracing slow circles counterclockwise onto the ground. “And more. There’s a prophecy.”

“Of course there is. What’s it say? If a squire be lost to anyone, then the big bad googly-moogly prince of everything evil and nasty appears?”

“The Entropy Queen returns.” She went pale. “No one wants that. Please spin the wheel and let the next deity shepherd you through your mission.”

“And what would that be?”

She hugged herself and shivered. “Surely you feel the looming dread bearing down on us.”

“How could it? You’re here. You’re supposed to bring me good luck or whatever, right?”

“Yes, but this is bigger than that. You may keep having more and more wins, but somewhere out there, the anchors that pin reality in place and keep it safe become unmoored, allowing the Entropy Queen to escape from her confinement and giving her a way back.”

I hated to admit it, but I did feel uncomfortable. It was a creeping sensation that something wasn’t right, like the very air was about to sour.

Yolla looked smaller, frightened.

I put my hand on the wheel. Even its lights were not as bright as before. Something felt off, like reality wasn’t quite right. I didn’t know if that was because Yolla had overstayed her welcome or because of my missing squire or both, but there was a whiff of oppression, dimensionally speaking.

“Spin, Felix, please.”

“Will I see you again?”

“Of course I’ll be back. You just need another here with you now.”

The walls of the chamber seemed to blur, and I heard a rising keening coming from everywhere and nowhere all at once. I half expected a tear in time and space to appear and whatever an Entropy Queen was to claw her way through.

I heaved the wheel downward, and it spun freely, its internal mechanisms whirring slightly.

It flew round and round at least eight times before slowing to a stop, the pointer angled toward Slif, whoever that was.

Yolla smiled and faded into nothingness. She mouthed a thank you.

The lights all over the god wheel blinked and intensified.

There was a blinding flash, and the deity called Slif stood in front of me, her gaze drifting and bobbing about as if she were disoriented. She focused on me and smirked. “There you are. Sis did a really poor job of getting you up to speed, didn’t she?”

I said nothing.

She flung out her right arm and held a knife over her forearm. “Let’s get out of here. Been dying to immerse myself in the real world for decades. Hate this confined prison.” She slashed an inch-long vertical gash into her skin. Blood flew upward and pooled in the air, defying gravity. Her vital fluid swept itself about, forming a circular frame with a diameter twice as wide as my arm span that hovered just feet from the ground. The empty space inside the frame filled with roiling swathes of orange and yellow energy. When all of it turned a rich purple, the goddess sent me an impatient look.

I took a step back.

“Don’t be such a scaredy cat. So I summon portals with a little more grit and style. It’s not going to hurt you, Felix.” She pointed at its blood-rimmed edges. “Jump. Try not to come in contact with the frame. Bloodstains are quite difficult to get clean.” Slif shoved me forward.

I flopped into the rift, kicking and screaming.





Chapter 4

As the Crows Fly


I landed on an expanse of white gravel. I stood, brushing off the small stones that stuck to my forearms and pants. I ignored the slight gravel impressions peppering my skin. I winced at the fresh scrape on my left elbow as I got the lay of the land.

I was standing on an ordinary flat rooftop about as big as a basketball court. I took two steps toward the small roof access building that looked like a brick outhouse with a tin roof that sloped away from me. I faced a steel door painted green and outfitted with a shiny kick plate along the bottom that had seen some abuse. I imagined a tenant or two locking themselves out and kicking like crazy against the door’s lower half until someone came to their rescue. Would I have to do the same?

The surrounding buildings were all shorter. I scanned farther afield, noting the density of the numerous low-slung structures and the lack of skyscrapers. It was either a large town or a small city. I didn’t recognize any landmarks. I drew in a calming breath, put at ease by the normalcy of my setting.

Several crows flew by, opting to perch on a ledge of a dignified brownstone two buildings away.

I dashed over to the edge and examined my building’s façade. It wasn’t the best angle, but I could at least tell I was four stories up. An unseen bell jingled below, and a young couple stepped into view from the first floor, sharing a bowl of ice cream as they walked down the sidewalk. A mother carrying her young daughter headed toward the unseen entrance, the little girl pointing at the couple and both growing more excited to partake of something sweet, judging from their wide grins.The little girl, no more than four, licked her lips and clapped her hands together. The unseen bell jingled again as they pushed open the door and went inside and out of view. A sandwich sign at the edge of the sidewalk declared the business was named Scoops and promised a creamery experience like no other.

The rift emitted a low grumble that rose and fell almost like the unsettled warbling slosh of a queasy stomach.

Slif exited the portal, landing smoothly on her feet. She spun about and gestured at the gateway, gathering her fingers to a shared point as if drawing together invisible cobwebs from the air. The blood forming the rift disassembled and dashed toward her, funneling into her fingertips. Color returned to her cheeks. I hadn’t realized how pale she’d gotten until now. The arrival of a blood-spawned portal tended to overshadow observations of complexion changes, after all.

I familiarized myself with my newest divine tagalong. She was a decade older than her sister. I wondered if Slif had called Yolla ‘sis’ out of a common bond of being goddesses or they were indeed family. Blond curls crept out from under a blue cap that was topped with a silver bell. While the hat reminded me of something donned by a toy-building elf, I didn’t think Slif would appreciate that observation. A simple long-sleeve white blouse covered her torso, while her tan pants were tucked into a pair of low-heeled, brown boots. A red cape ending just above her knees, edged with a yellow trim, gave her a regal appearance. It helped that it billowed rather majestically in the breeze. She wiped clean the knife she’d used to draw her own blood on her cape. The blood seemed to discolor the fabric for a second before magically fading. Try as I might, I couldn’t spot it on the material. She sheathed her blade in a dark brown leather scabbard strapped to her right leg.

She noticed my fixation on her cape, specifically the fact that I kept my gaze locked on where she’d wiped her blood. “Don’t worry. It’s sanitary. Cape’s magic.”

“I saw.” I shook my head. I shouldn’t get so lost in the details.

I took a step toward Slif and slipped on the gravel. I fell backward, bounced off the raised ledge, flailed, twisted, badly scraped my ribs, and staggered to safety.

“My fault. Get used to little brushes with misfortune. Hopefully nothing too nasty will befall you.” Slif smiled.

She took my plummeting from a tall building far too lightly. A stubbed toe? That was inconsequential. Anything that could render me a pancake was serious.

On guard, I walked over to the goddess without further mishap. “So I can expect to be clumsy with you here?”

“A lot.” She pointed a thumb at her chest. “The broken bone you got when you slid into home back in the day . . . that was me.”

I’d been thirteen at the time. It was a horrible end to what had been a great season. We had still won the All-Star game, but I’d had to watch from the bench for the last two innings and live with the fact that Tinker Reynolds had taken my spot at second base and delivered a double play to end the game.

Slif continued, “A good deal of your high school years . . . also me, especially how badly your courtship of Allison Summers backfired.”

I frowned. “Then maybe I should get back to the god wheel and spin for somebody a little less incapacitating than you.”

She pretended to be hit in the stomach by invisible arrows. “You wound me. I’m always by your side when life gets really intense. Expect to see a lot of me when things go south with this endeavor.” She looked around as if danger were about to rain down from above.

The clear blue sky and sparse arrangement of pleasant cumulus clouds said otherwise.

Although, five more crows now perched alongside their feathered brethren two buildings away. All eight stared at me. It was rather unnerving. Slif had her back to the crows. Should I point out their odd behavior?

The goddess ended her aerial scan for spontaneous disaster and stared at me.

“What exactly is this endeavor? I mean, I know I have a missing squire and that somehow means some baddie might or might not come back.”

“Oh, she’s definitely coming back. The prophecy says so.”

“Yes, your sister mentioned that. Are you and Yolla actual family?”

“We are, but the rest of your pantheon is not related by blood.”

Her special emphasis on the grisly word was deliberate; she wanted to get a rise from me.

I shivered but tried my best to minimize my jitters. Blood portals didn’t sit well with me, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of knowing that. “So what am I supposed to do?”

She marched toward the roof access. “Well, we’re doing it. We first need to prepare you, and then head out to find your missing squire. That little quest should trigger—”

I laced my response with ripe sarcasm. “Prepare me? Does the prophecy detail how all this is supposed to unfold rather step by step? If so, could I maybe peruse it?”

Two crows spiraled overhead. Slif looked up at them for a moment but quickly refocused on our only means of exiting the roof that I could see. I watched the birds join the rest of the beady-eyed flock. Wait, not a flock. A mob? Was that right? No it was a murder of crows. I trembled, not at all happy that I’d landed on the proper name for a gathering of such creepy fowl. I kept tabs on the murder out of the corner of my eye, refusing to stare at them directly out of a fear any overt scrutiny would provoke an attack. After all, I had my goddess of misfortune in proximity. No telling how that might affect a bunch of sinister birds.

“No, you can’t look at it. The original scroll was destroyed long ago. Xexxer was there and managed to memorize most of it. He’s a real attention-to-detail guy, but that’s all he’s got going for him. Bit stiff for my tastes, but you might like him. Maybe you’ll spin him next. Harvesting squires gives the queen fuel to weaken her prison and eventually break out.” Slif tugged at the door handle, rattling the steel door. She repeatedly ratcheted the handle while yanking with robust menace, but it didn’t budge.

Four more crows alit on the crowded perch. It was unnerving how quiet they were.

“Um, should we be worried that over a dozen crows are taking a special interest in our B and E?” I pointed to the murder.

Slif stopped prying at the exit door and eyed our feathered audience. “Yeah, that’s not good. The Entropy Queen could always force the shadier species to do her bidding. Not sure how she knows you’d be here. Maybe she took your squire and that links you somehow. The prophecy wasn’t very clear about that. She is likely tracking you through your bond with your squire.”

“Has she been on the loose before?”

“Well, sure. Before we walled her off in her dimensional prison, she caused quite a spectacle to the ancient world. That lady knew how to turn pyramids into rubble, according to rumors.”

I briefly wondered if the queen had a hand in damaging the Sphinx but resisted asking. I pointed to her knife. “Is that our only weapon?”

“It is, but such a close-range weapon isn’t going to be much help.”

Two of the crows on the far end flapped their wings but didn’t take to the air. A pair in the middle pecked and snapped at each other while still keeping their attention on us. I didn’t like that.

“Can’t you throw it at them?”

“And skewer one and then be out my favorite blade? Think, Felix.” She waved her hands. “And if I miss, we have a knife falling from the sky in an urban area. You want me to risk hurting a bystander just to take out a single member of a flock?”

“It’s a murder.”

“Well, sure. There’s a chance of that, but it could just fall and nick someone pretty badly, too. Have to drive into an eye socket just right to end a life. Of course, if they hear it coming, they might look up.” She rubbed at her chin, clearly dwelling on the grim possibility of a fly-by knifing.

“No, a gathering of crows is a murder, not a flock.”

Her cheeks reddened, and she sheepishly shrugged. “I knew that.” Her voice trailed off with her next quip as she glared at the birds. “Wasn’t born yesterday.”

Suddenly, the crows scrambled into the air. It was creepy how they moved in unison. They flew straight at us, only their flapping making any noise.

“Maybe portal us out of here,” I said.

She crouched, brandishing her knife and glaring at the approaching birds. “Not enough time, and they could follow us through.”

I scooped up two handfuls of gravel. Thinking better of it, I emptied my right hand of stones. Birds went for the eyes. I needed to keep one hand free to bat any away from my precious peepers.

“This is more misfortune,” I muttered.

She caught my observation. “And with such comes the opportunity for victory. Don’t shut down and be so negative. I might introduce you to hardships, but it’s what you do with the obstacles that counts, Felix.”

The crows attacked en masse, which was a foolish move on their part. When they converged on us, nearly half knocked wings, resulting in four dropping and slamming into the rooftop. The rest, which were such a flurry of claw and beak I couldn’t get an accurate headcount, crashed into us.

I feebly tossed my gravel, hitting two of the birds square in the face. That only slowed them down.

Slif shouted, “Don’t worry about me, safeguard yourself!” She slashed widely downward, cleaving two birds almost in half. Their blood spurted, defacing the white rocks.

Five crows, possibly six, besieged me. Three that I could see targeted my legs, while the rest assaulted my upper half. I fell backward and scrambled like a crab. This allowed me to snag another gravel handful and pelt a crow stabbing its beak at my face, while I kicked aside the trio tearing at my pants with their claws.

I swept my free hand around and bopped one in the tail end, sending it crashing into the underside of the door shack’s tin roof. It hit the ledge, knocking something thin and gold from a crevice. The object clattered to the ground.

Before I could locate and identify it, a fluttering crow slashed at my right ear and raked its claws through my hair. I danced backward, flailing my arms around overhead as its wings slapped me in the jaw.

I swatted it away, but not before the bird gouged my right forearm. I shrieked and clamped a hand over the already bleeding injury.

Slif dispatched the last two crows she engaged and rushed over to me.

I jumped to my feet, suddenly enraged at my wound even though it wasn’t my only one. I knew I had a few more scratches in other places, mostly my limbs and one along my inner thigh that really stung. I grimaced at the sight of the gashes to my shirt and pants as I kicked a bird and drove my foot down hard on another. It squawked twice but went limp and silent after the third time I rammed it into the gravel with my shoe.

Three of the birds flew off, suddenly rethinking their attack. Or had the Entropy Queen ceased her influence on them? I couldn’t be sure.

Slif impaled a crow winging toward me with its claws out and perfectly in line to do my forehead major damage. Its blood arced wide and streaked across my chest.

I snagged a crow by its wing and attempted to throw it down, but it beat me repeatedly with both wings until it broke free. The crow scrambled across my chest, aiming its beak at my face.

Slif snapped her cape at it and whacked it aside. Something told me the hem of her garment was slightly weighted judging from the impact it had on my attacker.

I stomped that bird into the gravel, hating how much blood now coated my shoes and pants.

Two crows streaked between us and flew off, directing caws of protests at us until we couldn’t hear them.

“Weird, that’s the only time they made a peep,” I said, kicking at a bird that flopped about. Both its wings were broken. I held my foot up, preparing to end it but hesitated. It stared at me and croaked a weak complaint.

Slif dropped to her knees and silenced it with her knife. “They are no longer guided by her. They are just their normal selves.”

“Then why’d you kill it?” I stepped over two dead crows.

“It was too far gone. It was a mercy killing.” She looked all around.

I did the same. No birds in the sky, at least none winging our way. The ones littering the rooftop lay unmoving. “Whoever comes up here for a breath of fresh air next is going to have their day ruined.”

Slif laughed. She again cleaned her knife with her cape and then stowed the weapon away. “You accounted for yourself well.”

Satisfied we weren’t going to be on the receiving end of a second crow bombardment, I returned to the roof access, searching for the object the bird I’d batted against the door had knocked to the ground. I found it half buried under a dead crow. I respectfully rolled the crow off it and held up my discovery.

Slif said, “What’s that?”

“A key.” I shoved it in the keyhole and tried rotating it right then left. I heard the lock click and grabbed the door handle. I looked back at the goddess. “Guess they stashed an emergency key up here for just this occasion.” I eyed the fallen crows. “Well, maybe not this scenario exactly, but you know what I mean.”

She nodded.

I pulled open the heavy door to reveal a set of metal steps. “So you portalled us to this specific building for a reason other than being taken down by a bunch of crows, right?”

“Yes, but it bothers me we’re already under attack. That’s not a good sign. Let’s get you downstairs to meet the proprietor of this business and urge him to outfit you with what is required.”

I thought of the mother and daughter who had entered this building from its front entrance. “You’re not talking scoops of creamy goodness, are you?”

“Try molten metals shaped to exacting specifications while we wait.” She paused and then grinned. “And maybe partake of a frozen treat. I’ve heard of the wonders of the sugar cone and am determined to see what all the hullabaloo is about.”

I couldn’t tell if she was being serious or yanking my chain.

She shouldered past me and descended the steps.

I wiped my arm with my shirt. Covered in this much blood, I really hoped the jovial patrons I’d witnessed entering Scoops earlier had gotten their fill and were long gone. I was a sight, a PG-13 travesty, possibly R. Ruining a four-year-old’s jaunt to the local ice cream shop didn’t rank high on my to-do list.

I called after Slif, “Um, might we also see about some bandages and a change of clothes?”

Slif didn’t answer. I watched her disappear down another flight of stairs, but not before I noticed her scrubbing herself clean of blood with her cape. Maybe she would arrange for one of those for me. Not that I was the cape type in the least, but I still had to admire its quicker-picker-upper capabilities.

I raced to catch up.





Chapter 5

Forging Ahead


Thankfully, Slif stopped at the bottom of the stairwell and used her cape to finish cleaning up her appearance along with mine. When she dabbed at my blood-soaked clothes, including my footwear, her cape even absorbed it.

“Thanks,” I said, thinking back to her earlier comment about not letting any blood from the edge of her portal get on me. I now realized she’d said it in jest. She had a miracle garment that could scrub clean the peskiest of stains. “Don’t let any bad guys get ahold of your cape. They could wipe down a crime scene of any and all evidence.”

She stiffened. “I am never without it, Felix.”

“I’m kidding.” Little testy about her cape. I moved to change the subject. “What are we getting here?”

“You need a way to access your god wheel without relying on one of us to portal you there.”

“Can all nine of you generate a portal?” I was deliberate with my number choice, hoping it might lead to a natural discussion of the scratched-out name on the wheel.

She shot me a look. “All eight can, but you must prepare for the possibility that you could wind up separated from one of us.”

“Um, yeah. That’s sensible.” It was clear she didn’t want to discuss the mysterious ninth member of my pantheon. I fought to suppress my elevated curiosity. Avoiding my inquiry only made me desire to know the whole truth and nothing but even more. For now, I’d hold off. Maybe the next god would be more willing to dish. “With your misfortune hard at work here, we’re not going to walk in and be assaulted by a massive blob of evilly-animated Neapolitan. Although, sherbet is my pick for downright sinister, especially the lime variety.” I shivered to punctuate my joke.

“Make no jests, Felix. The Entropy Queen will use any means necessary to end you. Coercing dairy products to commit heinous acts isn’t beyond her capabilities.”

“So I’m on her hit list, why? Let me guess. She doesn’t want to see the prophecy fulfilled, right?”

Slif rolled her eyes and pushed open the stairwell door. “Just mind your manners. Trolls are temperamental at best.”

We emerged in a narrow hall painted a bright green. Slif moved down the corridor toward the store proper. We passed two restrooms on the right and a door marked ‘office’ on the left, all closed.

The shop was bright and open with a large glassed-in display of the numerous flavors wedged deep into two freezers. I drifted toward the display mostly to get out of the way of a couple hurriedly escorting their squirmy toddler toward the bathroom. The boy clutched at his bladder and looked ready to burst. The husband, holding two rapidly melting cones in hand, smiled at me as he spoke soothingly to his son.

The only other customer was an old man with a cane sitting at a small circular table. He stared out the front window as he gingerly whittled away at a small sundae topped with what looked like hot fudge. His cherry sat at the center of a napkin off to the side. Perhaps saving its juicy sweetness for the final bite?

A short man with dark hair and thick sideburns resembling furry earmuffs at first glance wiped down the serving counter by the register. His nose was stubby, matching his rather compressed skull. He was no taller than five feet. Was that troll sized? His paper hat, that looked like someone had inflated an envelope, sat askew atop his wide head.

I glanced at the old man again. He was too lean and tall to be a troll. At least I thought that to be the case. Or it could be he was the owner and cloaked himself in a human guise that was the opposite of his troll stature.

Slif waltzed up to the man behind the counter. The sleeves of his blue shirt were rolled up, revealing quite hairy forearms. The nametag pinned to his red apron identified him as Gabe.

The hairiness screamed troll, but the name didn’t. Rockbasher? Gravelchomp? Much more fitting. What sort of troll parents would saddle their offspring with Gabe? I briefly imagined the troll’s younger self being teased on a playground made of carved rock, possibly limestone or basalt. The Stonehenge-inspired curly slide I conjured up was world class.

Gabe spoke, which sounded more like a hippo gargling with an assortment of sedimentary strata. “What, they let the likes of you out for good behavior? What has you strutting about so freely on the mortal plane this fine day, Lady Slif?”

Definitely the troll in residence here.

I glanced over at the old man. He had frozen with his spoon in mouth and stared at Gabe with dismay. He clearly didn’t like the sound of the troll’s voice.

Not a fan either, buddy.

“So nice to see you again, Gabriel.” Slif offered up a wide smile.

Gabe didn’t look up. Instead, he focused intently on restocking a metal container holding bright red straws. “Not from where I’m standing. Could’ve gone another century at least before I gazed upon your disgusting mug again.”

The goddess frowned and leaned over the troll. I noted his skin was tinged orange, like he’d been face deep in one of the vats of sherbet. I knew that wasn’t the case. It had to be his natural traffic-cone, troll complexion. It was a very Oompa-Loompa hue. “Still working on your social skills, I see. Bet your gruff retorts drive away more patrons than they attract.” She scanned the almost empty shop. “Not exactly what I call a thriving business.”

Gabe made eye contact with her, issuing a squint that made even my eyeballs uncomfortable. He radiated disdain, loathing, contempt and any other synonym for hatred you could think of. “Weak.” He noticed me and pointed his counter cloth my way. “Who’s tall, pale, and wretchedly hideous? Your latest dalliance? Thought you’d sworn off love a few centuries back after that Vincenzo broke your heart.”

“At least I’ve had numerous suitors. I’m guessing your swipe rights are in the single digits.”

“Tried a specialized dating app for us magicals recently, but not getting much traction there. It’s called Crush, and with it you smite left or right. They have a little stone war hammer you use on the profiles. Wonderful gimmick. I personally can’t get enough of smiting.”

“And smelting, too. Which is why we’re paying you a visit. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be caught dead hanging out with the likes of you, Gabe. Be honest, you haven’t gotten any dates from your little app lately, huh?”

Why were they being so harsh to each other? I mean, Slif wasn’t the most easy-going deity I’d met. Yolla had been a breath of fresh air compared to her older sister. Slif was just a smidge too intense and pragmatic. Still, the insults being flung back and forth between these two seemed uncalled for.

Gabe scowled. “The ladyfolk on Crush wouldn’t know a standout specimen if it reached out from the computer screen and bonked them on their extra thick skulls.” He looked at me and coyly said, “Ample cranium density is a real plus among my kind.” He rapped the side of his head twice, almost dislodging his paper cap.

“We have need of your talents. I won’t bore you with the details, but it’s end-of-the-world stuff. Felix and I are out to prevent it.” She hiked a thumb in my direction.

Gabe smiled, revealing his teeth seemed to be all flat molars, even the front ones. It was a tad unsettling.

“Ah, this lanky fella is the savior who will fend off the Entropy Queen?”

Slif shot him a look. “How’d you know?”

“It’s all over the arcane web. Lots of chatter about freaky goings-on, signs of the queen making her presence felt. No sightings of her in the flesh yet, but an awful lot of manifestations worldwide. Guess the prophecy was right. But I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know, right? I’m sure your campaign is fully manned and you’ve been capably informed of what’s been happening out here in the real world.”

Slif looked a little taken aback. “Um, yes.”

Gabe snorted. “Terrific, another fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants operation. You mean to tell me the powers that be just threw you into this thing blind?”

“Not entirely, but we are assessing constantly as we go.”

Gabe glared at me. “So he’s missing his squire and that earns him an upgrade to hero according to the prophecy?”

I spoke up. “Okay, this just seems unfair. Shouldn’t I, the person at the center of this so-called prophecy, be a little more informed than just the bare minimum? The least you could do is fill me in on it fully. If even some random troll knows a few if not all the particulars, shouldn’t I?”

The troll glowered, looking ready to hop over the counter and offer up an in-person smiting. Why had my rather tame jab angered him so much when he and Slif had been duking it out in the insults department from the get go?

Slif shot me a look and grabbed my arm. She pulled me away, pushing me back toward the restrooms. The couple with their son had finally exited the bathroom and strolled toward the front door, waving a goodbye to Gabe.

The troll quickly shifted his sour expression to a pleasant smile and waved back, coming across surprisingly charming. I decided it was the dainty paper hat that assisted in turning his otherwise scrunched up and rather disgruntled demeanor to something akin to quaint and endearing.

Slif whispered, “What are you doing?”

“Hey, I’m just a little annoyed and took it out on the troll guy. I didn’t say anything half as bad as you did.”

“That’s part of how trolls greet one another. They hurl insults. It’s comforting and proper with a person you know. But to harass someone you just met, Felix, that’s not appropriate etiquette.”

“Well, excuse me for being a little new and grossly uninformed about all this. It just bugs me that I seem to know the least, and things appear much worse than the Entropy Queen’s dimensional prison suffering a few cracks. I still don’t get how me missing a squire weakened her jail or whatever.”

“Because it’s a small fluctuation in the grand order.” Gabe spoke, startling me. He stood just a few feet away and had clearly caught most if not all of our back and forth. How had neither of us noticed his approach? Guess trolls are stealthy. File that intel away, Felix.

The troll continued, “My apologies for letting your little dig get to me. I am here to serve the prophecy. I take it you need me to fashion the ring?” He glanced at Slif.

“Wait, slow down. I still don’t follow how me missing a squire is that big a deal.”

Gabe fixed Slif with a serious look. She nodded almost as if giving him permission to elaborate.

He cleared his throat. It was an unsettling and prolonged gurgle that was entirely too phlegmy. I glanced over to see the old man with the cane heading out the door. He looked aghast by the troll’s disturbing utterance as he fled.

When the bell above the door stopped jingling, Gabe said, “I’m sure your pantheon wished to spare you worry by omitting this, but your prophecy speaks of many mortals losing their squires, that the Entropy Queen stole away their magic to use as fuel to facilitate her jailbreak.”

“So I’m not the only one trying to stop her? There are others with access to their gods running around? Then why aren’t we teaming up?”

Slif answered with a quiver to her voice, “Because she got to the others and dispatched them.”

“Like she sent crows after them?” I stiffened.

“No, she employed other pliable agents.”

“Most recent one fell to a tsunami. She took out a whole village just to do in one person.” Gabe removed his paper hat.

“How do you know so much?” I asked the troll.

“The arcane web. I dig deep into it. I do more than just forge weapons. Not much call for that when there are no mighty magical clashes in the world. I look into conspiracies, ferret out bizarre events, report on all things unusual, and send it along to the powers that be. Quite a few of my fellow trolls do the same.”

“So you troll the internet for magical info?”

Gabe huffed and rolled his eyes, clearly offended. “We search. Trolling denotes picking fights. Forcing the humor there, Felix. We call ourselves combers. We sift through a ton to reveal the relevant data.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t upfront with you.” Slif put a hand on my shoulder. “Yolla is too. We all thought it would do no good to know of past jeopardy.”

“How many has she taken out?” I asked, trying to ignore how my blood boiled with rage and also felt iced by fear at the same time.

“Got a real-time counter running on this very topic. My cousin Clive whipped one up and shared with the rest of us combers.” Gabe pulled out his phone and checked. “One hundred forty-three since she began two days ago.” He paused and did a double take. He peered more intently at his screen. “Make that one hundred forty-four.” He awkwardly stashed his phone back in his apron pocket.

Slif studied me, searching my expression for any clue as to how I was feeling. I recognized the look. My mother had employed the same studied gaze. She’d always known when I’d been hurt by someone else or done something stupid. “She will keep trying for you until she succeeds. You can’t run away. She knows the only thing that can stop her is one of the mortals she stripped of their squire. Some sort of poetic justice. Prophecies are big on that.”

I knew she wasn’t trying to call me a coward. She really did wear her pragmatic nature on her sleeve. “I won’t, but surely I shouldn’t be doing this solo. Shouldn’t we be finding someone else to help?”

“You have a pantheon at your disposal. You’re not alone,” Slif said, trying not to sound dismissive but failing to hide her ire.

“Yeah, but only one of you at a time is by my side. If we found another in the same straits, we’d have access to two deities and two of us mortals to put our heads together. Or does the prophecy say it’s just one against this Entropy Queen?”

Slif said, “Not sure. I don’t know all the prophecy’s intricacies.”

Gabe swatted his hands together as if preparing to get cracking on his next task. “So we should be moving things along. The sooner I get you out of my hair, the better.” He walked over to the store entrance and glanced out the front window as he flipped his open sign to closed. “Really don’t want to suffer an attack here. This place is special.”

It surprised me to see such attachment. Gabe had seemed to come across as merely gruff and loud, but he was displaying quite a bit of nuance. In my mind, trolls were simple creatures. At least that was how they’d been portrayed in fiction. Gabe was rough and tumble but also a little bit of a softie.

I thought of the girl and her mother. We’d just missed them thanks to the bird attack. “You enjoy the smiling faces on your customers, especially the little ones?”

“Nah, couldn’t care less about the snot-nosed brats. Always getting their grubby little fingers all over my glass.” He waltzed over to the display case and buffed out a smudge with his apron to drive home his point. “But I can’t beat the rent on this place.” He shuffled over to the office door. “And it sits atop my forge. Got a lot invested in my subterranean crib and I’d hate to have to relocate and excavate and rebuild all over. Not a fan of toiling if I don’t have to. Now, my cousin Clive, toiling agrees with him. He’s one that finds all that drudgery jazz invigorating. Attributes his killer complexion to a hard day’s labor.”

Slif motioned for me to head over to the troll.

Gabe opened his office door and stepped inside. Slif and I squeezed in, the goddess closing the door behind us at the troll’s prompting.

A desk with a sleek new laptop along with a small filing cabinet, a high back leather office chair on casters, and a mini-fridge were the only items of furniture. I didn’t see any door or hatch that would open up to a basement hangout.

“We don’t have to jump through another portal to get to your forge, do we?” I didn’t make eye contact with Slif, afraid I might have offended her.

“Nope, but please keep all arms by your side at all times and know it’s wiser to enjoy the ride on your back instead of on your belly.”

“What?” I said.

The troll clutched the top of a rather out-of-place bowling trophy resting on the mini-fridge. He pulled it down as if it was a lever, and I heard a loud click and rumble from below. The tiled floor vibrated for half a second and then suddenly dropped away, all of it.

We fell while the rest of the office stayed fixed in place, each furnishing boldly ignoring that they no longer had anything holding them up.

I spied horizontal metal brackets anchoring each piece of furniture to a wall, all except the chair. It wobbled and tipped to the right a few inches, but it gave off a faint yellow glow and righted itself. I watched three of its four casters spin about lazily until I impacted with a very sloped smooth slide. I awkwardly situated myself to lie back, ignoring how numb my tailbone felt from the jolt of hitting the slide. It hadn’t been a hard impact, just a surprising one.

We descended the slide, which curled round and round so many times I lost count. Gabe rode on his belly, not heeding his own advice. Slif stayed on her back and had somehow managed not to lose her cap. The bell atop it clattered against the slide but didn’t jingle once.

It was dark, but the stalactites that pointed down at us glowed slightly, providing a muted lighting. I had a hunch the slide and the rock formations weren’t natural, that the troll had carved them through either extensive manual labor or magic. Magical means seemed the more likely culprit, unless he’d had his workhorse cousin build all this.

The troll definitely overshared, but that was actually comforting. It made him more relatable and reduced the likelihood of a freak out on my part. I should’ve been losing my mind. Here I was meeting a pantheon of gods apparently manipulating the course of my life, there was some weird evil queen trying to break free and cause mayhem, and I’d become acquainted with a troll who ran an ice cream shop and combed the arcane web for magical happenings.

Yolla and Slif, while goddesses, were also relatable. Of course, that might have a lot to do with the fact that they knew me inside and out. It was unnerving to think that my pantheon might monitor all my actions. Part of me wanted to ask but wasn’t sure I wanted the answer.

The slope of the slide became more gradual. Eventually we came to a stop, the chute having deposited us in a circular cavern with one prominent feature, a large metal vault door that could easily allow a van to fit through. As to how a vehicle would make it down the slide without clipping quite a few stalactites in the process flitted through my head, but I didn’t fixate long on the notion.

Gabe hopped to his feet and marched toward the vault door. He approached a small keypad with a tiny digital screen. “Not much call for my skills since the Catacomb Uprising, but I dabble.” He looked at Slif as he punched in a four-digit code. “Don’t worry. All my handiwork is sold to museums and private collectors and not warlords or uppity mortals with a hankering for spilling blood. I know my place. I carefully vet all buyers to make sure they’re legit. Only once has anything wound up in the wrong hands. Dispatched Clive to get that glorious battleaxe back, but he mucked things up and accidentally dropped it in a volcano. Always been a bit of a butterfingers.”

The vault door cycled open, angling slowly outward in silence. I couldn’t detect any grinding of gears.

Gabe noticed me straining to detect any sound. “Not going to hear a thing. That’s craftsmanship, my boy.”

He waddled into the vault. We followed.

Lights situated within sconces placed slightly higher than eye level and pointing upward flickered to life as we approached. Spaced five feet apart, they provided ample illumination.

We walked through a long corridor hewn from the earth. The lights extinguished after we passed.

Gary held up his phone. “Even get wi-fi down here thanks to a router I boosted with a little magic.”

I resisted the urge to check my own phone for how many bars. Instead, I patted my left front pocket, confirming that the tech was still by my side. Did hopping through portals fry it or cause any damage? I hoped not but knew now was not the time to check.

The walls widened and were soon covered by large metal hexagon panels that fit together seamlessly. On our left, there was a long display case mounted on the wall. Under glass were a variety of weapons: swords, pikes, a spear or three, and a very large axe that looked impossible to lift except maybe if one was a giant. What was the sense in forging a weapon no one could wield? How silly of me. If there were trolls, then giants likely existed.

Gabe noticed my focus on the axe. “A beauty, huh? Slorn used it to defeat the Cadre and free the powers that be two centuries back.”

Slif cut in. “Um, maybe spare us the three-dollar tour and get on with fashioning the ring.” She produced a red, glowing gem from a pocket in her cape and held it out. “I have the portal stone you’ll need.”

The goddess hadn’t wanted the troll to share more. Something told me she didn’t like that Gabe had revealed that these so called powers that be could find themselves in harm’s way. She didn’t want me to know they were fallible. The more I thought about it, the more convinced I was that I had read her correctly.

She cast nervous glances at me, but soon pointed ahead. “Don’t see that every day, Felix.”

Ahead, a large forge stood with impressive flames dancing about, reaching toward a domed exhaust hood.

Gabe worked the bellows twice, intensifying the fire. “An eternal flame, never goes out.” He removed his ice cream shop apron and donned a thicker black one from a hook as well as grabbing a pair of metal tongs. He retrieved a band of metal from a chest loaded down with many drawers. The troll motioned for Slif to place the gem on the anvil off to the side. She propped it up at the anvil’s base.

“Steel causes the least interference with dimension hopping. I forge it right and you’ll only feel it get slightly warm after exiting a portal.” He placed the four-inch strip of metal in the tongs and eased it into the forge, turning it constantly.

“How do I work it?” I asked.

Slif said, “You concentrate on imagining your god wheel and it will generate a portal to that location.” She pointed at the gem resting at the base of the anvil. “It will only take you to one place. A portal gem that can transport you everywhere is much harder for a novice to steer.”

Gabe removed the heated steel from the forge and brought it over to the anvil. He snagged a hammer and began working the metal, pounding it into a longer, more uniform length. The troll said, “Feel free to look around. I just need about ten minutes and I’ll have her done, gem fixed in place and everything.”

I walked over to a long tool bench and marveled at the many small items the troll was working on. There was an ornate scepter, a spear point shaped from a very red metal, and what looked like a pedestal that might eventually house a crystal ball.

Slif drew up next to me.

“This prophecy stuff is frustrating,” I said. “I don’t like being told what to do.”

“But you do value knowing what to expect, don’t you?” she said.

“I guess, but I don’t like it set in stone. How can a prophecy possibly know everything about what will happen?”

“Because the prophets who put them to paper don’t inhabit just one place in the timestream.”

I looked at her. “Oh, no. Don’t feed me some metaphysical reason about how they experience past, present, and future simultaneously or that time is fluid.”

She laughed, which was altogether pleasant. “To some, but to most of us it is intractable and we can only tread along its length in one direction.” She considered for a moment, then said, “How about this? I won’t try to explain time, but I can give you a sense of reality and just how much a threat the Entropy Queen is to its fragile state.”

“Um, fire away.”

“Reality is a pool, infinitely deep but not much more than a large puddle looking at it from on high.”

I wondered if she mentioned the bird’s eye view because she spied on my life from above, minding my struggles from a detached point of view.

“Mortals hop along, splashing about, but not doing much more than creating a few intrepid ripples.”

Thinking I understood where she was going with her analogy, I offered, “They can’t really make any substantial waves because they’re hopping out and back into the water. Their impact is marginal at best.”

“Very good,” Slif said, picking up a ring that had a spiral design and admiring the troll’s handiwork.

Gabe now wrapped the steel around a metal rod held upright by a large clamp. He smiled at us and grunted as he worked.

“There are mortals, magicals, and celestials. Magicals are the trolls, giants, elves, and other such types. The celestials are the gods and cosmically birthed individuals.”

“Was the Entropy Queen one of the powers that be?” I asked, watching Gabe secure the portal gem to the ring. He’d removed his gloves to do this step. I wondered if the metal was still hot. Likely so, as trolls had much more of a tolerance to heat.

“No, she worked against them, always.” Slif seemed certain of herself. I tried to detect any doubt in her but couldn’t. “Mortals and magicals wade about in reality, while us celestials are removed, above it all.”

“Except a whole lot of you run our lives from a pocket dimension hippocampus adjacent.” I grinned at my attention to detail.

“Yes, but we’re still outside of your reality. Our existence is elevated.”

I knew she didn’t offer this statement in a superior manner.

“When one of us jumps directly into reality, we enter from so high up, we displace a lot of the pool.” She closed her eyes. “That is disastrous. And that’s what she wants to do. She’s sitting up on an impossibly high diving board, keen on making waves.”

“But why does she want to destroy reality?”

Because she can’t truly be a part of it without disturbing it.”

“But you and the rest of the gods can.”

“Only in a rather indirect fashion, and we are not nearly as powerful. She is ancient. She was one of the first, and because of that she exerts more sway. If she wanted to, she could slip in without raising much fuss, but that’s not in her nature. She subsists on chaos and cosmic unraveling.”

Gabe approached and tossed the ring at me.

I caught the jewelry and ping-ponged it back and forth between my palms, fearing the ring was still too hot. It turned out to be only slightly warm. Feeling foolish and on display, I stopped my spastic moves and held the ring up, closed one eye and looked through the finger opening.

The troll said, “Try it on. I can make adjustments if it’s not a perfect fit.”

It slid into place on my left ring finger with ease, its residual warmth comforting. “Just right. Thank you. What do I owe?”

Gabe smiled, again displaying his unsettling teeth. He bowed. “Just try your best not to die. And maybe humor the prophecy and defeat the Entropy Queen.”

I nodded slowly.

Slif thanked the troll as he sauntered toward the vault exit. He called out, “Good fortune, you two.”

Did the troll know who he was speaking to? I bet he did. I looked over at Slif to gauge her reaction. Come to think of it, Slif hadn’t brought me any misfortune that I couldn’t handle. And the crow attack had delivered us a key. So that was a little good fortune thrown into the mix.

She rolled her eyes and snatched her knife from its sheath. “Go on. Head back to the god wheel yourself. I’ll be right behind.” She lowered the blade, stopping just an inch above her forearm.

Wanting to avoid witnessing another bloodletting, I closed my eyes and pictured my ridiculous wheel tucked away in its cavern. For good measure, I visualized it nestled in the midst of a giant brain.

This trip had done more than just forge a ring. I somehow felt more solid, defined. My own role in this caper was now substantial. I was committed to seeing this through and desperately determined not to show up on the troll’s app as another mortality statistic.

After all, I had a puddle of reality to save.

I opened my eyes and hopped into a large purple portal. Luckily, Slif stood off to the side having not yet drawn blood. I disappeared into the rift, pleased that it seemed like I could successfully work the ring.





Chapter 6

Of Nuggets and Meet Cutes


I appeared in my god wheel in a matter of seconds. The portal gem mounted in my ring glowed briefly but darkened as soon as my portal collapsed in on itself.

A full minute later, Slif arrived, drawing her blood back into her body through her fingers once again. I looked away and studied my god wheel. Nothing had changed. There were eight names, nine if you counted the scratched-out one. The wheel’s indicator still pointed at Slif’s slice.

The goddess eased up beside me. “That took too long. Go ahead and spin, summon another.”

“I’ll do my best.”

The wheel flew round and round, stopping on the god with the simple name of Ed.

Slif waved at me as she faded. “See you soon.”

I moved to return the farewell, but she was gone before I could even get my hand up.

Ed resolved into existence in mid-air.

He hovered above the wheel, specifically over his designated slice. His wings fluttered hummingbird fast. He landed next to me, settling his wings.

Once he brought them to rest, I could see they were black and leathery, much like a bat’s.

The god only came up to my chest. He wore a black T-shirt and jeans. His stylish black sneakers weren’t any brand that I knew of, the logo being a gold sideways eight.

I pointed at his footwear. “That’s infinity.”

He grinned. “Quick on the uptake. C’mon, we need to ditch this insufferable place.” He grabbed my wrists, and our surroundings melted away like they’d been painted in place and someone had thrown water on them. It was weird to see my environs streaking downward in a slurred rush.

Seconds later, my kitchen appeared, resolving into existence in an upward fashion, the exact reverse of how my god wheel refuge had fled.

I wobbled, thrown by the motion of reality reasserting itself.

Ed sat on a barstool, studying my kitchen.

“We didn’t have to use a portal.”

“Yeah, I favor teleporting. More fun.” He hopped off his perch and marched over to my fridge. He whisked it open and stared inside. He reached in, pushing the gallon of milk aside to reveal what was hidden behind it. He scowled, apparently disappointed to find only sour cream and a half-full jar of salsa for his efforts.

He had a nice tan, and his dirty blond hair was disheveled and curly in surfer fashion. I noticed an infinity tattoo on his right wrist when he slid it out of the fridge and closed the door.

He whipped open the freezer and peered inside.

“Looking for something in particular?” I asked.

“Nuggets. Always been curious to sample them.” He rummaged through the freezer.

“Don’t you guys ever get out in the real world?”

He stopped and looked over at me. “Pretty sure the sisters were clear on that matter. We sit outside of reality and guide you. We don’t get out except during the transition from an expired host to a new one. We get a week off tops.”

“So the last time you were out was twenty-nine years ago?”

“Try eighty.” He peeked under a box of fish sticks and his face soured. “You don’t have nuggets.”

“No, I don’t.” I didn’t like how he seemed so focused on something as trivial as breaded chicken morsels. Shouldn’t he be moving things along? Weren’t we sitting ducks, ripe targets for the queen’s next attack? “I’m not eighty years old.”

“No, but my last gig made it to fifty-one before kicking it. Through circumstances beyond my control, a divine staffing shortage, really, I only got a day off. I spent it on a deserted island, soaking up some rays and hitting the waves.”

“Oh.”

He walked past me. Spying Marty in his crate, he said, “Not a dog person. Keep that beast caged, would you?”

The retriever whined and clawed at his crate door. How had I not noticed my furry roommate? I raced over and petted him through the crate’s metal frame. “Sorry, buddy. Been out and about working on saving the world. Didn’t mean to forget you.” Checking my phone, I realized I’d been away for close to five hours. A peek out the window above my sink verified it was mid-afternoon. I spied the sun already on its descent. Where had the day gone? I knew the answer.

Ed flew up to my key hook and grabbed my keys. He flung them at me without warning.

I caught them, just barely. “Wait, what are you doing? Where are we going?” Did he expect me to drive to the Entropy Queen’s prison?

“You’re taking me to the grocery store.” He glided toward my front door.

“Wait, why?”

“Haven’t you been listening? Sheesh, dude, follow the conversational thread.” He puffed out his chest and proclaimed, “I require nuggets.”

“What are you, the god of hunger?” That would explain my own sudden rumbling stomach. I was famished. I opened Marty’s crate and hooked the leash to his collar. The dog lunged, eager to greet our newest houseguest with a wet nose and a polite, if robust, face licking.

Ed glared at the emancipated canine. “I told you to keep that locked away. And, no, I’m not the god of hunger, starvation, or the munchies.”

I raised my voice a little. “I need to walk him and then we’ll be on our way. I just don’t understand why you’re worried about sampling some stupid nuggets when the Entropy Queen is on the loose.” I slipped past the god, who had drifted close to the ceiling fan to keep himself safely out of reach from Marty’s affectionate leaps.

“Executing this errand will advance the cause. It’s what I do.”

“I don’t understand. What are you?” I opened the door and led Marty onto the lawn.

A second later, Ed walked out to join me, his wings gone. At least he knew not to draw attention to himself.

He still kept his distance from Marty, who was torn between finishing his lawn watering and launching a full-blown offensive heavy on the snuggling.

“The god of happenstance. I exploit coincidence. Things happen, progress is made through doing what initially seems mundane but then turns out to be relevant in retrospect. Your hunger influenced mine. Don’t tell me you’re not hungry?”

I didn’t want to admit I was but felt at a loss. I really didn’t know the right course of action. Hadn’t he gotten hungry first? Who was influencing who? “So we don’t attack the queen directly?”

“No, it’s not yet time. And if you were truly going to leap into the fray, you’d want Zartua at your side. And do you see that puffed up blowhard on the loose? No. When you spin her, you’ll be smack dab in the middle of conflict for sure.”

Marty finished and strained at the leash to try and reach Ed. The god stood just out of reach and waved tauntingly at the pup. I led the retriever back into the house, delivered two treats to his crate, and closed it up when Marty dashed in to scarf them up. “Be good. I apparently need to snag some nuggets, which may or may not lead me to the next stage of this crazy thing.”

Marty crunched up the treats and waved a paw at me before settling back on his dog bed. He watched me leave, barking only twice after I locked the door.

Ed stood at the end of my walkway. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

“You sure this is what happens next?”

“Positive. Trust the process, dude.”

****

The short car ride over to the grocery store didn’t yield any earth-shattering revelations. Ed insisted that I go with my gut, that coincidence was quite essential to my undertaking.

We grabbed a basket and headed toward the frozen foods. I looked around, nervous we would be attacked. No crows in the parking lot, but I still felt on edge, exposed. What if Ed’s silly errand was simply moving us into an ambush? I honestly didn’t know what the next logical step was. After all, the Entropy Queen was still imprisoned.

Ed scanned the freezer doors, zipping right past the vegetables and pizzas. I noticed he stepped too lightly, several times almost looking like he was suspended in the air a few inches off the ground. I guess he could become airborne without his wings making an outright appearance. Each of my pantheon had their own unique qualities and powers. It seemed altogether random. What did a slight surfer personality and the ability to fly have to do with coincidence? And what did Slif’s cape have to do with misfortune, other than it could wipe away blood. I guess that was somewhat related to calamity.

He flung open a freezer door and plucked a large bag of Tyson chicken nuggets from the shelf. He lingered, scanning the other varieties. He also grabbed a honey barbeque, but just as quickly put it back in favor of a bag of dinosaur-shaped nuggets. He held up his finds. “Let’s get both.”

“So when’s it supposed to happen?”

He marched toward the checkout. For someone who didn’t get out in the real world often, he sure knew his way around a superstore. Of course, these deities were abreast of everything; they monitored my life like a bunch of 24/7 peeping Toms. “It will present itself.”

“Like how?” I stared at the ceiling, fearful some giant monster would rip off the roof and reach in to gobble up myself and any other nearby shoppers. “Something big and obvious?”

Ed got in the self-checkout. “Maybe, but also maybe something smaller, like a sign showing you your next move.”

I scanned the nuggets and inserted my credit card. Ed snatched up our bag of purchases and grinned. He looked past me, recognition flashing across his face. Who did he know in the real world?

“And here it is,” he said.

I jammed my credit card back in my wallet and spun around, afraid I was about to be tackled by some hideous creature.

“Felix?” Lorna walked toward me, a very large muscular man wearing sunglasses and dressed in all black at her side. In fact, he had a bulging arm looped with hers.

“Lorna, um.” I didn’t know what to say. Hi, this is my personal god of coincidence. We’re picking up some nuggets before we save the world, and also the universe, I suppose. Nope, better to say he was my cousin.

Her friend stared at Ed. He pointed a meaty finger at the god. “See, I told you this was meant to happen. He’s one of us.” He removed his sunglasses and closed his eyes as he held his hand out. His body language was such that it almost seemed like he was soaking up some hidden vibes from Ed. “In fact, we’re practically brothers.”

Lorna slipped her arm free of her companion’s and pressed against me, tugging me forward and out of the checkout area. Both Ed and her escort stared at each other. Luckily, there wasn’t anyone waiting to use the checkout they blocked.

“I can explain,” I said.

“No, let me.”

We made eye contact, and I spotted the worry and wonder simmering inside.

Lorna said, “That’s Kni. K-N-I. The K’s silent. Don’t tease him about that. He can get a little testy about it.” She waved for Kni to come over.

Kni did, and Ed followed. Neither said anything to each other. Both sent us eager looks.

Ed said, “Well, get on with it. This is the happenstance I was talking about, and it looks like a delicious one.”

Kni remarked, “It’s more kismet and synchronicity at work here.” He smiled at Lorna. “Tell him.”

She huffed, sending a random tendril of red hair flying. “Kni is my god of serendipity. I have a pantheon.” She glanced at Ed. “And that’s one of your gods, isn’t it?”

Ed gave a chummy slap to Kni’s back. “How you like that? So similar. I’m happenstance. So, so perfect. You with your serendipity. Really guaranteed this meet cute was supposed to happen.”

Lorna frowned at Ed. “Hey, none of that love and destiny stuff. Heard enough from Lyle on that front.” She smiled sheepishly at me. “Lyle is my god of romance. He apparently was on duty when my squire went off the reservation, so to speak.”

“Um, this is crazy. You know about your god wheel?”

“Keep up. That’s old news.” She smirked.

I winced. “Yeah, so looks like we’re in the same boat.”

Ed put an arm around me. “And so, that means the next logical thing to do would be . . .”

“Team up?” I said, rather non-committal.

Lorna smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that. All of this is just too much.”

“My place is close. Let’s go there.”

Ed held up his bag. “And I shall prepare the nuggets. It will be a wondrous repast.”

Kni slid his sunglasses back on. “We never got the nachos you were craving, Lorna. Should I go get them?”

“There’s a Taco Bell on the way.” I looked at Lorna. “You need my address or do you want to just follow?”

“Nope, I know where you live.” She added, “Don’t go thinking I’m a stalker. Lyle looked you up, insisted on doing what he called a ‘background check.’”

****

Kni and Lorna were all over the dog when I let him out of his crate, while Ed stayed airborne. He eventually headed to the kitchen to prepare the nuggets.

Lorna and I dug into the Nachos Bellgrande at the table. She had bought four sodas as well. I sipped at my Pepsi. Kni declined to eat with us, commenting on how he didn’t want to pollute his body with fast food.

“This is crazy,” I said. “So you met your gods yesterday, too?”

“Yeah, right after you dropped me off. Kni was in my apartment, waiting and eating chicken he’d grilled.”

Kni said, “What? I needed protein. Can’t lose my gains.”

I leaned in to Lorna and whispered, “It’s a little odd that they need to eat at all. And shouldn’t it be ambrosia they’re slurping up? All they do is hang out in our heads, right? I don’t know about you, but there’s not a food court up here.” I mechanically tapped my forehead with my index finger.

She laughed. “Skireen, my goddess of tidiness, explained it to me.” She drilled a stare into me. “And, believe me, I find it embarrassing I have a goddess of that. She reorganized my junk drawer and mail slots as she spilled the beans.”

“I don’t know if I have a god like that. I’ve met only three.”

She held up four fingers. “Four and Kni twice now.”

“So what did Skireen say?” I asked.

“They frequent the Dominion, a dimension where all the pantheons hang their hats, helms, or skullcaps. Even when they’re away from our god wheel, they are receiving a feed of what we’re doing. It’s kind of like being on call. The deity on duty can yank them back for a consult. They also have to come when the wheel lands on their name.”

“What else do you know? The prophecy?” I asked.

Ed slid the baking sheet loaded down with nuggets into the preheated oven. He set the timer, while staying mindful of Marty. Not that he needed to worry; Kni kept the dog busy giving him a rigorous rubdown.

“Yes, but not a lot about it. They didn’t know much.”

“I have yet to spin my god that supposedly knows the most about it. Mnemon.”

“Hey, that’s one on my wheel. Haven’t met him either.”

So they could work double duty. I wondered how common that was.

Kni slow clapped and looked our way. “More coinky-dinks with you two. You share a god. That’s rare. Most of us don’t like splitting time between two mortals.”

Ed said, “One is enough.”

Kni replied, “Preach.”

“I didn’t think deities would be so snarky. All of mine are to some extent.”

Lorna put her hand on mine as she finished off the nachos. “Mine too. I’m betting that’s a little bit of our influence. They spend so much time in our heads, our sarcasm can’t help but rub off.”

Neither god spoke up to disprove her theory.

“This is weird. What should we do next? I mean, how do we stop the Entropy Queen from escaping?” she asked.

“I don’t think we do. At least from what I’ve heard, the prophecy says she gets out and has to be stopped. Did you get that much from your pantheon?”

She nodded.

“Shame the prophecy was destroyed.”

“The original was but there’s a copy kept in the Ministry of Prescience. Skireen let that slip, but she also told me that going there was forbidden. No mortals allowed.”

Kni said, “That’s right. And we won’t take you there either.”

Lorna gave me a knowing glance. “Marty looks like he might need to go out.”

The retriever hopped to his feet and raced over to the front door.

Sensing that Lorna wanted to tell me something away from our tagalongs, I snatched up his leash and grabbed a plastic bag from the pantry. “We’ll be right back. Just going out the front.”

Ed kept his attention on the timer. “Okay, but any sign of danger, give a holler. And I’m sensing you two should spin again soon. As much as I like being out and about, having two gods together so closely tied to fate is just asking for trouble, don’t you think, Kni?”

“Agreed,” Lorna’s god said. “Let Ed enjoy his nuggets and then we’ll head out, make you two somebody else’s problem for a while.”

We went outside, both on heightened alert for any possible danger.

“What did you want to say?” I asked.

She held up her right hand and pointed at a slender gold bracelet. “This is my dimension hopper. Elf twin sisters made it for me before they were stung by a really nasty giant wasp dragon or something. Skireen barely got me out of there alive.”

“Yeah, I got attacked by crows. Yours sounds worse. Slif, my goddess of misfortune, took me to a troll who made me this portal ring.” I showed her the jewelry in question. “Gabe didn’t die, though. Sorry about your elves.” I wondered if she knew that over a hundred others in our same situation had been killed already.

“Thanks,” she said. “I think we should go to the ministry, see the copy of the prophecy for ourselves.”

“My ring only takes me to my god wheel. Can’t really help there.”

“Well, mine can go anywhere, at least that’s what one of the sisters told me. She didn’t like how Skireen insisted they make a limited bracelet and thought I shouldn’t be restricted. She wasn’t very trusting of the gods, so she didn’t go along with Skireen’s request.”

“That’s crazy.” Why did an elf not trust celestials?

“So, I say we ditch Kni and Ed and go our own way. How about it?”

Part of me didn’t want to, but I was also feeling antsy, like taking action and not being led so much by our pantheon might be the right move. I eyed my dog. “Could I at least sneak him back inside? Three’s a crowd and Marty’s not anywhere close to a ninja. I suspect we’ll have to employ stealth to get into this ministry place.”

“Do it.”

I opened the front door and let the retriever in, tossing the leash in along with him. He took off for the kitchen. “Gotta pick up. Be inside in a second.” I didn’t even look to see if Kni could see me from his spot at the counter.

I dashed back to Lorna.

She hugged me tight. I felt her nervously fiddling with the bracelet just behind my neck.

She drew closer and said, “Away we go.”

We both closed our eyes at the same time.

And then we were off, completely unsupervised. Something told me we’d find out soon enough if that foolish choice would be the death of us.





Chapter 7

Forced Entry


We landed in an alley on large, and rather clean, cobblestones. We slipped free of each other’s arms and scoped out our locale.

The buildings, like the cobblestones, were spotless. Everything was pristine and had a faint glow. The brick work was exceptional, and the wood frames around the doors and windows spoke of exceptional craftsmanship.

The alley was not dark in the least.

“This is like the brightest alley ever,” I said. “No trash or crunchy leaves to be found anywhere.”

“Welcome to the Dominion. Guess they like it clean here. Skireen must’ve been on the planning committee.” She smiled.

I got her joke. Her goddess of tidiness. Good one. “Would it surprise you to see her steering a street sweeper around once we make it to a main thoroughfare?” I pointed to the far end of the alley, which led to a street, humming with activity. Several vehicles, most floating a few feet off the ground, zipped about. One or two pedestrians strolled by. Thankfully, none looked down the alley.

We walked toward the street.

“So if they can portal anywhere, why use vehicles?” Lorna pointed at a sleek hovercar drifting to a stop. A god wearing lightning bolt headphones and dressed in a light blue robe exited and walked off. We caught a glimpse of the driver, a man in just a swimsuit, before the vehicle’s door slid shut and it zipped away.

“Not sure. Maybe mirroring our world helps them relate?”

Lorna frowned. “I don’t know. That sounds flimsy.”

She stopped. A goddess stood at the end of the alley, peering at us.

“Uh-oh. Think we’ve been made,” Lorna said.

Her turn of phrase cracked me up. I had to admit, she was handling all this craziness with confidence and assertiveness. I liked that.

“What do we do?” Lorna asked.

The goddess marched toward us, waving vigorously. “Hello, everything okay?”

“Pretend, Lorna. We’re gods, not mortals.” I drew in a breath and stood up straighter.

“Good tidings. My associate and I were just taking a step back.” I walked toward the goddess, thinking to wait for her to draw closer would make us appear nervous.

Lorna mumbled under her breath, “Good tidings? Associate?”

“Playing a character. Going for larger than life here.”

“More like a stuffed shirt.”

I didn’t look, but I could almost sense her eye roll.

Lorna smiled at the goddess. “Urku is right.” She punched me lightly on the shoulder. “I’m afraid I find all the busybodies out there a bit maddening. Everyone flitting about doesn’t sit well with me. I’m the goddess of efficiency and what I see out on the Dominion streets is just unfettered chaos.”

Unfettered? And she got on me for being stuffy?

The goddess nodded. “Tell me about it. I am Aora, goddess of etiquette for Lamont Dreyfus, and vastly underappreciated by my thirteen-year-old host.”

Aora’s black hair cut in a bob emphasized how young she was, maybe early twenties. Of course, being a goddess, that didn’t mean a thing. She could be centuries old. I wondered why some deities chose youthful looks while others gravitated to a more mature guise. She wore quite a bit of eye makeup, such that she could easily be mistaken for a raccoon or a YouTuber obsessed with smokey eye. Her green top hung off her shoulders, and her white capri pants matched her white sandals.

She asked, “Where’s your feed?”

What?

“Thank god Lamont’s dozed off. Only time I get a true break. I’m not on dream duty this week.” She waved her left hand about and a small circular portal no wider than six inches or so appeared. An image resolved in the rift of an African American boy sleeping in a bunk bed. Aora gave it a lazy look and exhaled sharply through her nose. “Yep, still in la-la land.” She snapped her fingers, and the portal disappeared.

Lorna pieced it together slightly faster than me. “Mine’s in a coma. Been pretty bleak for a while now.” She offered a sad face.

An excellent reason why she didn’t have a feed.

Aora gave her a cursory hug and looked at me.

I panicked. I thought of Ed and how he’d mentioned they got some time off when their mortal died. “I’m between hosts.”

Aora took a step back. “Really? And you chose to hang here rather than live it up on Earth for a bit?”

“Yeah, well, I only got a two-day pass. Next one, a Jenny Briggs, is due to start up sometime tomorrow.” A good lie required thoughtful details. “Her mom’s scheduled for a C-section at three in the afternoon.”

“Ah, new life.” Aora struck a pensive pose. “Those first few years are a cakewalk. Not much on tap for us deities to do with a newborn.”

“Unless you’re the god of fine motor skills. Then you have your work cut out for you.” I smiled.

The goddess gave me an expectant look. “And are you?”

“No, no. God of sarcasm.” I shrank back slightly. Aora looked at me with displeasure. “Guess I won’t be needed anytime soon.”

Aora lost interest in me. She placed a hand on Lorna’s arm, inches from her bracelet. Would she notice and think it odd she wore a dimension-hopping device?

I studied the goddess, noting two rings and a simple gold necklace featuring an ankh. So weird to see a goddess appropriate a symbol from another religion. Hopefully, she’d see Lorna’s bracelet as just jewelry.

Aora said, “If you care, I’m hosting a little soirée tonight at my brother’s estate. Just portal in and I can loop you in to some meaningful social circles.” She squinted slightly at me.

I knew judgment when I saw it. It made sense a goddess of etiquette would have no patience for someone so chummy with sarcasm.

Aora turned about and delivered a stiff-armed wave without looking back. “Well, toodles. Do venture out of your alley and live a little.”

“Bye,” Lorna said.

At the end of the alley, the goddess turned right and disappeared.

Lorna let out a deep breath. “Whoa, that was close.”

I walked toward the street, focusing on the deities strolling past. Most had a small portal that held a moving image floating either to the right or left of their heads that they paid slight attention to. “It was. And did you get that she didn’t care for me?”

Lorna grinned. “You’re an acquired taste. She’s all about being proper and well mannered. Did you really think she’d cozy up to someone with such a sharp tongue?”

It pleased me she had come to the same conclusion. “Just as long as a certain goddess of efficiency sees a niche for me in her life, I’m good.”

Lorna said, “Verdict’s still out on that, smarty pants. Consider yourself very much on probation.”

“Yeah, well, if I manage to save the world, that’s gotta count for something.”

“You would think,” she said with overt sarcasm.

****

We made our way through the city, drawing very little attention mostly because we stayed on the move. We did notice no one else in any of the alleys, so no wonder Aora had checked on us. I guess deities liked to be seen.

Gods and goddesses of every type walked, flew, and rode about, most with portal feeds at their side. A small percentage were like us, with no feed. Enough that I felt confident we wouldn’t rouse suspicion. Now if anyone demanded we summon our feeds, we might be in trouble. Quite a few deities were fixated on their feeds. Surprisingly, none ran into each other or into any obstacles. The movement of the many pedestrians came off as exquisitely choreographed. I almost witnessed a plump goddess get clipped by a hover car, but she ducked her head into her feed at the last second. When she pulled herself out of the tiny portal, she was no worse for the wear.

“How do we find this ministry place?” I asked, stepping out of the way of a stout god. While he was quite bulky, I more or less evaded him as I didn’t want to get close to his beard of fire. What was he the god of anyway?

“We can’t exactly ask anyone,” she said. “That would raise suspicions. You notice everyone except us is moving about with a destination in mind?”

“Yeah, and it’s all so smooth and effortless, like a sidewalk ballet or a flash mob.”

“Really thought we’d portal to the front entrance of the ministry. That’s what I was picturing in my head.” Lorna studied every building.

Most looked like dwellings. We had found very few businesses, a handful of clothing stores, and a surprising number of shoe boutiques. I guess the divine appreciated stylish footwear. The stereotype of the godly outfitted with sandals didn’t hold up. If anything, sneakers and boots appeared to reign supreme. There were no restaurants or eateries of any type. Did that mean our pantheons didn’t need to eat? If that was the case, why had Ed gotten so excited about nuggets?

She said, “Weird that there’s not a single place to get a bite. Makes me hungry.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing. It wouldn’t be smart to eat food if this was fairy land, and maybe the same goes for this place.”

“And Persephone really screwed up when she ate a pomegranate, huh?”

I grinned, pleased she knew her mythology. “So be glad we’re not being tempted by food truck tacos or poke bowls.”

She snickered and then suddenly pointed to our left. “There, that has to be it.” Lorna slipped between two white-haired goddesses chatting up a storm and raced down a side street that had light sidewalk traffic.

I spotted the building that must have gotten her excited. While all the others around it were light colors, mostly tans and creams with an occasional gray edifice, the structure in question was a bright blue and domed.

I caught up with her. We both moved at a slight jog.

I said, “Could be the Ministry of Poorly Thought-Out Paint Choices, so don’t get your hopes up.”

She ducked, avoiding a god that appeared to be a stone gargoyle. I smiled at it and waved. The deity looked back at us, slightly peeved at our intense pace.

“Um, Lorna. Let’s chill and slow down a gear or two. I think we’re drawing attention.”

Her cheeks reddened as she decelerated, settling on something just under speed walking. “You’re right. No one here is in a hurry.”

A few minutes later, we stood eyeing the sign in front of the blue building. Ministry of Prescience was etched into a gold plaque mounted on a wrought iron fence to the right of a closed gate. The fencing surrounded the ministry. Two men in green armor stood on guard, both wearing helmets reminiscent of Roman Centurions.

I drew Lorna away from the guards, who, so far, hadn’t paid us much attention. “This isn’t good. Notice that the only place with a fence and security we’ve seen so far is the ministry?”

Lorna nodded as she scrutinized the façade of the building.

I did the same. The front entrance was about thirty steps up and you had to walk between two tall columns to get to a series of four double doors. Thankfully, there weren’t any guards posted up by the actual entry. Three rows of windows trailed along either side of the grand entrance. Everything was blue. The dome and the columns were a darker blue.

“How do we get past them?” I asked.

“We could pretend, try to play officials. Maybe we say we’re interns with the powers that be sent to get some low-level prophecy. Think that would work?”

I stared indirectly at each guard. No sense being obvious about my examination. Both were battle-hardened goons. I wondered if they were celestials as they didn’t present as magical. No pointy ears to indicate they were elves. And they were too tall and not nearly hairy enough to be trolls. Although, the one on the right had a well-groomed goatee. Both gripped long spears and Joe Goatee also bore a bow and quiver full of arrows. “I doubt it.”

Lorna pointed at the dome. “I could try and open a portal to get us up there. Maybe there’s a hatch somewhere.”

“Likely the place has alarms, and I bet they either get triggered by a portal or simply prevent any rifts from being summoned near or inside the ministry.”

“Makes sense.” Lorna suddenly looked over my shoulder at the street we’d just raced down. “What’s going on back there?”

A large portal hung in the air over the street almost a hundred yards away from the guards. Numerous gods near it were aghast. Most retreated from the rift.

And I understood why. Something was wrong about it. Not that I was a portal expert, but this tear in reality felt off, like it violated the laws of time and space. That might’ve been because it was framed by a wreath of quivering organic ooze with blackened tentacles reaching outward. A noxious yellow haze belched from the darkness at its center and drifted swiftly toward the ministry. The cloud didn’t stray from its course, which was weird.

“That’s not how fog works,” she said.

Several airborne deities flew through the haze. When they did, each dropped to the street, unconscious or dead. I studied a pretty hooded goddess who had succumbed to the cloud. She lay on her back in the middle of the street. When I saw her chest rise and fall several times, I was relieved. “It’s knocking them out.”

Lorna reacted instantly, grabbing my hand and pulling me farther from the entrance and out of the fog’s path.

Screams erupted from the portal. Four men dressed all in red, looking like ninjas, emerged from it, gleefully shrieking as they raced toward the ministry’s gates. Their eyes were the only thing not covered. They dashed through the cloud, unaffected by it.

The same couldn’t be said of the guards. Both charged at the invaders, hastening their immersion in the haze. Each dropped quickly, with Joe Goatee lasting long enough to fire off an arrow that sank into the right bicep of the closest attacker.

The injured ninja yanked the arrow out of his arm and howled.

The foursome heaved themselves as one against the gates, which collapsed inward.

“Sheesh, they’re strong. That gate looked pretty solid and pretty locked tight.” Lorna moved us a few more steps back.

We watched as the portal ninjas ascended the steps, keeping themselves in the midst of the yellow fog, which now seemed twice as thick as before.

The injured invader shouted out what sounded like a spell or incantation. All four sets of doors whipped open so hard that their glass shattered into pieces.

“Whoa,” I said.

Both the fog and the invaders crept into the ministry.

“What was that?” Lorna said.

I wanted to run in the opposite direction but couldn’t. It had to mean something. Even with our gods of happenstance back in the real world, this was too much of a coincidence to not see their influence still reached us.

“Our way in,” I said, moving forward.





Chapter 8

Under a Cloud of Suspicion


Lorna and I crept up the steps, keeping ourselves a good ten feet back from the yellow fog.

“So weird that it seems to know where to go.” I stayed alert, afraid the portal ninjas would come storming out of the ministry at any second. A glance over my shoulder confirmed their disgusting portal was still open.

“What are we doing here?” Lorna asked.

“Going in and looking for our prophecy. It’s the perfect cover. We just have to steer clear of the fog and the portal ninjas.”

“That’s what you landed on? Portal ninjas?”

“You have a better idea?” I asked. We were now at the doors. I watched the tail end of the fog disappear inside.

“Felix, did you ever think that these portal ninjas of yours are here for the same thing as we are? If so, we’re not going to get close to it.”

“That would make sense and fit in with the convenience of them staging a forced entry at the same time as we needed access.”

“Yeah, I think Kni and Ed have something to do with that,” she said. “We’re both backed by their powers of happenstance or whatever right now.”

“But that’s good. It means things should break our way.” I liked that we kept coming to the same conclusions. Having someone to navigate through all this strangeness was a plus. I stepped delicately through the broken glass, hating how crunchy our progress was.

“Kind of surprised our coincidence gods haven’t tracked us down already.” Lorna stepped through first.

We found ourselves in a large lobby, the ceiling stretching high and showcasing the rounded interior of the dome.

Lorna veered left, trailing safely behind the yellow fog, which had entered a long corridor.

We stepped over an unconscious guard, his long ears betraying his elven heritage.

She picked up his sword as we entered the corridor. “Looks like they hire magicals.”

“But those two at the gate didn’t seem like any magical species I know of.”

“Maybe they’re less obvious ones. Could be vampires or another type that looks relatively human.” She tiptoed down the hall, bringing her sword up when she encountered an open door to the left. She peered in and lost interest.

I caught up and saw the room was a small office. A woman slumped over her desk, unconscious. Her dragonfly wings, hung limply from her back. Fairy, more than likely.

“Don’t you find all this a bit much?” I asked.

Lorna said, “How do you mean?”

“Well, that everyone has their own set of gods. There are magicals doing the less glamorous jobs and then a mysterious bunch of higher-ups overseeing the whole mess.”

Lorna rounded a corner and sped up. “C’mon, can’t let the fog get too far ahead.”

I drew up beside her. We both gave any open rooms a cursory glance. I eyed her sword. I really wanted a weapon of my own. Hopefully, we’d come across another guard that I could loot.

“So you don’t find all this way too complex?”

“No more than the idea of Heaven and Hell. I mean, with that you have all these angels and demons running about. There are the different circles of Hell, and I’m sure the Pearly Gated community has its different areas as well. Like isn’t there seraphim and cherubim or something? And then there’s Purgatory. It doesn’t seem too different than all that.”

“So do you think this negates the idea of God and the Devil?”

We approached a doorway that clearly led to a stairwell. Its metal door was propped open. That made sense. I imagined one of the portal ninjas taking the lead and opening the doors to allow the cloud to slip through. This was a well thought out break-in. They had to know where they were going. All we had to do was follow.

“Don’t know, maybe.” She paused on the stairs, keeping an eye on the retreating fog. At the same time, she clearly strained to hear any hint of the portal ninjas presence ahead. “Look, if we stop to truly think about what’s happening to us, we’ll freeze up and get nothing done. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to see the world end just because I couldn’t come to grips with a new reality.”

I knew she wasn’t criticizing me, she was just being pragmatic. I admired that.

We continued down the stairs. “Sorry, I’m a thinker. I like to really mull things over.”

She grinned, stopping at a door that was propped open thanks to the hooved foot of an unconscious minotaur. Another guard. Proof of that was the small mace that lay off to the side, having fallen from his outstretched right hand. I picked it up, surprised at its weight.

She smirked, clearly catching I struggled with the mace’s heaviness. “We need to look out for each other, Felix. I’m glad—”

Muted voices issued from behind the door. I pressed a finger to her lips, cutting her short.

We both tensed and drew closer to the stairwell door. I risked pulling it open a few more inches.

“You sure you can disable the protection spell, Theo?” someone with a nasally voice said.

It had to be the portal ninjas.

“Yeah, I got it. Don’t you worry. If you could just shut your trap and let me concentrate on carving this last sigil.” The carver spoke with a much deeper tone.

Lorna pulled the door open wide enough to slip through. I wanted to hiss a warning for her to stay put but knew it would be useless.

She dropped onto all fours and crawled into the hallway. I followed.

Thankfully, the hall was empty except for another unconscious guard, this one some sort of shadow creature. I almost traded its longer and surely lighter dagger for my mace but thought better of it. The guard still clutched the weapon and, if I tried to remove it, I feared waking the creature.

We both stood, maintaining a slight crouch to make ourselves less of a target.

“You’re not tempted to just grab a few random scrolls?” a third voice said, this one slightly wavery.

“Trev, she wouldn’t like that. Destroying so many prophecies is going to magnify the chaos to the point of no return,” the carver said.

“Actually, you mean to the point of our queen’s return,” said the first speaker, who sounded the closest.

We had slowly moved down the hall a good ten feet. The ninjas occupied a room at the very end of the hall that had two doors. The yellow fog stuck out of the room.

A scraping sound behind us made me stiffen.

The minotaur’s leg disappeared, and the stairwell door closed. A second later, it opened and the hooved guard stumbled into the corridor, crashing into the far wall. He hugged it and steadied himself. He looked at Lorna and me, and his eye widened when he saw I held his mace.

At the same moment, two of the portal ninjas emerged. Spotting us, the lead ninja shouted, “Got company! Send out the cloud.”

The minotaur charged. He nearly tumbled over, but righted himself at the last second and continued forward, becoming more and more assured with each step.

“Minotaur’s up. Told you they’re a stubborn magical.” The portal ninja glared at us. “Got two celestials the cloud must’ve missed.”

The fog rolled out into the hall and sped toward us.

The minotaur shoved himself into me and groped at his mace. His eyes juddered about. He was still a little out of it.

Suddenly, we were in the cloud. I closed my mouth. The guard did the same.

Lorna punched the guard in the gut.

The minotaur exhaled sharply and just as quickly took in a breath.

And that was all it took. His eyes rolled back, his hairy fingers dropped away from the mace, and he fell. His snout landed on my right foot rather hard, and I let out a yelp.

Unfortunately, I took in a lungful of the fog.

And nothing happened.

I drew in another breath. Lorna stared at me, frightened at what I was doing.

A portal ninja slammed into me, sending me to the ground.

I scrambled away from him, almost dropping my weapon. I took two more breaths.

My attacker no longer wore a mask. He looked to be in his twenties. He had a beard and was bald. He was confused that I was still on my feet.

I heard Lorna suddenly draw in a breath. I didn’t spare a glance to see if she lost consciousness. I had to hope the mist wouldn’t affect her either.

Another portal ninja appeared at his side, his mask still on. “What’s the deal? How are they still standing? Knock the wind out of them.” It was the nasally-voiced one.

The bearded ninja punched me in the side. I grunted and took in a deep breath as I stumbled backward.

This didn’t go unnoticed. “They can breathe it, too. What’s going on here? Did she send another squad as back up?”

A shriek rang out. I glanced into the room to see Lorna had stabbed a ninja in the shoulder. The man clutched at his injury and cursed. He backed away from her.

I swung my mace about, not so much to tag anyone as to keep them at bay.

The maskless one attacked again.

I clipped him on the arm, and he howled. I quickly saw why. I hadn’t hit him that hard, but I’d landed a blow on the very spot struck by the arrow earlier.

He said, “Theo, are you done? These guys are definitely not with us.”

I noticed the fourth ninja carving symbols on the far wall. He etched out two more and spun around. All in all, his handiwork had yielded three lines of strange glowing glyphs.

The carver said, “It’s done. Got two minutes before she blows.”

The portal ninjas fled, ignoring us as they emptied out of the room and raced down the hall. The yellow fog moved with them, although they raced far ahead of it, obviously no longer concerned with using it to disable any they encountered. They were in too much of a hurry.

With the fog gone, we became aware of the sheer size and contents of the room. It was more a small warehouse with shelving everywhere. Each was filled with wooden nooks containing rolled-up scrolls. There had to be over a hundred scrolls in the room. Something told me this was just one of many areas in the ministry that housed prophecies. I also had a hunch that the ninjas had come to this specific room because they’d been after the same thing. After all, coincidence still held sway over the both of us.

Lorna glared at the etched symbols, which were now glowing brighter and brighter. “We need to go, too.”

I’d heard the Theo ninja. Whatever they had done, their intention was clear. The ministry was about to blow up. I studied the symbols. If I hacked away at the wall with the mace, messed up the carvings in some way, would it stop the countdown? I took a step toward the wall.

Lorna seemed to understand what I was contemplating. “No guarantee that whatever you try will work.” She looked around the room. “And it’s not like there’s a flashing timer to know if we stopped it. We’ve got like a minute, Felix. Time to go.”

She was right. I gave the nearest stash of scrolls a frantic look. I grabbed the two closest ones, hoping by sheer luck, or coincidence, I had gotten the right one. Lorna snatched up three near her.

We sprinted down the hall, past the unconscious minotaur and shadow guard. I hated that there were obviously people in the ministry who would go up with it, but neither of us could drag these two out. They were just too big and heavy. I could only hope whatever magical explosion happened it would be confined to the scroll room.

Why had the minotaur dropped to the ground and not us?

We bounded up the steps and out to the lobby. Two guards struggled to their feet.

Lorna shouted at them, “Get out! They planted a bomb!”

The guards, one who had to be a ghost, judging from his see-through appearance, and the other, some sort of orc or ogre, shot us looks but heeded her warning. They ran toward the front doors on shaky legs, still recovering from the fog, evidently.

As we raced down the steps, a muffled explosion sounded. Windows to our right blew out on the lowest level. Red smoke surged from the closest window.

We made it to the gate and stopped. The ghost guard glared at us and at the damaged section of the ministry. “Did you do this?” He suddenly became more solid, and a scythe appeared in his hands. He pointed it at us.

We both put our hands up, dropping our scrolls.

I said, “It wasn’t us.” I looked down the street. The large portal was still there but was rapidly collapsing. “Four guys all in red came out of there and did it. They knocked you out with some sort of yellow mist. We went in to stop them.”

The ghost and his partner eyed the portal. When it winked out of existence, they again glared at me.

The orc, at least that’s what I thought it was because it had so many spikes sticking out of its face and shoulders, said, “I remember the fog and then nothing until I woke up to you guys telling us to leave the ministry.”

Lorna said, “Who were they?”

A familiar voice called out from behind us. “Part of the queen’s cult, loyal disciples.”

Lorna and I spun around to see Ed and Kni exiting a rectangular portal. The rift swirled shut as they raced toward us. Both gods were furious.

The ghost guard brought his blade closer to my chest. I flinched but didn’t back away.

Kni strolled over and put his hand on the scythe’s shaft. He pushed it down and away by a few inches. “We got this, guys. Our mortals, our responsibility.”

The ghost guard snorted. “That explains why the fog didn’t get them.” His scythe disappeared, but he still stuck close, keenly ready to grab us if we suddenly fled.

Ed said, “Relax, they’re our problem.” He picked up all five scrolls and shot the guard a look. “Don’t worry. I’ll return these after we enter them in as evidence.”

The orc said, “You know where to take these fools next. A breach by mortals is a serious matter. The Dominion is off limits to them. You two really screwed up.” He glanced at our deities.

Kni nudged Lorna and me through the battered gates. “Agreed, Paladin Roup. We will not let them out of our sight.”

Ed lingered, conversing with the ghost for a while longer before joining us.

They led us down the street, past the spot where the portal had appeared. The deities the mist had knocked out were stirring. All scrambled to their feet, briefly noting our passing before the smoke emerging from the ministry got their attention. Most rushed over to investigate.

Ed said, “You two really made a mess.”

I wanted to argue that it wasn’t our fault but held my tongue.

Lorna said, “Where are you taking us? Back to our god wheels?”

Kni didn’t meet her gaze. “No. You’ve just landed yourselves an audience . . . with the powers that be.”





Chapter 9

Naming Names


Our gods walked us through the city in silence. Once or twice, Ed expressed his outrage, but Kni calmed him and urged his fellow god to wait until we reached our destination.

They took us to a large building that seemed to be all glass windows. It was the tallest edifice so far, easily over ten stories. No one came and went from its front entrance.

We climbed the steps and entered the building. Kni checked us in with the woman at the front desk and soon we were taking an elevator to the tenth floor.

We walked down a long corridor, arriving at an impressive door with ornate gold handles shaped to look like feathered wings.

Kni opened the door and whispered to us, “Be respectful.”

The office was immense. The brown shag carpeting was so thick we had to consciously lift our feet higher than normal. Part of me feared if I didn’t, the static build-up from shuffling through the dense fibers would supercharge me to the point of bringing about my own electrocution.

Three tall, narrow windows, each framed by green velvet drapes, were situated behind the only two items of furniture in the entire space. A rectangular piece of glass several inches thick floated three feet off the ground. It looked far too heavy to defy gravity, but it did so nonetheless. A yellow legal pad, a pen, and a small electronic tablet rested on its surface. Behind the futuristic desk, the office’s sole occupant sat in a sleek modern chair made of one continuous piece of black plastic bent in an S-inspired shape.

A short man with round spectacles pushed to the tip of his nose stared at Kni and Ed, not once fixing his gaze on Lorna or me. Wrinkles surrounded his eyes, and he had a few age spots on his cheeks. He looked well north of a hundred. He was bald and wore a red jogging suit with blue racing stripes gracing the pants. His feet were bare, and he wiggled his gnarled toes with slight impatience.

I had expected a tribunal, a roomful of celestials all sitting atop immensely tall chairs and looking down at Lorna and me. I had even imagined them in stately ropes and gripping gavels. When you called yourselves the powers that be, it conjured up a certain distinguished decorum, a judicial air, a precise respect for the rule of law whether it be common or cosmic. It was a bit of a letdown, like finding out that the Supreme Court convened in their jammies. Although, flowing robes were pretty close to pajamas. I stared at the old man. He didn’t come across as dignified at all.

Just the same, I felt on the spot. I said, “I can explain.”

The man closed his eyes and waved dismissively at me to be quiet. He concentrated for all of five seconds, looking like he was either receiving a telepathic transmission or had recently nibbled on something that hadn’t agreed with him.

He said, “I’ve been fully apprised of the circumstances that find you two here.”

Lorna shot me a nervous look. I wanted to reach over and hold her hand but felt foolish. We weren’t kids being taken to task by a teacher or principal. Still, I slid my hand toward her and flexed my fingers slightly in her direction. I just as quickly dropped it back to my side.

She noticed and relaxed a little, appreciating my gesture.

The man hopped off the chair and walked around the desk. The legal pad and pen jumped into the air and floated over toward him. They hung a few inches behind his head, the pen uncapping itself and pressing its point to the paper.

“She sent a squad of her loutish servants to destroy your prophecy.” He nodded at Ed, specifically casting his gaze at the scrolls in his hands.

The pen moved across the paper, stopping when the man paused. It was writing down his words, that much was obvious.

“And did they succeed?” he asked.

“Maybe we got lucky and grabbed the right one. We do currently have serendipity at our side, both of us,” Lorna said.

The pen scribbled down her words as well.

The man said, “That would be quite fortuitous, but I have a hunch it’s not among the surviving documents, Lorna.”

Okay, so yet another person that seemed to know a lot about us.

“You know our names, but we don’t know yours,” I said, doing a poor job of hiding my frustration.

He walked over to the scrolls and began inspecting them. After discarding the third he’d perused to the floor, he said, “Quinn.” He unfurled the fourth parchment and scowled, almost moving to tear it in half but thinking better of it. He tossed it onto the carpet as well.

“It’s always the last one. That’s how dramatic tension works,” I said.

Quinn plucked the fifth scroll from Ed’s hands and unrolled it halfway. He closed it and placed the parchment on the corner of his desk.

He walked around the floating slab of glass and hopped back up on his chair. Quinn rested his hands on his desk, interlacing his fingers. He sighed. “Not the prophecy we were looking for, none of them are. Unless you two are destined to plug a leaky hole in reality in the Frondian dimension.” He nodded at the fifth scroll.

I didn’t say anything. Lorna faintly shook her head.

Kni said, “We had no idea they would be so bold, sir.”

Quinn leaned back in his chair. He pushed his glasses toward the bridge of his nose. “It’s understood that they took their own initiative. And trespassing in the Dominion would normally incur a severe punishment, but I’m afraid some recent developments make administering a consequence rather meaningless.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“Well, while the coincidence powers of your deities may have failed you in saving the prophecy, it appears they worked to your advantage from a big-picture sense. You vacated the mortal plane at just the right time.”

We waited for him to continue.

“The Entropy Queen escaped almost an hour ago, shortly after you arrived in the Dominion. She’d amassed enough energy pillaged from the abducted squires to break out.”

“How many?” Lorna said.

“A little more than half the planet.”

I gasped, thinking the number of people the queen had taken out had to now be much more than one hundred and forty-five. “Did she kill all the hosts?”

Quinn shook his head. “Thankfully, no.” He closed his eyes, again tuning into whatever telepathic feed he’d accessed earlier. “She just did that for the first several hundred. That weakened her prison very quickly. But those with missing squires did suffer a setback. When she drained all the squires of their magic to fuel her escape, the backlash sent every single host without a god wheel attendant into a coma.”

“What?” Lorna said.

Quinn slipped out of his chair and walked over to the nearest window. He pulled back the right curtain and looked down. “Come see. I’m afraid rendering one’s host comatose also had an effect on the pantheons.”

We raced over to the window. Kni and Ed hung slightly back but still peered out the window.

On the streets below, a fair number of gods and goddesses lay on the ground, unconscious. Those still on their feet raced about, running to administer aid to their fallen brothers and sisters. It was not a pleasant scene. Even from ten floors up, the anguish and fear was painted readily on their faces.

Quinn said, “It took a little time, but the backlash reached the celestial end just now, sending deities into a coma. The two of you are the only mortals unaffected.”

“Wait, what about the people who weren’t missing their squires?” I said. “They’ve still got working god wheels and pantheons, don’t they?”

Quinn turned his back on the window and stared at us. “Yes, but the prophecy, at least what little I know of the blasted thing, said those who spun their own fate would bring about the Entropy Queen’s demise. And that, I fear, is just you two, Lorna and Felix.”

“This is crazy,” I said. “We can’t be the only ones.”

We retreated from the window.

Lorna pressed Quinn, “Why didn’t you safeguard the prophecy, remove it from the ministry so we could read it?”

“Ah, that’s the interesting wrinkle in all this,” Quinn said. “The prophecy required you never lay eyes on it.”

“Wait, what?” I said, hating how much my head hurt.

“I don’t know all of the prophecy, just what I’m supposed to pass on to you. You were never meant to read it, but I can assure you this . . . It is you two, Felix Martin and Lorna Wesson, who will see this through. You names were the only mortals mentioned in it. It is you that will save all of reality from the Entropy Queen.”





Chapter 10

Spin Happy


Quinn gestured at us and said, “I tire of staring at your mouths all agape. Time to head back and start with the saving. You will face impossible odds.” He snapped his fingers, and a ragged gash in time and space opened up to our right. Resembling a lightning bolt, it went from floor to ceiling and was wide enough for two people walking hand-in-hand to pass through. Its edges coursed with yellow flaring energy, while the rift itself was a deep violet. “But apparently, the universe, along with a majority of the powers that be, has faith in you. Be bold.”

Nobody entered the portal. Instead, a strong suction pulled the four of us in. The gate’s intense gravity didn’t affect Quinn. It didn’t even ruffle the papers of his legal pad. He watched us disappear into the portal, shrugging slightly and turning away at the last second.

We arrived at my god wheel, the portal spitting us out less forcefully than it had gathered us up.

I glared at Kni and Ed. “This is insane! Lorna and I have no idea what to do.”

Ed patted the wheel. “Then spin and find out the next course of action. To rely further on coincidence might prove an error.”

Kni said, “Hey, speak for yourself. It was us that saved them.”

Lorna said, “Was it? I don’t recall either of you involved in the decision-making process that got us to the Dominion. I think that was all on us and not you two.”

Emboldened by Lorna’s rebellious tone, I spun the wheel hard. “How about this? Seems to me, we might be a little behind schedule with our spins. How about I remedy that?”

The wheel stopped on someone new, Xexxer. Ed disappeared. Kni breathed a sigh of relief, suddenly realizing my spins wouldn’t affect him.

An older man dressed in a hooded black robe appeared next to Lorna. He held up a hand. He kept his head pointed down, allowing me to see his long nose and pointy chin but not his eyes. He frowned. “Perhaps a cogent assessment of your skills would be in order. I believe a firm understanding of the strategies you should employ is the next—”

“Nope, I don’t think anyone called for the god of stuffiness.” I spun the wheel again.

The wordy god winked out, replaced by Yolla. She gave me a serious look and put her hands on her hips. “Felix, this isn’t solving any—”

I waved at her dismissively. “Been there, done that.”

I heaved the wheel harder than before. It flew round and round.

“This isn’t productive,” Kni offered, looking at Lorna to back him up.

She said, “Um, Felix, maybe this isn’t what we should be doing right now.”

“I don’t care.”

The wheel stopped on Dark Cloud. Yolla left, replaced by a Native American wearing blue jeans, leather boots, and a red dress shirt with a bolo tie hanging from his collar. His raven-black hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and he squinted at me with suspicion.

I spun. The wheel went around twice and landed on Ed again.

The mysterious god vanished in a cloud of smoke. His exit was far more theatrical than the others had been. Did that have something to do with his godly powers?

The god of happenstance reappeared.

“This is stupid! You are not doing anything more than spinning your wheels,” Ed said, grinning at his word play.

I wagged a finger at him. “It’s my wheel and I’ll spin if I want to, Ed.”

I flung the wheel hard.

Lorna stuck her hands on my wheel to stop it. A bright flash of energy erupted where she made contact, sending her flying into the wall.

A panic-stricken Ed evaporated.

I raced over to Lorna who slouched against the wall, her head lolling about.

“Are you okay?” I gently put two fingers under her chin and lifted her head. “I’m so sorry.”

She looked at me, struggling to focus in. “Wow, that hurt.” She probed her lower back with her right hand and shifted her weight.

“Take it easy. You might have a broken bone or two,” I said, putting a hand on her shoulder to keep her from tipping to the side.

Lorna shook her head and rose to her knees, grunting slightly as she pressed on her back with more force. “Relax, I’m fine. No worse for the wear.”

Still uncertain if she was hurt or not, I helped her up. She shivered and twisted at the waist both left and right to work out any kinks. She cracked her knuckles and grinned. “I’m good, Felix. You can stop fawning over me.”

I kept a hand on her shoulder more to reassure myself.

She put her hand on mine and slipped it free. She squeezed it once before letting it go. “We’re strong together. We have to be.”

A new voice entered the conversation, definitely not Kni offering his assessment. “I like this one. She would make a suitable mate for you, Felix Martin.”

I turned around to see a seven-foot-tall woman eyeing the two of us. She nodded with approval and winked at me. Her chiseled physique and strong cheekbones made me think she might be an Amazon, like Wonder Woman. Her wardrobe only encouraged this notion. She wore a golden breastplate, thick gray gloves, and boots along with a skirt of chainmail. A sword rested in a scabbard against her right hip, and she held an impressive hammer in her left hand.

Her silver hair was done up in a ponytail, and she wore dangling earrings depicting crescent moons.

“Holy cow!” I said.

She leapt at me, grabbing my throat with her free hand and shoving me into the rock wall hard.

I groaned, but didn’t look away from her. “Uh . . .”

“I will lay claim to the first half of that title, but take insult to the bovine comparison. You are not a gentleman, Felix.”

“Sorry, just an expression. I didn’t mean—”

The goddess let go of my throat and pulled me in for a hug. She thumped me twice on the back, being careful not to drive her war hammer into my spine, thankfully. She laughed rather dramatically. “I know the turn of phrase you employed, young warrior. Can’t you spot a jest?”

I slid away from the rock wall, rubbing at my back. “Evidently not,” I mumbled to myself.

Lorna checked on me. “Sorry, I had no clue the wheel would do that.”

Kni hovered over my god wheel, leaning in pretty far to inspect it. “I had no idea this would happen either. This is new.”

Lorna and I walked over and studied the wheel.

The warrior goddess hung back, assessing our reactions.

The god wheel sat at an angle. The names of each deity were gone except for the scratched-out god. Noxious green smoke trickled up from the edges of the wheel. I held my nose as the stench was pretty bad.

“”Sulfur,” Lorna said, taking in two more nosefuls to confirm. “What, is there a volcano under this thing?” She jokingly pretended to look around its pedestal base.

Most of the lights were dead. The cave was much darker, what with it now only lit by about a dozen bulbs. The only working ones were around the perimeter of the wheel, and even then, just a third gave off light with a random flickering.

I felt the urge to touch the god wheel. I placed my hands on two adjacent wedges. The entire surface of the wheel suddenly shook and glowed a bright yellow.

The LED lights demarking the slices flashed once, then twice. They went out for a second and then burned brighter than before.

I removed my hands.

The wheel slowly started to turn. As we watched, it picked up speed until the lights and individual wedges were just a blur.

“Did I make it worse?” I said.

Kni replied, “I don’t think so. Maybe you even fixed it, but it might take time.”

Lorna looked at the strange sight. “It’s rebooting. That has to be it. Maybe a few minutes from now, or at worse a few hours, and it will be as good as new.”

I could tell she was more trying to convince herself. It was clear she felt guilty.

“I think you’re right.”

“And in the meantime, we can get acquainted,” the goddess said. She bowed. “I’m Zartua, goddess of war. My arrival is such perfect timing. You have a war to wage against a foul evil.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

Lorna shook Zartua’s hand, while I tipped my head at her. After all, we’d already embraced and I worried that, if I went in for a simple handshake, she’d pull me in for a second bear hug.

“Let us get to know one another on the go. Nothing speeds up familiarity like relying on each other in the heat of battle.”

I held up my hands. “Whoa, not just yet.” I pointed to the god wheel. “It might be a while before I spin again, but I think rushing off to fight will have to wait. Lorna and I need you to take us somewhere.”

Zartua slouched slightly, disappointed that I was delaying her violence fix. “Of course. Where do you desire to go?”

The warrior goddess sliced through the air with her sword, leaving behind a slender gash in the fabric of reality. She stowed her weapon away and then grabbed hold of either side of the rift. She pulled it farther apart with great effort. After much exerting, and a fair share of creative cursing, she had reshaped the portal to be just big enough to go through sideways, making it the narrowest gateway to travel through to date. Each celestial seemed to interact with time and space differently when it came to portal creation.

Zartua glared at the opening, clearly not pleased with her handiwork. “‘Plays nice with physics’ is something no one’s said about me ever. Time and space take umbrage with my every passage. Not sure why that is, exactly.”

I had a guess. Maybe time and space rejected her basic nature, maybe they resisted allowing war entrance. I dismissed the notion as too metaphysical. I got the impression Zartua probably just wasn’t very good at making portals. Would she need to recharge after the strain of just a few gateway summonings? The rest of my pantheon had no such seeming handicap, at least not that I noticed so far.

I turned to Lorna. “We both should check if our loved ones are okay. If half the world’s in a coma, there’s a good chance . . .”

She nodded.

I addressed Zartua, “Take us to see Lorna’s family first.”

The goddess tipped her head and motioned for us to enter the rift.

We leapt in.





Chapter 11

Relative Safety


We arrived at her parents’ house a little past ten at night. Our phones chimed in with tons of notifications. We poured over them and numerous texts as we rushed up the walk.

“Guess we didn’t have service in the Dominion,” I said. Come to think of it, my phone had been pretty much dormant in our respective god wheels, too. At least I thought that to be the case. With all the crazy swirling around me in the last day, I’d really not fixated on my phone.

Zartua and Kni marched toward a copse of trees.

The goddess said, “We’ll hang back. Don’t really think you need to field any questions about why a warrior of my stature is accompanying you.”

The news was disturbing. Planes dropping out of the sky. Cars, their drivers suddenly comatose, crashing. The magnitude of so many different vehicles abruptly without human guidance was staggering. What about all the trains barreling down their tracks without conductors? And boats? And military craft from every branch? Could any army in the world muster an adequate fighting force with half their numbers knocked out? Law enforcement had to be stretched to the limit. Hospitals and emergency services must be overwhelmed. There was so much tragedy. It was the Twin Towers on a global scale.

We continued to pour over the depressing news. The National Guard was being deployed just about everywhere. States of emergency were being called. Panicked newscasters were cautioning everyone to stay holed up in their homes, floating the idea that this was a biological attack.

The loss of life was too much to comprehend. I could only imagine the fear running rampant. Judging from the news, no one had any idea who to blame, what was attacking them. I, at least, knew what was causing all the disasters.

And it was maybe that awareness that kept me from dropping to my knees and retreating from the madness. If I allowed myself to truly fathom the scale of the loss, I would freeze in my tracks. And Lorna must be registering the same. I looked over at her, noting her abrupt paleness and labored breathing. No doubt, she was going through the same internal panic and chaos as I was.

We both stopped midway along the sidewalk leading to the front porch, unwilling to move forward and confront what awaited us inside her parents’ house. But we had to move forward.

Lorna said, “This is bad.”

“And it’s only going to get worse when she really goes on the offensive.”

Lorna put her phone away and raced toward the front door. She rang the doorbell repeatedly and pelted the entrance with rapid-fire knocks. “I don’t have my key with me,” she said, slightly panic-stricken.

When a light came on inside, she sighed and lessened her assault on the door.

A man with grey hair and a kind smile opened the door and immediately wrapped his arms around Lorna. “Oh, honey, we’re so glad you’re okay. We’ve been calling you and your sister non-stop since this madness began.”

Lorna squirmed free and rushed past her father. “Is Mom . . . ?”

Her father motioned for me to come in. “She’s in the kitchen.”

“I’m Felix Martin, sir. Nice to meet you. Sorry about the late night visit. She wanted to be sure you two were okay.”

He stared out at the driveway, and I immediately knew what he was looking for. “Where’s your car?”

“We took an Uber. The guy didn’t stick around.” I almost added the lie of the driver being paranoid that whatever was inducing the comas was airborne, but I felt that was just a tad morbid and cruel.

My answer seemed to satisfy him. He closed and locked the door. He picked up a shotgun that had been propped up against the wall behind the open door.

He spotted my gaze and gripped the gun tighter. “Can’t be too safe.”

We entered the kitchen to see Lorna embracing her mom, both crying profusely.

A television in the adjoining family room was on, a newscaster doing her best to sound calm. I caught only snatches of the broadcast. The reporter spouted words like riots, wreckage, and pathogen as if all too eager to get their unpleasant tastes out of her mouth. It was clear that end-of-the-world was not her beat.

Lorna’s mom pulled away from her and hit the redial on her cell phone. “Wendy’s not picking up. It keeps going to voicemail.”

Lorna squeezed her mom’s upper arm. “It’s okay. Felix and I will go check on her.”

“That’s two hundred miles away. With the way the roads are choked by abandoned cars and wrecks, it’ll take you hours to get there.” Her dad’s lower lip quivered. “I don’t want you leaving.”

Her mom seemed to finally notice me. She lowered her phone and said, “Who’s that?”

Lorna rushed out her answer. “My boyfriend, Felix.”

I straightened up and did my best to hide my smile. Now was not the time to celebrate my new relationship status. “I can get your daughter there safely.”

He studied me.

“I’m sure she’s okay. Probably sleeping,” Lorna said. “She worked a shift at the hospital today, didn’t she? Bet she’s crashed on her couch, Beats on, and her music blaring. Maybe she doesn’t even know about . . .”

Her daughter’s mention of what was happening caused her mom to unravel. She’d reached her breaking point. “It’s all so crazy. So many people just falling over. Some sort of coma. It’s everywhere, not just here in the States. How does that make sense?”

Lorna spoke calmly as she guided her mom to the couch. Her dad clicked off the television and got a glass of water for his wife.

He left his family and approached me. “Come with me.”

He went down a hall and into a mudroom. He opened a lower cabinet. Inside was a locked gun box. He calmly worked the combination lock and soon had it open. He pulled out a handgun and ammo. I had no idea what type of weapon it was. He fed the clip into the gun. Holding it by the barrel, he handed it to me with the grip forward.

“I’ve never shot one before in my life. I mean, a BB gun back when I was ten, but nothing real.”

“That’s fine. Give it to Lorna. She knows how to use it.” Before I could take the gun, he thought better of it and spun around and marched back to his family.

He handed the gun to his daughter. She protested at first, but when it became clear he wouldn’t let us leave without it, she double-checked that the safety was on and tucked it in the back of her jeans.

I noticed they did this in the kitchen, out of his wife’s field of view.

He grabbed a set of keys from the counter and tossed them at me. “Take the Prius in the garage. Stay off the interstates and major highways. Back roads should be clearer.”

“Okay,” I said.

Lorna kissed her dad and squeezed him hard. He whispered to her and nodded in my direction several times. She spoke reassurances to him.

He eventually disengaged and went over to sit next to his wife, who was rocking slightly and staring into space. I noticed he left his own gun in the kitchen but still within reach.

Lorna didn’t say goodbye to her mom. She dashed down the hall, through the mudroom, and into the garage. She activated the garage door and prompted me to climb into the white Prius. The other vehicle in the garage was a Jeep Cherokee.

I got in. She slid on her seat belt and urged me to do the same.

I started the car and stared at her. “We don’t need to drive to your sister’s place. Zartua can take us there.”

She slipped the car into reverse for me, and I eased out of the garage and down the drive.

“That’s the plan, but we need to at least drive off and make it look like we took the car. We can park it down the way in the elementary school parking lot.”

When we reached the end of the driveway, I glanced at her parents’ house. Her dad stood looking out the large bay window.

Our deities still hid among the trees off to the side. No way would Lorna’s dad spot them unless one or both slipped out from under cover and waltzed down the drive toward us, which looked likely.

I quickly backed onto the road and zipped down the street so they could exit their hiding spot out of view of the dad.

They did just that. When we drove past, the pair of gods dashed across the neighbor’s front yard.

Lorna opened her door and squeezed into the back seat. Kni joined her.

Zartua eyed the now empty front seat.

“Get in,” I said.

“This will be an ordeal.” She struggled to get all seven feet of herself inside the Prius. She had to angle her sword up onto the dashboard, and her knees were pressed tight against it as well, but she managed. Kni reached out and pulled the door closed, and we drove off.

****

We left the car at the school, and Zartua teleported us to Lorna’s sister. We hopped out onto her front lawn.

Lorna tensed and yanked the gun from her pants. She tossed it on the ground. “What the heck?”

Remembering the penny and how hot it had been, I explained the deal with non-organic material as best as I could.

She cautiously retrieved the weapon. “Not hot enough to burn me, but it definitely spooked me.” She tucked it again in her pants.

“Sorry,” I said. “I should’ve thought to mention it.”

We dashed up to the front porch.

Lorna rang the doorbell for a long time. We could see a light on in the kitchen and living room.

We circled around back. Lorna spotted her sister asleep on the couch, her headphones hooked on an outstretched arm.

All four of us tapped at the glass of the French doors. Wendy didn’t stir.

“She is lost,” Zartua said.

I didn’t like how final her statement sounded. “They’re all in comas, remember? That means they can come to. We just have to defeat the Entropy Queen.” Even as I said it, I wasn’t so sure that would work. The comas had been due to some magical backlash from the queen soaking up all the squires she’d abducted. She’d obviously found some sort of way to nab a huge number. Maybe as her prison had weakened, that had allowed her greater power and reach.

“Can you take us to her god wheel, so I can be sure?” Lorna asked Zartua.

The goddess agreed, and we plunged through yet another crude portal, this one even smaller than her first. I suddenly feared that there was a limit to how many portals could be summoned without a break. Zartua looked exhausted as we dropped into Wendy’s god wheel. Her squire was indeed missing.

Lorna looked lost at this realization. She walked up to the god wheel and stared at the names on it. Her gaze was unfocused. She wasn’t registering the names of her sister’s pantheon at all.

I put an arm around her and patted her shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to make all this right.”

Lorna shook but then, just as quickly, let an air of calm drift down over her. “Yes, we are.”

Noticing that Zartua had kept the rift open and her efforts were fading, I convinced Lorna to move on. We departed for my dad’s place.

****

I found him upstairs, unconscious on the bathroom floor. The sink was overflowing, and his toothbrush lay discarded near the toilet. Lorna turned off the water, and Zartua helped me move him to his bed. When I say helped, she really picked him up like a ragdoll, all by her lonesome, and deposited him in the bed with surprising compassion.

The goddess looked at me. “He is a noble fallen warrior, but his time is not at its end.”

Lorna and I waited for her to continue because it seemed like she had more to say, but she stayed tight-lipped for almost a minute.

“Can you get us back to my god wheel?” I asked the goddess.

Before she could answer, Kni stepped in. “Let me.”

He summoned a portal, and we returned to my god wheel. It still spun at a frightening speed but seemed to be slower than before. I could actually make out the names again as they whizzed by.

Lorna took note. “Hey, the names are back. That’s a good sign.”

“What do we do next?” I asked.

Lorna eyed Kni. “I’m thinking it’s time for a refresh with my pantheon. He’s not been doing much.”

The god had been rather out of it during our trips to check on our families. He really hadn’t offered much other than giving Zartua a break from creating the last portal. Was that a sign Lorna was overdue for a spin? It certainly seemed that way.

Kni gave us a weak smile. “Hate to admit it, but I do feel overextended. Not quite sure my influence has made a difference.”

Outside of our well-timed absence from the real world, just when the queen had laid out anyone without a squire, coincidence had been rather absent. Had that big move used up his serendipity magic? Maybe.

Zartua said, “A changing of the guard, it is.” She pulled out her sword in preparation of creating a portal.

Kni stepped in again, beating her to it. He generated a portal with ease. Even with his influence on the way out, his portal skills were still strong. I wondered just how long Zartua needed to recharge. Judging from how she sent her fellow god a grateful look, I suspected that was a ways away.





Chapter 12

Sit-Rep Misstep


We soon stood over Lorna’s god wheel. It was horizontal, unlike my wheel, and her sister’s for that matter. Both of ours were vertically oriented. Making it even more unique, the device rested within a stone well that stood almost waist high. I wondered why it was different from the others. She also had a scratched-out wedge like mine.

She spun her god wheel. After five revolutions, it landed on Marrgul.

Kni disappeared.

A second later, a large man made of grey rock appeared. He wore a simple jacket, pants, and boots. Everything about him looked chiseled from stone. He walked up to Lorna and bowed stiffly. It was like watching a suddenly mobile statue. He shook our hands. Afterward, we each wiped the grit left behind on our pants, shirt, and breastplate respectively.

Zartua seemed miffed at the new god.

“What are you?” Lorna asked.

“Marrgul, god of strategy at your service.”

Zartua mumbled to herself, but I still caught it. “More like god of inaction.”

“There are so many cogs to fit together to make our undertaking work. We really must itemize your assets, generate a list of goals, and assign responsibilities. We shall run a smooth campaign, one that will not collapse in on its own weight like the flubbed campaign of the last mortal I advised. He was a warlord in name only. Couldn’t manage the logistics of warfare in the least.” He stared at Lorna and me. “Do any of you have access to large armies? What is the status of your armories?”

I frowned. Marrgul didn’t sound altogether promising.

Zartua stepped in front of the stone god and held her sword high. “Onward to the battlefield. Even now, I’m sure the queen is gathering her forces and preparing for war.”

Marrgul scowled and drew up his index finger, looking ready to launch into a response that had a high probability of being rather longwinded.

Lorna intervened and tossed a question at Zartua. “Okay, so you’re well versed in all things violent and destructive, tell me just what this Entropy Queen wants. That’s not been made clear to me. Has it been made clear to you, Felix?”

I thought for a moment. I knew the queen was a threat to all of reality but really didn’t know her motive. “No.”

“Know thy enemy, a very good position. If you can get into what motivates your opponent, you might find a flaw.” Marrgul crossed his arms.

Lorna addressed her god, “Let me take the lead here. We’re gathering intel. That should make you happy, right?”

He nodded slowly.

Zartua said, “She wants to bring about Armageddon, a fit of global destruction so powerful it also damages reality. She thrives on chaos.”

“But if she destroys everything, won’t the universe just be quiet and empty? She doesn’t want that, does she?” I asked.

“Perhaps I could explain.” Marrgul rubbed his large hands together, the friction dropping a cloud of grit on Lorna’s god wheel, specifically on the scratched-out wedge.

Lorna looked ready to deny him but didn’t. She nodded for the god to continue.

“The queen will sow chaos and drive the intensity of the conflict to the brink, but she will find a way to have it not quite end the world. She will sit upon her throne through the dark times while the world rebuilds itself, and then she will start up the end of the world all over again. I find it’s a never-ending cycle with these elder celestials.”

The world was already doing a pretty good job of that on its own. We were on shaky geopolitical ground even with this villainess locked away. With her out and spreading her dark desires, we didn’t stand a chance.

Zartua approached me. She studied my expression. I tried to return it to an air of calm.

“You are shaken, Felix.”

“Um . . .”

Lorna and her god tuned in to my reaction.

I swallowed rather inconspicuously, or at least tried to. Thanks a lot, Adam’s apple.

Zartua returned her sword to its scabbard and thumped me on the back. “Do not be ashamed of your fear. What you and Lorna are being asked to do is difficult, but you will prevail. The prophecy says so.”

You mean the one that went up in smoke a few hours back? A sudden irrational thought lodged itself in my mind. What if destroying a prophecy somehow weakened it, made the outcome less likely? I buried the notion, knowing it would do no good to share it out loud.

Lorna brushed at the dirt that settled on the wheel. Her gaze lingered on the scratched-out name. She pointed at the slice. “Can you tell me what’s the deal with that?”

Both gods shot each other nervous looks.

“Does everybody have one? I saw it on Felix’s and my sister’s, too. Is it when one of you dies they’re removed?”

I hadn’t paid attention to Wendy’s wheel but trusted Lorna’s take.

Marrgul said, “Not anything to concern yourselves with. They are no longer at your disposal for reasons that don’t pertain to our situation in the least.” He added, “And not all have it, just a small percentage.”

Lorna didn’t like the answer. She spun her wheel. It landed on a different god. Marrgul winked out and was replaced by a large, bare-chested man. His pants looked ready to fall apart. He clomped toward Lorna, his expression made even more manic by the disheveled long hair that tossed about with every spastic move he made.

With his outstretched hands and curled fingers, it looked like he was going for her throat.

Lorna must have thought the same. She whipped out her father’s handgun and pointed it at the god’s forehead. “Easy, big guy. We’re all friends here.”

The god slowed but didn’t stop. Another step or two and he’d be all over her. I sprang forward, intent on coming to her defense.

Lorna slid the gun slightly downward and shot him in the right shoulder.

The god staggered backward, clawing at his injury. Blood flowed freely from it, which I found surprising. A part of me thought the gods were impervious to harm. Seeing this one wounded made me rethink my take. They were immortal, just not invincible.

“What’d you do that for, ya psycho?” the god said.

Lorna drew in a measured breath and again pointed the gun at the god’s forehead.

“Don’t come at her again,” I said.

Lorna seemed shocked she had actually fired the gun. She shook a little.

The injured deity put the god wheel between himself and his host. He spoke rapid-fire. “Just put it down. No more crazy, okay?”

“Why’d you attack? Who are you?” I asked.

Lorna lowered her weapon but kept it out.

Zartua gave her a respectful nod and issued me a thumbs up, as if now was the right time to express her approval.

The god tore a strip from his raggedy pants and bandaged his shoulder. “I’m Russ, her god of self-loathing. I wouldn’t have actually hurt her. I just knock her down from time to time.”

Lorna slowly put her gun away. “What the hell? I don’t hate myself.”

“Not for a while, I have to admit. The wheel hasn’t landed on me since eighth grade, really. You peaked early with hating yourself.”

“Well, I don’t see why you’re here now.” She marched over to her wheel and moved to spin it.

Russ slapped his hands down on two slices. The wheel didn’t explode like mine when Lorna had touched it.

She tried to spin it, but he applied just enough force to prevent her. “Not yet. I’m here for a reason. Why do you think you finally let me out?”

Interesting. He almost made it sound like we had control over what god influenced us. Part of me liked that idea. I wondered if I also had a little self hate tucked away inside, enough to designate one of my pantheon to. I didn’t think Xexxer or Mnemon were likely candidates. The former had seemed too stuffy, while the latter I shared with Lorna. No way would she have two of the same gods. Now the Dark Cloud character had been a little intense.

“I’m guessing you don’t feel like you can measure up. You’re in over your head, aren’t you?” He nodded at me and sneered. “And not just with saving the world but with your spiffy suitor. You’re riddled with doubts and that gives me a way in.”

To some degree all our other deities had been helpful, quite inclined to offer aid, but this one didn’t want to play nice.

“You’re sick,” Lorna said. She removed her hands from the wheel. “I don’t believe anything from your mouth. I know what you are and that doesn’t give you power. It gives me the upper hand. I realize things look impossible, but I also know I won’t wallow in self-pity or think less of myself just on the say so of someone like you. You’re even more one-note than all your other godly buddies.”

Russ seemed to shrink. I did a double take. He definitely was a few inches shorter, his muscles thinner.

“Remember sixth grade and how Emily Yoon made you feel? Do you recall the nasty note she left in your locker and how she snuck mud into your apple pie in Life Skills class? The whole class watched you eat it without you knowing. Of course, you found out later. How did it feel to see yourself chowing down on a mud pie posted online?”

“Not the takeaway from that little episode,” Lorna said. “She got suspended for her stupidity. I may have felt bad for a couple days, but I got over it. I grew up. It’s obvious you haven’t.”

Russ decreased dramatically in size. His appearance devolved. He looked much younger, maybe eight or nine. He was so short now that he could no longer hold onto the wheel.

Lorna noticed this and pressed on. “Still fixated on the past.”

“How about when you fell off the stage during the fourth grade talent show?” The god’s voice was more high-pitched and breathy as if he’d had the wind knocked out of him. He shrank even more. Only his head was visible; the rest of his surely toddler-sized self was hidden by the god wheel.

“Really think you can go now.” She reached over and spun the wheel.

Russ squealed and then was gone.

In his place, a deity that was a far cry from human loomed over us.

It was a pale blue, serpentine dragon with impressive wings. It looked at Lorna and then at me, narrowing its eyes. The scales covering its muzzle were bleached white, making me think it was an old creature.

“Sure hope this one’s better than the last,” I said.

The dragon cocked its head at me, suddenly opened its mouth, and sent a plume of blue fire in my direction.





Chapter 13

A Deal Made Broken


The flames engulfed only my head, and somehow they didn’t burn me, not even my hair.

The dragon stopped spewing its fire, but the small inferno persisted around my head, dancing about madly. I swiveled to face Lorna.

She eyed the new arrival with fear.

Despite my skull being ignited, a sense of calm filled me. This dragon meant no harm. It wasn’t a firm conviction. It could still open its jaws and take a bite out of me with its impressive array of sharp teeth. And for all I knew, it could control its flame and suddenly trigger it to produce intense heat. Just the same, I felt relatively safe, for the moment.

I held a hand up to Lorna, who had drawn her gun and was bringing it to bear on the god. I said, “Don’t shoot. I’m okay. It doesn’t hurt.”

I moved, and the fire stayed with me. I felt slightly warmer, but not flesh-meltingly so.

The dragon shot its fire at Lorna. It engulfed her head. She tried to wave it away, but it persisted. When she realized it wasn’t actually burning her, she calmed down, even tucking away her gun.

The dragon smiled at both of us and then glanced at Zartua.

The warrior goddess acted quite comfortable with this fire-hurling god. They definitely knew one another, judging from how they appraised each other. Zartua nodded as if to encourage the dragon to move on to the next step of whatever this was.

Suddenly, thoughts that weren’t mine erupted in my head.

Relax. I am Lorna’s goddess of wisdom. I am Herena. Using mind fire is the quickest way to impart my history to you. With knowledge comes power and trust. I am an open book. Close your eyes and see what has brought me to your side.

Lorna squinted at me. “Beats the last guy.” She closed her eyes.

I did the same.

Immediately, a vivid scene appeared. Or rather, I now stood inside a rich landscape with Lorna by my side. She smiled and took in the sights as well.

We found ourselves at the edge of a clearing surrounded by tall pine trees. It was midday with not a cloud in the sky.

A pale woman with long blond hair and wearing an elaborate dress walked toward a cave. Her long ears betrayed her elven heritage. With thin lips and wide pale blue eyes, she came off as beautiful, if a little stark. A simple necklace with what appeared to hold three small gems of some sort glowed faintly.

The dragon’s thoughts returned. That is me. I am about to enter into a bargain.

So she was an elf who could become a dragon. The sense that we were embedded in a memory crossed my mind. From Lorna’s reaction, it was clear she’d received the mental transmission as well.

Herena entered the cave. We followed. The size of it impressed. Two school buses could easily drive in side-by-side.

After navigating the spacious passage for almost five minutes, our only light provided by the glowing gems hanging from Herena’s necklace, we came to a large cavern. Hundreds of books were arranged on large wooden shelves positioned around the perimeter of the immense cave. A small cascade of water spilled down the roughest-hewn section of wall to our right. That was where the dragon, the one that flung mind fire at us, crouched, lapping up water from a rock basin surrounded by mounds of picked-clean skeletons of small animals and quite a few birds.

Okay, now I was confused. Herena couldn’t become a dragon at will?

Keep watching and you will understand. The elf spared me a reassuring glance, the first time she had acknowledged us. So this wasn’t a true memory, just a recreation.

The dragon turned and flapped its wings lazily. This faint movement was enough to send it into the air. It glided over to the elf.

Thanks to the light from Herena’s necklace, I saw instantly that the dragon was much younger in this memory. Its snout was stubbier and it had fuller cheeks. The scales were different, larger and a more intense deep blue.

Its thoughts entered our heads. You wish to rid your hamlet of the nightmares.

“Yes, and you will stop the dark visions if I do this?” the elf said.

Of course, that has ever been the bargain on the table. You give me a month of freedom, and I will cease the night terrors. The dragon cocked its head. Your daughter has been particularly traumatized by them, hasn’t she?

Herena didn’t answer.

The dragon landed just feet in front of her. It will need to be sealed with blood. The serpent raised a talon high and dug a slit in its forearm. Blood spilled into a bowl on the ground I hadn’t noticed before.

The dragon held up its claws, looking to do the same to the elf.

Herena produced a knife from the folds of her dress and nicked her thumb. Her precious blood dripped into the bowl. The liquids mixed, rolling about in the vessel as if being whipped into a frenzy by a manic chef.

“You will honor your end of this bargain?” Herena said, her expression downcast.

Yes, just like it stated in the contract, a pledge among my people is always honored.

Herena stiffened. It was clear she didn’t like the dragon’s choice of words.

And I didn’t either. I could see the loophole the vile creature had forged for itself. It would only abide by the deal if it were with dragonkind, and Herena was not that.

The elf staggered backward, raising her blade.

The dragon chuckled and glared at her. It’s always the fine print you have to worry about, dear. Just take solace in at least knowing you are sparing your daughter further torment.

Herena screamed. She dropped her weapon and clawed at her midsection. Well, not exactly. It was more like she was hugging and pushing in on it, trying to hold something in.

An exact copy of her, only see-through and white, flew out of her body.

Lorna said, “Her soul.”

I sensed she was right. Or if not her soul, her spirit. It looked like the elf’s ghost.

A specter rose from the dragon and reared up, spreading its wings and puffing out its chest in victory.

Time seemed to stand still for a moment. Neither spirit moved, just stared at one another.

Then, both dove into each other’s physical bodies.

The dragon collapsed and squirmed, thrusting its arms and legs about as if having trouble controlling them.

The elf grinned and spun. The movements were much more fluid, but I still spotted a slight lack of control.

The elf, now possessed by the dragon, said, “Thank you, fair Herena. I will put this shell to good use.”

Herena gained some semblance of influence on her new body and stood on shaky hind legs. Why do you torment others so? Why couldn’t you have been happy here in your lair with all your books?

The elf walked past us, not a shred of awareness of our presence. Lorna had to sidestep to get out of her way.

“Seeking knowledge is not for me. Sowing madness, that’s my birthright. Goodbye, young elf. See if you don’t grow bored here after a hundred years.”

Herena lowered her head and drew her wings close, making herself smaller.

Lorna walked over to the dragon. “We’re so sorry, Herena.”

The dragon slid its snout toward her. Lorna gently placed her hand on the dragon’s nose.

You have seen enough. For now. The dragon’s thoughts were powerful, hitting us like a strong gust.

The memory evaporated, and we stood once again in my god wheel refuge.





Chapter 14

Stakeout Flake Out


No sooner had we returned than Lorna insisted we head back to the real world and take care of the basic functions of going to the bathroom and eating. Zartua protested, offering the option of launching an attack on the Entropy Queen, but neither of us wanted to do that. Yet.

I now sat at Lorna’s kitchen, while she made sandwiches and Zartua restlessly stared out the window at the night sky.

Our crown of flames was no longer visible. Herena had tucked it into our heads seconds before we had hopped across, assuring us it would not fry our brains. We needed to keep her mind fire a part of us to communicate with her.

The dragon was half her size, having shrunk to fit through the portal and to be able to move around in Lorna’s apartment.

“I don’t understand,” I said.

What I manifest for you is not my actual form. It’s a projection. I’m still trapped in a dragon’s body back in the lair. The curse will not let me leave, but I can dispatch my mind afar.

Lorna said, “Makes sense. Remember in the memory that the dragon could send out nightmares? Guess this is sort of the same.”

Herena’s thoughts thundered into our heads. No, not the same.

I changed the subject, slightly. “So how did you go from being trapped in a cave to being a part of Lorna’s pantheon?” I asked, taking the plate with sandwich and chips that Lorna offered me. She handed the warrior goddess a plate as well before sitting down to eat her own sandwich.

A story for another time.

“You’re in charge of knowledge. Shouldn’t you want to tell us everything?” I took a big bite. It was the best turkey with Swiss and mayo I’d ever had. The lettuce was so crisp, the bread perfectly toasted. I glanced over at Lorna and nodded my approval of her sandwich-making skills. Realistically, I knew it tasted so good because I hadn’t eaten all day. The last food I’d shoved in my mouth had been the Egg McMuffin Dad had delivered. This morning already felt so long ago.

When the moment is right. Learning is also about timing. You must be at the correct juncture to receive it.

“And this is not that juncture, huh?” I said snidely.

The dragon didn’t answer.

Zartua said, “You are allied with war and wisdom. I say make your move against the queen. With two such formidable deities at your disposal, you are assured a victory.”

“Well, I bet charging blindly into the mix isn’t the right idea,” I said, thinking we couldn’t count on coincidence to save us since both of our gods of that variety weren’t on deck, so to speak. “Shouldn’t we do some recon, assess the enemy?”

Zartua grinned widely despite chewing on a large bite. She spoke with a mouthful, spraying lettuce on the window. “Ah, now you’re thinking like a warrior.”

Had she influenced me to come to that conclusion or had I generated it on my own? Knowing a pantheon was working in the shadows, nudging your life toward their specific agenda, was unnerving. It made me doubt my free will. The poor saps going through their lives, blissfully unaware of the inner workings and manipulation of their deities, were the lucky ones. A little knowledge was a dangerous thing.

“How do we know where she is? What she’s up to? Would it make the news?” Lorna pulled out her phone.

I know where she is.

“You do? How?” I looked at Zartua. Did she as well? Were all the celestials able to track each other?

It is knowledge, my forte.

Her answer didn’t seem quite right, like she was dancing around the real reason. I eyed my goddess. “Can the queen track us? Does it work both ways? Do you celestials know where each other is at all times?”

Lorna tensed. “Like is there a godly network? If so, what’s stopping her from crashing in on us now?”

Zartua said, “That will not happen. We are not all connected. Only a rare few.” She nodded at Herena. “Take advantage of what she is offering, Felix.”

Despite knowing we weren’t even a little bit ready, I said, “Let’s get our stakeout on, people.”

****

We exited the portal created by Zartua, finding ourselves in a desert. It was freezing.

My goddess sent her portal away. The rift had been full-sized. She had apparently recharged enough to be again at full strength in the portal-generating department. Last time, she’d been good for maybe four rifts before Kni had taken over. I suspected the same here. I glanced at Herena. If the dragon was just a mental projection, could she open portals? If not, we still had Lorna’s bracelet and my ring. Granted, I could only send us back to my god wheel, but that was still better than facing our deaths if things went sideways, which I feared they would.

It was a cloudless night. I searched for a road sign, a landmark that would indicate our location.

The dragon concentrated. A place known as The Badlands. In South Dakota.

There was a thin strip of scraggly grasses to our right. We were in a relatively flat stretch of land surrounded by small, steep hills, many rising to sharp points.

I looked at Lorna. “Never been, always wanted to visit.”

She laughed. “Same here. Didn’t imagine seeing it like this.”

Thankfully, the half moon cast enough light that we didn’t need to resort to our phones.

“So why’s she out here in the middle of nowhere?” I asked. “Seems to me she’d plop herself down in the thick of things, like crash D.C. or New York. That would inspire the most chaos, right?”

Herena flew, spiraling upward in wider and wider circles. She used her wings sparingly. Her powers of flight stubbornly ignored gravity’s sway. That made sense. She wasn’t real, just a hologram and didn’t actually weigh anything. Of course, that didn’t explain how she had been airborne back in the cave memory. Magic had to power her flight there.

She will strike soon. She is amassing an army. The dragon fixed on a large hill ahead and drifted toward it.

“How? Who would join her?” I said.

We followed on foot. I shivered. It surprised me the desert was so cold.

She finds a way to enlist and incite. She always does.

There was no doubt Herena had previously faced the Entropy Queen. It would’ve been before she’d fallen cavebound. Had she fought the queen, maybe even aided in imprisoning her? Her memory had not shown a timestamp. I had no idea how long ago the events had happened, but suspected hundreds of years. Her dress hadn’t looked remotely modern.

We climbed the steep rise, choosing our paths carefully. The rocky terrain seemed mostly composed of sedimentary rock and gave easily, its layers separating and tumbling down. Four times I slipped, while Lorna and Zartua lost their footing only once. Part of me wanted to blame Slif for my clumsiness but knew it wasn’t her fault. She wasn’t currently by my side. Despite that, I still felt our mission would lead to misfortune. My gut told me that my entire pantheon exerted a constant influence and that the freshly spun god on duty had a bit more sway.

The dragon landed just shy of the top and ducked down. She is here.

We dropped to all fours to stay out of view and crawled the remaining distance.

Lorna rose, peering over the top. Her eyes widened. “Oh, God!”

I drew up next to her and peeked as well.

Below was a wide canyon. Smack dab in the middle, the ground had been greatly disturbed. Towering rock formations twisted around each other like thick frayed strands of rope, their overall appearance reminiscent of coiling DNA. These columns surrounded on three sides a relatively flat platform with steps leading to the desert floor in front. A figure dressed all in black and wearing a hood waved her arms about. From her hands, yellow ribbons of energy wobbled out. The ribbons were pulling lengths of stone from the platform. It was like watching a time-lapse film depicting spiky crystal growth.

All of it was unnatural.

“That her?” I asked.

Zartua appeared to my right. “Yes. She is quite accomplished with magic. Such talent wasted on one so devoid of good.”

In less than a minute, the Entropy Queen had fashioned a throne.

Most of the magic dissipated. Only a residual amount leaked from her fingers. Because of this, the lighting diminished greatly. I could only make out the queen as she spun about and sat on the newly crafted throne.

We were too far to discern any distinct features. Her face was in shadows. I didn’t know if that was a result of the poor lighting, her hood, or if she wore a mask.

The queen danced her fingers through the air, and four portals framed in red energy appeared at the base of the steps. People began exiting the gateways, stumbling up the stairs as if unsure how to work their limbs. They swayed and pitched about, doing their best impressions of drunk drivers trying to walk a straight line. Even from behind, I could tell their eyes gave off a yellow glow. It had a very body snatcher feel to it.

“Those aren’t zombies, are they?” Lorna said.

Before she could get an answer, the queen summoned four more rifts. These were farther back. Another wave of people emerged from those as well. All shambled toward the throne.

It seemed like their numbers were close to a hundred if not more, with each opening producing a steady stream of arrivals. I even saw a few children scale the steps, which was disturbing.

The queen swept her arms in wider arcs.

In response, four more portals opened along the very hill we hid behind. The line of gateways was very close to our hiding spot but still in front of us. Many of the groups that spilled out slipped and tumbled down the slope. They got up, thinking nothing of their rapid descent and not even brushing themselves off. A few limped, injured as a result of their plunge.

We risk exposure. You have seen enough.

“Wait, no. We don’t know what’s going on? Who are these people? Why is she bringing them here?” I rose to my knees.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the queen gesture once again.

A quartet of portals opened up slightly behind us. The two in the middle now put us in the path of what emerged.

People trudged through the new rifts and scaled the hill. Most slid backward, not adjusting to the climb at all. Several managed and soon two of them were upon us, an overweight man and a woman wearing just a cami and shorts. She had to be freezing. I shivered. Both stared through us, their eyes glowing a bright yellow, like the rest.

The pair ignored us, only staring forward, their mouths hanging slightly open. I watched the barely dressed woman crest the hill and tumble down the entire incline. She knocked her head twice against rocks. Even with the head trauma, she stood and walked toward the platform.

Zartua dropped back and summoned a portal hidden from the queen’s sight. She pointed her drawn sword at the rift as the crush of people waded through our spot. “Time to go. Consider our intel gathered.”

The dragon flew into the portal. Lorna weaved around the unsteady climbers and hopped through next.

Zartua looked at me impatiently.

I studied the mob amassing around the queen. It numbered in the hundreds. All of them stood still, facing her. Awaiting orders.

I shivered, and not from the desert cold.

I flung myself into the portal.





Chapter 15

Disgruntled Deities


Zartua brought us back to my god wheel. She came through last, collapsing the gate behind her. She wiped her sweaty brow, clearly drained from the task of portal summoning.

Lorna had her phone out and was searching desperately.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Thought I could find something on a news site about what’s going on, but there’s no signal.” She shoved her phone back in her pocket and stared at me, looking lost. “Those were people. She’s controlling them. How?”

I glared at the dragon. “How is she doing it?”

I do not have the answer. She is chaos incarnate. There are very few limits.

I lost it a little. “How do we have any chance against a crazy powerful villainess when neither of us can do any magic?”

Knowledge is power. You know more than you—

“Just stop. I don’t need your parsed-out foreshadowing.” I stared at my god wheel, infinitely frustrated. Goddess of knowledge? More like goddess of cryptic, incomplete details.

My god wheel no longer appeared damaged. In fact, all the names had returned and it looked as good as new. We’d spun what was required at each juncture, to borrow a fitting word from the dragon, if I ignored my manic spinning binge. I hadn’t really had a clear thought in my head or plan then, but now I did. Could I force the god I wanted to emerge on the next spin if I concentrated, focused my will on the device?

I reached down and grabbed the wheel.

Zartua said, “What are you doing? You need me for what is to come.”

“I think I need something more than battle tips.” I fixed my gaze on who I wanted the pointer to stop on. “Time to mix things up, shoot for something out of bounds.”

I spun, and the wheel went round and round. I kept my focus on the wedge I desired. Please work the way I think you work, strange cosmic wheel of alleged chance.

The wheel slowed but was still whirling at a good clip. I projected my will at it even harder. Abruptly, it ground to a halt. The indicator pointed at the exact slice I had stipulated.

Zartua disappeared, but not before she spotted what I had spun—the scratched-out god. Her eyes lit up in shock as she faded away.

Another god failed to manifest. I guess we couldn’t access that particular deity on our wheels. I was about to admit my failure when everything around us dissolved.

We reappeared atop a plateau overlooking hundreds of other rock formations. A man dressed in a jumpsuit, a silver futuristic onesie with a tablet-like device fixed to where a breast pocket should be, stared at us. He had short-cropped, wavy brown hair and a faint beard with no accompanying mustache. What was that style called? Standalone stubble?

The god hadn’t come to us; we’d been brought to him.

Shock briefly played across his dark skin, but he replaced it with a toothy, friendly smile. He registered the dragon and then looked back and forth between Lorna and me.

“So which one is my former host?”

I raised my hand.

He wrapped his arms around me and squeezed hard. “Pleasure to have you drop by.”

We separated, and he gave Lorna a much less exuberant embrace. She introduced herself.

“I’m Felix Martin.”

He waved at me dismissively, his smile still evident. “It’s been a while, and this place does a real number on your brain.” From his expression, it was clear he dug around in his head, attempting to unearth buried memories. “Of course I remember you.” He turned away, stretched while pressing on his lower back, and then flung his arms out wide. “Welcome to my quaint tract of real estate. You like what I’ve done with the place?”

“Why are we here? Does it have to do with you being stripped from my god wheel?” I asked.

“So quick on the uptake. It absolutely does. Welcome to the land of the exiled, the realm of the forsaken.”

This is not wise.

Judging from how the god twirled about and stared at the dragon, it was obvious Herena had broadcast to all three of us.

“Exiles?” I said.

The god strolled over to me and lowered an outstretched open hand, palm down and flat. “Last I saw you in the flesh, you were, what? Yay high?” He moved it up and down until deciding he had the height he desired.

You left when he was eight. The dragon flew between us, looking back and forth several times before settling her gaze on me. He and the others here transgressed. They led an uprising that the powers that be squashed.

“What do you expect, Herena? It’s inescapable with me to want to exact change.” He nodded at the dragon rather casually. “She still all stingy about ‘imparting the knowledge’ to you?”

Lorna pointed to a plateau close by. “Hey, there’s someone standing on that one, waving at us.”

It surprised me to see she was right. A woman in gold armor and with a white Mohawk worked hard to get our attention, even jumping up and down once she saw I was looking. She was shouting, but I couldn’t hear anything, even though she wasn’t that far away.

“That’s Agrava.” He waved at her and then lost interest. He squared himself off in front of me. “I’m Mitch, your god of progress.”

Of upheaval is more like it. The dragon flew away, but not before snorting, sending only a candleworthy flare of blue fire into the air.

I surveyed the other plateaus. A figure stood atop every single one. Those nearby like Agrava paid us close attention.

Mitch noticed me getting the lay of the land. “Got the natives restless. First guests ever.”

“They’re other gods who’ve been taken off their wheels?”

“Bingo.” He fired finger pistols at me. “They sent us here because we advocated change.”

“What kind of change?” I said.

“To not keep ourselves hidden away, manning god wheels that, at best, only eke out slight influence and inspiration.”

You did more than advocate. Herena landed next to Lorna, who was scoping out a god far off that appeared to have an elephant head and four arms.

“So we left our posts, charged into the fray.”

“I don’t understand. You fought on Earth?” I said.

“No, we moved there, tried to live amid the mortals. We thought mixing and mingling made more sense for both the celestials and mortals. The magicals have always done it that way, so why not us?”

I really wanted to argue that point. Magical creatures didn’t pop up in the world at all.

“Yeah, sure, they keep to themselves and dole out amnesia spells like they’re penny candy, but still they don’t get relegated to a pocket dimension at the whim of a silly wheel. Some of us felt we could make much more significant change if we worked alongside mankind.”

The powers that be erased all memories of your uprising. History has been scoured of that blemish. Humanity runs it own course.

“Only we don’t, really.” Lorna entered the conversation. “We all have god wheels spinning in our heads. Seems more controlling than just living alongside each other.”

Mitch clapped. “Always pleased to witness such openness and enlightenment. You are going places, Lorna. How does dear Felix feel about this? Seeing how the two of you have managed to force your way in here, I’d say you have the means to bust us out as well.”

“I don’t think so.” Even as I said it, I was uncertain. Was that our next move? Bring all these deities over to fight the queen?

“You came here for a reason? Might I hazard a guess that something is amiss in the real world?” Mitch crossed his arms, and then slid his left hand up to thoughtfully rub at his chin hair. “What say you?”

“The Entropy Queen is loose, making some sort of army out of people, and Lorna and me are the only ones with access to our pantheons. That evidently qualifies us to fight her, according to the powers that be and Herena.” I hoped the dragon didn’t take offense. I wasn’t trying to sound sour, but I could see where she might take it that way. I added, “They believe we will come up with the answer.”

“And is that us?” Mitch waved about, nodding acknowledgement at several of his fellow exiles.

“Not sure,” I said.

Mitch walked over to the edge and sat, allowing his legs to dangle. “Well, you folks head back. When you think things have gotten so upside down that us exiles are the answer, we’ll be here. I can’t speak for the others because—and I’ve bet you’ve noticed this—we can’t hear one another. But I’m certain they’d love to get back in the game in whatever capacity you two see fit.” He glanced over his shoulder and winked at me. “And I think it has to be you who determines what’s next for us and not the powers that be. Elitist lot, all of them. Maintaining the status quo since Year Zero. don’t you know.”

Sensing we were done, I triggered my portal ring and we fled.





Chapter 16

A Spin and a Miss


I spun my wheel without any clear purpose in mind. I was altogether rather numb. A land of exiled deities was just yet one more layer of madness dropped on us.

The one god I hadn’t met manifested.

He wore a red and white robe with elaborate patterns running up and down its sleeves. His alert, brown eyes took us in quickly. He looked up and patted around on his thinning head of hair and scowled.

“So insulting,” he said. “It never fails.”

“What never fails?” Lorna asked.

The man traced invisible symbols in the air and muttered a string of consonants under his breath. A gold crown, accented with a green gem at its center and featuring three upward tines like a trident, appeared and dropped into the god’s open hands. He shined the headgear with a sleeve before situating it on his head. “My crown, it never appears with my person. I cry foul. A most definite conspiracy is at work.”

“So you’re my god of paranoia?” I asked with a hint of sarcasm.

He huffed and stomped his feet. I spied elaborate sandals, the kind with an impossible number of strings that crept up to the calf.

“I am Lorfu, god of grandness.”

“That doesn’t seem like me at all. You sure you’re in the right place?” I asked.

He fumed, his face turning beat red. “Such insolence. I will not be treated this way. I wish to lodge a complaint. This is why we should not directly interact with them, Herena!”

I wanted to spin again, but Lorna pulled me aside. She looked at Lorfu and said, “Give us a minute, your majesty.”

The god gave her an initial squint of suspicion but slowly nodded his approval. “Thank you, good woman. That’s all I require. Is it too much to ask for an appropriate level of respect and decorum?”

We moved to the opposite end of the chamber. Herena was stuck listening all by her lonesome to the lecture on honor and gratitude spewing from her associate.

Lorna said, “I think we should’ve brought over Mitch and his fellow exiles to help us out.” She pointed at the deities. Lorfu was now blathering on about divine etiquette and lamenting how smiting had fallen out of fashion. “All we can seem to do is generate one at a time like this, and something tells me that if we go to the powers that be and petition they allow us to access more, like even ones not on our wheel, they’ll drag their feet or even give us an outright no.”

I reflected on our track record with the higher ups. We’d only met the one, but that hadn’t gone well at all. “I think you might be right.”

“Do what you did last time to get us back there. You dictated that you wanted the wheel to land on that particular wedge, didn’t you?”

“I did. It wasn’t that hard. I bet you could do it.”

“I bet I could, too,” she said. “But right now, I think it’s wise to send Lorfu ‘the chatty’ packing and assemble our army.”

I returned to the god wheel and reached down to spin it. Mitch’s name was still scratched out, but his wedge didn’t look as abused. I could make out the M, whereas before only the C and H had been discernible. That was a good sign.

Lorfu said, “I don’t think so, young man. I deserve my day in the sun.”

I looked around the dark cave. Um, are you paying attention to where we are at all? I kept the snide remark to myself, knowing it would only trigger the uppity deity even more.

“Take us to Earth and let’s see what fine strides I can spark.” He rubbed his hands together. “And hamburgers. It’s been forever since I’ve partaken of that finery.” He spoke next out of the corner of his mouth, drawing his hand up to his cheek to further make his comment casually conspiratorial. “I know. Not what you’d suspect of me. I truly do have impeccable tastes and usually reserve only the best for my discerning taste buds, but burgers are my guilty pleasure.”

I rolled my eyes and spun the wheel. Never going to summon you again, buddy.

Lorfu grabbed my shoulders and shook me hard. Tiny centimeter-long lightning bolts shot from his eyes, fizzling out quickly and landing on his red cheeks. “You ungrateful upstart! You have no appreciation for . . .”

I tuned him out and concentrated on the pointer landing on Mitch.

The wheel stopped. I opened my eyes.

Lorfu said, “You are a fool! If only I could receive special dispensation to smite you, I—”

He vanished. In his place Yolla appeared. The goddess smiled.

I spun the wheel again, sending out the mental command that I wanted it to wind up on Mitch with much more imperative.

The goddess of good fortune departed. Her sister popped into existence.

Slif glared at me. “Going through us rather quickly. I was just with Yolla. She winked out, and I thought there you go. I left the shop we’d been patronizing, thinking I had a decent stretch of time to enjoy more of what the Dominion had to offer. Didn’t even have time to activate my feed, and you spun again.”

I didn’t respond. I spun again, frantically urging the wheel to bring forth Mitch.

No such luck. Ed appeared.

I spun again.

Xexxer came next.

Another spin. This time I shouted at the wheel to deliver Mitch or else. I hated the hollow threat.

Zartua appeared.

I spun.

Dark Cloud. He gave me a grim look.

I hesitated, thinking he might actually talk. He didn’t. He just stared at me.

Lorna said, “Try again.”

I worked the wheel five more times, my panic intensifying with each failed result.

Lorfu. Yolla. Ed. Dark Cloud. Yolla.

I leaned against the side of the god wheel, gulping in several breaths. Flinging the wheel so many times hadn’t taken the wind from my sails, but my mounting anxiety had caused me to hyperventilate, something I hadn’t done in a long time.

Yolla said, “Stop it. What are you trying to do? I know from my feed that you went to see Mitch. You shouldn’t have been able to do that. Something must be wrong with your wheel. Might have something to do with Lorna touching it. When it fixed itself, maybe that freed you to access Mitch.”

“But it’s not letting me now.” I had a sinking feeling that the malfunction had been a one-time opportunity.

Lorna entered the conversation. “Maybe yours can’t do it anymore, but mine can. Let’s go wreck my wheel and see if it’ll allow us to fetch Mitch.” She summoned a portal.

Herena offered a suggestion. You should really check on your family. I think I figured out what’s happening with the queen and her army.

“What? Tell us,” I said, annoyed that it seemed like the dragon was trying to sidetrack us.

Yolla said, “There is the danger that someone you care about could be harmed, even killed. Prophecies are always rather vague about death.”

I wagged a finger at the goddess. “Are you telling the truth or making stuff up as you go? I’m beginning to think there’s really not a prophecy and you just say things to steer me to where you think I should go next.” I hated losing my cool with her as she’d been the most likeable of my pantheon so far.

Yolla appeared momentarily hurt, but then I saw determination return. She squinted at me slightly and put her fists high up on her hips. “We want you to succeed. Listen to Herena.”

We eyed the dragon expectantly.

I think maybe the army is comprised of those without squires, the ones in a coma like Felix’s dad and Lorna’s sister.

“That seems like a leap,” I said.

The dragon appeared nervous. She licked her lips and averted her eyes. You have to trust me. I know what she can do. This is within her capabilities.

I looked at Lorna. Something was off. The dragon wasn’t being forthcoming. “What aren’t you telling us?”

I’ve said what needs to be said.

Well, actually mentally projected, but that was me splitting hairs. I truly needed to stop that. Bisecting follicles had never gotten me anywhere. I chuckled inwardly at my word play but then refocused, suddenly fearing the dragon might be able to read my thoughts and be disappointed in my distractive tendencies. I snidely added, “At this juncture.”

The dragon turned away and shared nothing more.

Yolla gave Herena a sympathetic look.

Did she have an inkling what the dragon’s deal was? Did my pantheon socialize enough when away from the wheel to know each other’s secrets?

“You have to tell us, eventually. I know there’s more.” Lorna walked over and gently touched the dragon’s left wing.

Herena pulled the slightly folded appendage away from her.

Lorna ignored the evasive move and returned her hand to the wing, stroking it gently.

This time, the dragon didn’t recoil.





Chapter 17

A Parent Problem


We checked on Lorna’s sister first. Lorna managed more control with this portal, dropping us in her sister’s kitchen. She rushed over to the couch.

Wendy was still there, in the exact same position, really. Lorna removed the Beats headphones hanging from her sister’s outstretched arm, tucking the limb under the couch pillow to make her more comfortable.

Yolla said, “You shouldn’t have a bracelet that can take you anywhere.”

“Well, I do.” Lorna didn’t even look at my goddess. “Maybe it’s that way because the prophecy says so.”

Yolla grew quiet.

Herena drifted over to her host.

Lorna studied her sister’s face. “There’s a faint yellow glow coming from her eyes.”

I leaned in to see. Sure enough, despite being closed, there was indeed a glow seeping out from under her eyelids..

“So why hasn’t she hopped up and walked through a portal?” Lorna briefly made eye contact with the dragon before scanning the room, scoping out whether or not a rift sat waiting to be put to use.

I did the same.

Nothing. No portal.

Perhaps she summons her army in waves. The fact that your sister’s eyes radiate that light isn’t a good sign. She is dormant until being called to service.

A chill ran down my spine.

Lorna didn’t move. She was considering her next move. Eventually, she stood. “Felix, we need to take her to my parent’s place. They can stop her from doing anything stupid if a portal shows.” She touched her bracelet and spawned a rift over by the pantry door. “We can bring your dad there, too.”

I gently lifted her sister from the couch. Lorna went through the gate first. I followed, with our gods bringing up the rear.

****

Lorna didn’t mess around at her parents’ house. We appeared in their living room. Both were asleep in recliners with the television on. I checked my phone. It was almost one at night. We’d been coasting on adrenaline so long, that I hadn’t noticed how late it was.

She directed the gods to hide in the garage. They quietly left.

I eased Wendy onto the couch as Lorna woke her parents.

They were freaked out at Wendy’s comatose state, but Lorna eventually got them calmed down. “Mom, Dad, you can’t let her get up and leave through a portal.”

I fully expected them to give her questioning looks, but they didn’t.

Her dad pointed at the television. “We saw that. Like an hour ago. They ran footage of people waking up and walking through holes in the air. That’s insane. What’s going on?”

Her mom fretted over Wendy, placing a wet washcloth on her forehead and stroking her hair. “Something’s wrong with her eyes.”

Lorna drew up next to her and gripped her mom’s hands, cupping them within her own. “Mom, you have to be strong. Felix and I don’t have time to explain, but there’s bad stuff happening. And we’re in deep.”

Her mom flinched and slipped her hands free to adjust Wendy’s compress.

“Honey, what do you mean?” Her dad shot me a look.

Lorna stood, grazed her fingers over her bracelet while holding it up for her family to see, and triggered a portal. It flickered into being to the right of the television, which had a reporter running a clip of a portal as well.

Lorna’s parents gasped. Her mom pointed at her bracelet. “How’d you . . . ?”

“It’s magic. You have to believe me. We’re going to fix this. Felix and I know what’s happening.”

“We’re bringing my dad here,” I said. “He’s in a coma, too. Please look after him.”

Lorna’s dad met my gaze. “Of course.” He gave Lorna a hug and kissed the top of her head. “Please play it smart.”

She said, “I will.”

Lorna hopped through the dimensional opening, and I chased after her.

Once again, we were running off without our deities in tow. As much trouble as they’d been so far, I couldn’t help but feel a little naked without them. I wondered if Lorna felt the same.

****

We lucked out, and Dad was still in his bed. We brought him to Lorna’s parents. After breaking it to them that a portal could appear and to do everything to stop Wendy and my dad from stepping into one, we left through the garage. Lorna had the sense to keep her parents from seeing our deities. Neither seemed aware we had fetched my dad without them. If Lorna didn’t tell them, I certainly wasn’t going to.

We ducked into a portal and exited in Lorna’s god wheel.

She nodded at me. “Do it. Put your hands on it.”

I did, and the wheel exploded, throwing me backward. I was prepared and didn’t let myself crash into the cave wall.

The wheel began spinning furiously.

We both agreed it made no sense to wait around for the god wheel to fix itself. After all, mine had taken at least five hours to return to working order. We went to my house. I walked Marty. The dog couldn’t get enough of the dragon. Herena went upstairs to get away from my retriever’s constant attention. Yolla eventually joined the dragon. I gave Marty a rawhide, and he settled down in his dog bed for a long gnaw. I left his crate door open as he had been cooped up too much already today.

Lorna was the first to sprawl out on the couch. I joined her, drawing my arms around her as we settled in. She turned on the television in case the Entropy Queen showed herself to the world. After half an hour and no mention of her assembling an army out in the desert or of a sudden invasion of a heavily populated city, we turned the sound down. Eventually, we fell asleep, our bodies giving in to exhaustion.

Lorna’s cell phone woke us up.

“What is it, Mom?” She slipped off the couch and began pacing.

I watched her expression go from concern and confusion to horror.

“We’ll be right there.” She ended the call and froze in place.

“Lorna, what is it?”

“They woke up, both of them. A portal appeared. My dad tried to stop them.” Her voice hitched. “He couldn’t.”

“Oh my god.”

“They’re gone. The queen has them.”

I stood and opened my arms. She crashed into me, buried her face in my chest, and sobbed. I hugged her tight, doing my best to hold back my own tears.

Marty raced up to us, hopping about at our feet and wanting to contribute his hyper affection. His barking brought Herena and Yolla downstairs.

When the deities arrived, we separated, regaining our composures.

The divine didn’t ask. Somehow I sensed they knew what had happened.

I glanced at the kitchen clock. 9:47 in the morning. “We need to go to your wheel.”

“I want to save Wendy,” Lorna said, a distant tone to her voice.

“We will, but we need Mitch and the others.” I expected pushback from our deities, but both held their tongues. Or cerebral telepathic organs, in the dragon’s case.

Yolla called up a portal. Remembering how rough her dimensional travel had been, I hesitated.

The goddess noticed. “Don’t worry. I gave you the works the first time through. I wanted to impress. I can do a much simpler dimensional transfer, promise.” She grinned.

Lorna sailed through the rift with Herena close behind.

Marty lunged at the gateway. I almost didn’t catch him in time.

As I escorted the retriever to his crate, Yolla said, “You are doing the right thing. Herena is caught up in tradition and resists employing the exiles because she has close ties to the powers that be. What do you expect, though? She used to be one.”

“What?”

“She wouldn’t want you to know that yet, but I thought you should be apprised.”

So that was her secret. But it didn’t explain how she was somehow linked with the queen.

Yolla eyed the portal. “Come. Lorna’s probably wondering what the hold-up is. Maybe confess to a quick potty break.”

I stepped through the portal, giving the goddess a withering look.





Chapter 18

Future Troubles


Lorna’s wheel was in proper working order. It hadn’t taken as long as mine to reboot. She manipulated her god wheel with determination.

It landed on her scratched-out god. None of the letters were legible.

Herena disappeared. I hated to see the goddess go without confronting her. I sensed that it would have to happen eventually. She wasn’t being wholly upfront.

The three of us were once again transported to a plateau. This time it wasn’t Mitch’s. That made sense. We’d been brought to Lorna’s exiled god.

Wearing a light brown robe, a shadow creature stood staring at us, his face a hazy black cloud featuring two glowing eyes, vertical nostril slits, and a mouth lined with sharp teeth. The creepy thing was he’d already been facing our way and smiling when we’d hopped out of the portal, as if expecting us.

“About time you losers got here.” He pointed at a nearby plateau. Mitch stood atop it, waving in our direction. “What took you so long? Have you weenies no urgency about the end of the world?”

“Um, well . . .”

The god slapped my knee, which made sense as he only came up to that height. I was glad he hadn’t tried to hit me any higher. If he’d really extended himself and added a leap, he might’ve been able to tag me in the stomach. “Both rhetorical, pal. Can’t you suss out insincerity when it slaps you in the face, chief?”

I didn’t respond. I grinned and rubbed my knee. Truth be told, there was no way he could reach my face.

He scowled and kicked dirt at me. “That one I wanted you to answer.”

The god squinted at me, waiting.

When he started tapping his foot and eyeing my shins in a way that could only be described as kick-happy, I rushed out an answer, “Normally, yes. You’re a little hard to read, though.”

He rolled his eyes and lost interest. He walked up to Lorna and wagged a finger at her to draw closer.

She dropped to one knee and leaned in, bringing herself nose-to-flattened nostrils close. “You’re with me.”

“But of course.” He gave me a nasty side-eye. “Never any doubt the quality person I’d be associated with. This place makes things a little cloudy, but I remember you well, Lorna Wesson.” He inspected her hands. “It is still Wesson, right? No one’s put a ring on you yet, have they?”

She smiled. “No, still free as a bird.” She winked at me.

The god caught it. He smacked himself hard in the forehead. “No, no, no. You can’t possibly be entangled with this nimrod? Say it ain’t so.”

“Let’s save the world first and then worry about who’s officially with who after,” she said.

“Yeah, I get it. All business with you. Guess you need my services, huh?”

“Not really sure what you do,” she said.

I suddenly realized the creature’s misstep. “How’d you know the world was ending if you can’t communicate with Mitch? For that matter, how’d you know his name?”

“We were acquainted with one another from before the powers that be locked us away in here, cretin. Worked the god wheel of a cyclops together. It was short-lived. The poor sap never saw the death pit coming. I don’t shoulder any blame with that one. I wasn’t manning the wheel at TOD.” He grinned. “As to knowing the world was facing an end, I’m highly deductive. I figure you two forcing your way in here, which is supposed to be impossible, must mean things are desperate out there.”

“Oh.” That was a reasonable answer.

“Also, I’m one of the rare deities that can actually access my sphere of divine influence.”

“Which is?” I asked.

“Call me Vardislek, god of portents.”

“What’s that?” I asked. I thought I knew but wasn’t sure.

“You can see into the future,” Lorna said.

“Yes, and I can really help you along your path. My readings are sometimes specific but often kind of general. Perhaps a demonstration, milady?” He bowed.

“Proceed,” she said.

The little god crossed his arms and scrunched up his face. Tendrils of shadow wiggled upward from his head, like dancing, gravity-ignoring dreadlocks.

Everything around us suddenly appeared as if in negative. I flinched, but then we reverted to normal a second later.

Vardislek doubled over and wheezed. He kept one arm pressed against his stomach as he looked up at the two of us. His eyes widened, and he stiffened. When he spoke, his voice was monotone, robotic. “A death of a close ally the first time through but not on the do over.” He rubbed at his eyes and shuddered.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Open to interpretation. I’d give you another, but I need a little recharge time.” Vardislek gently patted her knee. “Just so you know, dear Lorna, I like to mix things up. Never the same species twice. You were my only mortal. Worked my way through a lot of magicals over the centuries. You got a lot to live up to. My last gig was with a noble pegasus.” He drew his hands together and pressed them to his chest as he drew in a breath and struck a reminiscent pose. “That was so long ago.”

“I’ll try to make you proud.” She stared at Yolla and me.

I wasn’t sure how helpful Vardislek was going to be. He certainly liked to talk. We needed to move forward. No telling how much time we had before the queen put more lives in jeopardy. I didn’t want to think what the military response would be to fending off a crushing army of zombified citizens.

I said, “We want to bring all of you back and enlist you in stopping the Entropy Queen.”

The little god shivered. “Ugh, her? Really? Lady gives me the creeps. And my portents get a little slippery where she’s involved, for some reason.”

“So what do we need to do? Summon portals for all of you and bring you across?” Lorna looked out at the numerous plateaus and their accompanying prisoners.

“Well, the logistics of that would be massive, and possibly doable. But that’s not going to work. You got a much bigger task ahead of you.”

“Which is what?” Lorna said.

“The powers that be have a barrier spell erected that keeps us from leaving our rock towers, talking to each other, and skipping back over to the real world. Good news is the originator of that spell is housed in this very dimension.”

Lorna put one hand on her hip and narrowed her eyes at the god. “And the bad news?”

“The spell goes away when you kill Big Ernie. And when I say big, I don’t think you truly appreciate the magnitude of Ernie’s vastness.”

Lorna and Yolla stared at me, both aghast.





Chapter 19

Temple Twister


I stared up at Vardislek’s rock formation. We stood at its base, actually on this dimension’s ground.

“This is stupid! We don’t have time for a side quest,” I said.

Lorna started forward, not even looking back to see if I was following. “It’s not. We have to do this to free these exiles.”

“It just seems like a distraction, but I trust you.”

Yolla said, “I’m actually excited. I’ve heard of Big Ernie. He’s quite powerful.”

“Um, how is you fawning over the jailer here helpful in the least?” I said.

“You have nothing to worry about, Felix.” The goddess gave me a quick side hug. “You have me. Things will turn out. You will land right.”

We continued walking, weaving past a dozen plateaus. We couldn’t see any of the deities atop the formations; they were too high up. Even the shortest looked to be hundreds of feet tall.

Vardislek had gone into extensive detail about our foe before we’d traveled by portal to the surface.

Expect a lot of tentacles, he’d said. Breathe through your mouth or else you’ll gag from the stench, he’d urged. Massive elder gods that disagreed with the rules of time and space didn’t employ the best hygiene practices, hence nose-breathing being off limits. The annoying god had dwelled on the odor at length, even suggesting if we took too deep a whiff it might result in gruesome death through olfactory means.

I reviewed more of the ghastly tidbits as we trekked. Try not to look at him for too long. Something about his appearance being so unearthly and alien to our tiny brains that we risked derailing our very sanity, or words to that effect. He will manipulate gravity and perception as well as make you think you have a tummy ache. Nausea spawned by a mental attack was apparently a thing. Don’t get him started on his relatives. Bad blood between elder gods was rampant and usually resulted in restraining orders being issued willy-nilly. Of course, when dealing with entities that could bend reality to their whim, they weren’t all that easy to enforce.

Despite the laundry list of hazards, Vardislek had given us an attack that was foolproof. The god had lingered on me when he had said that.

“You up to this?” I asked Lorna.

She nodded.

“I wish it was me,” I said.

“I get it, but having Yolla by your side negates the link you have with Mitch, and for this to work, one of us has to serve as a conduit.”

“Still sounds risky. He was a little cagey about whether your body could handle so much power. Add to that his portent and you’ll have to excuse me if I’m a little worried.”

“I can do it, Felix. With every step we take, I grow more convinced that I can handle this.”

I smiled. “You’re pretty amazing, you know that? All of this is crazy, and you’re handling it like a champ.”

She looked over at me. Something about her expression told me, if we dwelled much longer on our mission, she would fall apart. And I couldn’t blame her. I was the same. Heck, a stiff breeze could take me down at this point.

“You are, too.” She quickened her pace.

I kept up, as did Yolla. The goddess had been quiet through the entire discussion of how to take down Big Ernie. I wanted to ask her if the powers that be could enlist the overruling magic required to imprison a slew of rebellious deities, why they couldn’t send in mystical troops to deal with the Entropy Queen. I didn’t, because I knew she’d just circle back to the prophecy and insist we’d only see it through thanks to the likes of us. She would likely candy coat it and brand us as ‘brave and worthy mortals’ to boot. Yolla, despite her faults, was overall positive. I was actually glad to have the goddess of good fortune along on this mission. She at least made it feel less of a suicidal one and more of the you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me variety.

We now moved down a slight slope, the rock formations around us thinning more and more.

Ahead, I spotted our destination—a pyramid not at all Egyptian, more Aztec inspired. With the slope now steeper, we slowed.

I took care with my footing on the loose gravel as I studied the stone structure. There were four sets of wide stairs, one for each side of the pyramid. The six terraced levels were topped by a temple. A lit brazier stood at the entrance to it, the flames leaping impressively high.

Big Ernie wasn’t the celestial’s real name. Ernuticotylazyl or something like that. Many seeking to impress the elder god had been struck dead for mangling the name. Addressing him as Big Ernie didn’t incur his ire. He preferred it, according to Vardislek. As to why Lorna’s god knew so much about his jailer, Vardislek had confessed to being a bit of a divinophile, a word I reckoned the obnoxious god had made up, but I’d let it slide. Vardislek and I really hadn’t gotten along, and I’d tried to be the better person and hold my tongue. It hadn’t been easy. The pesky god had been judicious with the cretins, losers, nimrods, chiefs, and other derogatory names when addressing me during our elder-god-takedown huddle.

We stopped at the base of the pyramid. I did my best to tamp down my rising anxiety. Pity schools didn’t offer a life skills class on tamping. I definitely could’ve benefited.

Yolla finally spoke, her first comment in a while. “One thing you might want to do to improve your chances.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Fortune favors the brave and right now you’re quaking in your boots. Afraid your fear is making any good luck magic take a nosedive. I already feel a little weak, Felix.”

I glanced over at her. She was rather see-through, only this time I don’t think she was doing the whole ghost thing on purpose.

Lorna asked, “Are you okay, Yolla?”

We needed every edge we could get. I wouldn’t be the reason Lorna failed. I concentrated, doing my best to radiate courageous thoughts. You got this, Felix. Be a beast. Be strong. Be magnificent. On that last line of pep, I scolded myself. Overreach much?

Yolla grew more defined, her ghostlike appearance almost completely banished. She again looked solid, give or take a patch of transparency that popped up here and there.

I squinted at her slightly see-through elbow, egging on my confidence in my head. Remember the time you faced down Lance Tate in tenth grade? That showdown could’ve resulted in me being shoved into my full cafeteria tray, but the bully had actually backed down.

Yolla’s elbow filled in.

The goddess smiled at me. “Much better. You have a wonderful glow about yourself when you’re confident, Felix. Stick with the bravery and boldness. It suits you.”

I looked at my arms, surprised to see there was a faint glow.

Lorna was equally attentive to my change. “Okay, we all get it. You’re feeling plucky. Just remember, it’s me doing the heavy lifting.” She started up the steps.

I climbed alongside her. “Putting good luck out there for us is the least I can do.”

Lorna said, “It really is.”

Her playful ribbing was obvious. I laughed.

I waved a goodbye to the goddess. Yolla would stay put. She’d assured us her good fortune would still stick by our side, but that her actual physical presence would work against us once we were face to face with Big Ernie.

The slope was steep enough that we both leaned forward and resorted to using our hands to aid our ascent about every other step.

Halfway there, we stopped and rested.

I scanned the terrain. The plateaus radiated outward from the temple along not quite radial spokes; they were relatively straight, with only a few out of line by a negligible amount. The pattern hadn’t been noticeable before. I could make out about twenty along each of the dozen spokes before the haze and distance made it impossible to see more.

“This Big Ernie is powerful. Hard to believe his magical essence created this prison and fuels the barrier spell.” I reeled backward, vertigo doing its level best to send me tumbling.

Lorna grabbed my wrists and pulled me back. I banged my shoulder into the next step, but at least I hadn’t fallen.

“Remember, Vardislek said the closer we got to the summit, the more Big Ernie would play with our perceptions.” She guided my hands to seek purchase two steps up. “We go the rest of the way on all fours, deal?”

I nodded, although I wasn’t convinced the elder god’s influence had played a part. I really wasn’t a fan of heights, not that I would admit such to her.

Ten steps farther and the remaining section of stairs appeared to curl up and over our heads. Here were the warped perceptions.

“Don’t look back,” Lorna said, then vomited.

I spared a glance her way, which made the sky spin. The clouds spiraled round and round as if being pulled down a drain located close to the sun. Over her shoulder, I could see the adjacent side of the pyramid, as if it had been mounted on a hinge and some giant hand had lifted it from its assigned, and dimensionally appropriate, anchor point. I shouldn’t have been able to see the other side. It was impossible from a physics standpoint. I thought of Vardislek’s exact words regarding Big Ernie’s capabilities. He bucks the conventions of physical parameters. He unseats up and down and screws the pooch, three-dimensionally speaking.

My stomach churned, and I squeezed my eyes shut to end the unraveling of time and space. I gagged and pressed my lips closed.

My equilibrium was out to lunch. I yo-yoed between the air pressing in on me and then fleeing. I felt both buoyant, like if I let go I’d float into the clouds, and heavy, the sensation of my body being pressed into the ground as if some giant hand wanted me relocated to the Earth’s core ASAP.

“You okay?” I asked, sucking in several precious breaths as if an unreasonable vacuum was pending.

She coughed and sniffled. “Better. I looked down. Big mistake. Almost did a nosedive off this thing. Everything was all warped. It was like the ground reached up to snag me. Sorry you heard me throw up.”

“No worries. Just checking that off the relationship bucket list earlier than expected.”

“And where does pairing up and conquering an elder god that smacks you around with reality fall on that list?” she snidely asked.

“Oh, it’s been added.”

I heard her snicker and resumed climbing.

She said, “I’m not opening my eyes until we get to the top.”

“I hear you,” I said, groping for the next step.

It was much slower going, and I almost let go once due to a displaced sensation that roared forth from my gut, which had me convinced I could no longer feel the stone under my hands and feet. Lorna shrieked and confessed to the same feeling. I heard a lot of scuffing and sliding about from both of us. When her hand latched onto the back of my shirt and tugged it reassuringly, the unease evaporated and we continued upward.

We reached the summit and crawled forward for a good twenty feet, only opening our eyes when the growing heat from the brazier ahead buffeted us.

It turned out the flame was only an arm’s length away. A forward shuffle or two more, and one of us would’ve jabbed our hands into the blaze.

We stood, fixing our gaze on the fire simply because we didn’t want to risk a glimpse of the sky, or ground, or sides of the pyramid bending about and rushing at us again. With my peripheral vision, I could see the air all around wiggle and twist, an effect much like the one that would radiate from a hot road—in this case, more like a thoroughfare heated to supernova intensity. I narrowed my eyes, which helped lessen the effect.

Lorna pointed past the fire to the temple opening. “Into the maw we go. Say your prayers if you got ’em.”





Chapter 20

Elder God Banter


Once we passed through the temple entrance, the sense that time and space were being twisted into knots lessened.

We soon came to a set of stairs. Wall-mounted torches arranged two to a landing aided us greatly. The stairs switched back and forth for six flights before we reached a corridor.

Who dares disturb the womb haven of Big Ernie? The voice crashed into our heads, louder and more overstepping than Herena’s telepathy.

Lorna started down the corridor. I took three quick strides to catch up with her.

You have the gall to violate my ponder space?

Something was off about Big Ernie. Womb haven? Ponder space?

The flames of the torches fluttered and diminished in size as if a strong breeze had blasted down the hallway, but I hadn’t felt anything.

“Just like a bully. Resorting to intimidation already,” I said.

The passage took a sharp right and doubled in size. We moved even faster through the wider section.

You face reliable death if you stay your ill-advised course.

Stones from the wall ahead began to shimmy free from their original position and purpose of holding up the temple. Thankfully, it was not many, but it made it difficult to continue as our path now resembled the sides of a Jenga tower where players had only wormed their blocks halfway out.

We progressed by ducking, sidestepping, and hurdling our way through.

The stones continued to emerge, many almost spanning the entire width of the corridor. We resorted to wiggling and squirming.

“This isn’t good,” I said. “We’re going to get crushed before we even confront him.”

The stones stopped sliding into the hall.

I have a name, you know.

“What?” I replied weakly.

We moved even faster, trying to take advantage of the motionless stones.

My kin bearer honored me with a name when she brought me into this actuality. The least you could do is use it in your ultimate moments.

Don’t ask how I could tell, but Lorna relayed a look that told me to keep stalling.

Ahead, the crowded passage opened into a large chamber. And, from what I could see, the walls of it weren’t inducing a heaping helping of claustrophobia.

Not at all respectful to just refer to me as a him.

“Very sorry. Pronouns do you a disservice. I see that now. I won’t even attempt your true name as I’ve heard no one can speak it to the degree of perfection that it deserves. But may I call you by your alias, the appellation spoken in reverence throughout the cosmos, or so I’ve been told?” I laid it on thick, thinking an elder god would lap up subservience.

It’s not sitting right with me.

He was having a hard time getting past my apparently brazen pronoun usage. “Absolutely. I will not let that happen again. But do I have your permission to address you with your illustrious, and by no means any less momentous, name?”

Lorna, who was almost to the chamber at the end of the hall, sent me a laying-it-on-a-little-thick glance. I smiled, pleased I could so readily interpret her looks.

I suppose that would be fitting. It’s actually grown on me since its spoken inception.

The stones resumed moving.

Lorna shoved herself through the last few feet.

I snaked under a particularly aggressive slab of masonry and then climbed over two others before I was home free.

The moment I was out of harm’s way, the stones reversed course and snapped back into their rightful, architecturally sound, places.

Oh, you two must be escape craftsmen. Have you been practicing back at your wellness abodes?

Why didn’t he just say escape artists or homes? It was as if his thoughts didn’t quite translate correctly.

The pair of you are quite resourceful. A goodly portion of intruders succumb to hasty death before they make it to my doorstep.

We walked into the chamber. It was a huge domed area, far bigger than the pyramid it inhabited. Guess Big Ernie could make his ‘wellness abode’ as spacious as he wanted it to be. A definite perk of being a manipulator of the space/time continuum.

The room wasn’t lit by torches. Instead, the tiles underfoot gave off a soft light.

“It’s like you could fit three football stadiums in here,” Lorna said as she did a slow turn with her mouth hanging open.

Well, it needs to be huge for when I’m my customary self. You’ve trespassed when I’m under the weather. Caught a transversal head cold when I tried to fold time and space within a black hole on a binary dare from my neighbor Zggglwsx. At least me sneezing inverse geometrical mucus bundles stopped a day ago. You would not have wanted to experience that, trust me. If you had barged in a week earlier, I was ginormous, a sprawling mass of tentacles that this chamber could barely contain.

“You can leave this dimension?” I asked.

Ahead, at the center of the chamber, a small table sat. Perched atop the ridiculously tiny furniture, when situated with such a massive area as its current backdrop, there was something round, like a crystal ball.

Being the only discernible feature of the space, we walked toward it, on guard for an ambush.

Not exactly leave, but I can extend myself into other quantum neighborhoods without my duties as jailer suffering.

What we mistook for a crystal ball was not. For one, as we drew closer, it trembled and there was movement at its base, like it sat on a plate of writhing worms.

I confess to a little boredom. You’re my first visitors ever.

And two, Big Ernie’s telepathic utterances grew louder as we approached.

Lorna pointed at the definitely-not-a-crystal-ball thing and into the air as if trying to connect it with Big Ernie’s conversing.

She said, “Wait, you said you took out other intruders besides us.”

Well, that was a bit of an embellishment on my part. I wanted to unsettle you by referencing past conquests of my doing. You’ve exposed me. I’ve really never encountered a threat to my thriving being.

We were now within twenty feet of the table and could clearly see what it held. Big Ernie was little more than an octopus.

Lorna gasped.

I would have, but a horrible smell made me pinch my nostrils shut. Good lord, it was like the offspring of shower drain hair sludge and the putrid runoff from a rusted-out dumpster where dead cats, an entire school of deceased mackerel, and a rotten decorative gourd had been discarded.

Lorna clamped down hard on her own nose. She wiped at her eyes, too.

I had to as well. The stench was working our tear ducts overtime.

The air still tasted foul, but it was a passable alternative to taking another whiff.

Only feet away now, we sized up our opponent.

He was definitely octopoid, or at least what looked like a bad puppeteer’s version of a cephalopod. His balloon-sized body was a sickly yellow with red and blue veins funneling upward from where his squirming tentacles sprouted forth. The flailing appendages, of which there had to be close to twenty, darted to and fro, some segmented, most with slimy suction cups, and even one that waved about a tiny axe or cocktail umbrella. The tentacle twirled the bright blue object so manically it was hard to tell.

Its eyes caught my attention, and I couldn’t tear myself away. Black, bulbous and leaky, they bespoke of horrors unimaginable. I mean, if I really comprehended what I was seeing, since I could actually visualize the nightmares contained within their depths, then wouldn’t that make them simply imaginable terrors?

My soul shriveled up as ghosts, wraiths, witches, and a disproportionate number of simple accountants wielding those big calculators with their own paper rolls descended on me. I screamed.

You are losing yourself in everything dire and cheerless. You are awash in a sea of the not nice, aren’t you?

Just look away. Shut my eyes, I told myself.

Suffer a horror pageant, rubbish mortal.

A fleet of compact SUVs became mechanized crocodiles. They came at me, their hoods opening and closing as they swept their spacious hatchbacks back and forth like tails. Scarecrows with horrifying faces, their mouths stretched impossibly wide, leapt at me with sharpened chopsticks in their bloody straw fists.

Something stung my cheek.

Wasps with the faces of D-list celebrities sprang at me, their stingers at the forefront and dripping with poison.

I endured a vicious sting to my other cheek. I reached up and rubbed at the injury, shocked at the sheer anguish.

“Felix, snap out of it.”

Who was talking to me at a time like this? They should be quaking in their boots or emptying their bladder into their cargo pants, like I was very close to doing.

Two more blows. These felt more like slaps than oversized insects impaling the winning feature my grandmother enjoyed pinching when I’d been five.

The nightmare images faded and slipped out of focus.

“Close your eyes, you idiot!”

Another slap, this one hard enough to be an honorary punch.

“Think of something silly to counter Big Ernie. You have to be upbeat.”

I recognized the voice—Lorna, my girlfriend and fellow champion determined to save the world. I certainly hoped we would. I wanted to eat sushi, ride roller coasters, and make fun of reality stars gone bad with her.

The nightmares dissolved into twisty plumes of smoke, and I once again looked into the abyss that was Big Ernie’s peepers.

I tugged my head left and forced my eyes shut before another wave of nightmares exited his definitely-not-soulful orbs.

Lorna said, “You can keep your eyes open, but just use your peripheral vision to keep tabs on Big Ernie.”

I opened them a crack and oriented myself. I located Lorna and turned to face her. I could see Big Ernie to my right, just barely. And, truthfully, ‘just barely’ worked fine given that I didn’t want to endure another round of his terror vision. “Thank you.”

Lorna smiled. “Always.”

I know why you’re here.

“The prophecy? Even you got to read it?” I said, breathing through my mouth.

What? No. I love to eavesdrop. Heard everything. And what you have planned won’t work.

Lorna executed a series of hand gestures. I interpreted her manic bout of jury-rigged sign language to mean she wanted me to keep the jailer talking. She took a few steps back, unpinched her nose and drew in a calming breath.

I knew my role. It wasn’t as glamorous as funneling the magic of all the exiled deities in the general interdimensional vicinity into my body, but my time would come. Being a hero also meant knowing when to step aside and let someone else have the win.

I kept my field of view exactly how it was, my gal front and center and squishy elder god certain of my death, who was also pint-sized, off to the side.

“Well, then what do you suggest we do if you’re so confident that anything we attempt is utterly futile?”

It is. I will not be defeated in the way you think.

“Ah, so that means there is a way,” I said. “Do tell.”

I will not be lured into my downfall.

“I think you might already have been.”

Lorna put her hands together and drew them toward her chest. It was a very yogalike pose. And sort of sexy. I hated myself for thinking that, but it was her slow-motion movements that did it for me.

She winked at me and then closed her eyes.

“But what if this is the answer to your boredom.”

I don’t follow.

“Well, and hear me out, as much as you say you like sending parts of yourself into other time zones—”

Quantum neighborhoods.

“Pretty sure it’s time zones.”

A ribbon of red and blue energy filtered into the chamber from the corridor and funneled into Lorna.

It most certainly is not. I am an expert on all things extradimensional.

“Extradimensional? Is that even a word? Don’t you mean interdimensional? If we get to make up science terms, I say that henceforth pocket dimensions be called bonus dimensions.”

The godly essence flowing into Lorna was no longer a slender ribbon. A river of it poured into her. She glowed.

The ground shook. I crouched to keep standing.

Lorna didn’t because she was now floating two feet off the tiled floor.

“I’m guessing the shaking is your handiwork. What are you doing? Strumming the underlying cords that hold this reality together?”

That’s not even contiguous to being correct. It doesn’t work as an analogy, really.

“So not a string instrument. What then? Percussion? Woodwinds? Did you blow into the dimensional piping that is in between realities to make your quaint little earthquake?”

The energy no longer disappeared inside Lorna. It swept all around her, coating her in a thick armor.

You are not making sense.

“I don’t have to.”

You most certainly do. I would think you’d want to be lucid in your ultimate moments. You are about to meet your initiator. I would imagine you’d like to maintain your marbles as you are ushered into your afterlife.

“Oh, most definitely. But it’s looking like that day is not today.”

Lorna turned toward Big Ernie, closing her eyes and balling up her hands at the same time. The lady looked mighty. If I could keep squid boy distracted a second or two more . . .

You are very boastful, arrogant really. Who here can crush you by folding the space you inhabit in on itself?

“Yours truly?”

No, me, me truly. I can do that. I call it infinite accordion compression.

“That’s not a thing you do.” I was beginning to think it was. The air was exerting far more pressure than it had a second ago, so much so that, when I went to nod at Lorna to signal for her to speed up ‘Operation: Eradicate the Elder God/Cosmic Jailer,’ my head passed through the thicker atmosphere in a highly sluggish manner not to my liking.

I’m already doing it, but I think maybe you deserve to experience it at quarter speed so I can revel in your agony.

“You don’t strike me as a proficient reveler.”

Lorna grimaced and stabbed her arms forward. The stockpile of godly goodness shot forth, slamming into Big Ernie.

What? No, you will not claim triumph.

Lorna leaned in, sending an even larger torrent of magic at the octopus.

Big Ernie stood his ground, but her bombardment was having an effect. He shrank slightly.

No . . . I am not . . . at my . . . optimum.

He was now half the size, more of a magic eight ball than a crystal ball. His tentacles shriveled up and the cocktail umbrella—taking it in from the corner of my eye I could see it wasn’t a little axe—disintegrated. I hated that I might never hear the story of how he’d obtained such a silly keepsake.

I exclaim foul. My cold . . . and you distracting me . . . I royally rotated up . . .

Lorna sent a huge wave of the godly essence at the elder god.

It knocked him off the table. Now no bigger than an oversized marble, he bounced several times and rolled to a stop.

No . . . I deserve . . .

Lorna dropped to her knees and pitched forward.

I sprang into action and snagged her inches from her head smacking into the ground. She looked up at me, residual sparks of magic shooting weakly from the corners of her eyes. I eased her to the floor and marched over to Big Ernie.

. . . . . . . . . . . .

I felt a tickle in the back of my head. He’d clearly broadcast something to us, but we could no longer receive it.

I cupped a hand to my ear and leaned toward him, risking a glance at his greatly reduced self. “What’s that? I can’t hear you? Must be some interference. Maybe you’re having trouble tuning yourself to the hum and thrum of reality, is that it?”

. . . unfinished commerce . . .

I brought my foot down hard on the elder god. “And it’s claim victory, you nasty glob of pus.”

The instant Big Ernie ceased to be, the dimension around us winked out and we appeared in a large cornfield next to a small pond. The corn only came up to our knees, which was oddly cute and comforting to me.

I raced over to Lorna and helped her to her feet.

“You did it! Wow, you . . . that was . . . absolutely spectacular.”

She looked ready to fall asleep, but she managed to open her eyes and beckon me to come closer with a whisper.

I shifted forward to within a few inches of her. She lifted her head, which seemed like a major chore, and planted a quick, soft kiss to my lips. She closed her eyes.

I pulled her close and repositioned her to a more comfortable angle.

All around us, the exiled gods began appearing. I watched their arrival with glee.

When a few of them popped into existence in the pond, I burst out laughing. Mitch arrived only ten feet away. Thankfully, I didn’t spot Vardislek but was sure the troublesome god had made it across.

I looked at my fellow champion and thought, Lorna, if you were awake right now, you’d be absolutely dying.





Chapter 21

Time Marches Backward


Lorna woke up almost ten minutes later. In that time, Mitch and Vardislek gathered the exiles in a fallow field next to the corn. Thankfully, there wasn’t a farmhouse that I could see, so we attracted no unwanted attention.

Yolla stuck by my side. I thought it interesting that she could be with me as well as Mitch.

Our deities filled in the crowd on their newfound freedom and the threat of the Entropy Queen, giving a few key details of the prophecy, nothing I hadn’t already heard.

I couldn’t be sure, but we must’ve freed close to two hundred gods. That number seemed small when I thought of how many people the queen had likely enslaved by now. I checked my phone. No news about any attacks by an evil goddess and an army of the possessed, but there were plenty of reports of comatose victims getting up and walking through portals. Estimates ranged wildly from as few as several thousand to upwards of a million.

Lorna stirred. I helped her stand.

She stared out at the scene, looking weak from defeating Big Ernie.

“You did it! We’re back on Earth, and they’re all ready to help,” I said.

Mitch and Vardislek approached.

Mitch grinned. “Thank you for freeing us.”

“Will they help?” Lorna asked, surveying the milling deities.

Vardislek said, “We didn’t poll them, but I would say all signs point to yes.”

“Is that an official portent?” I asked, somewhat sarcastically. I didn’t like the little god. Something about him brought out my snarky side. I recalled his last portent, which had been cryptic and grim. We hadn’t lost an ally so far.

“No, just good at reading the room.” He studied our rural environs. “Or rather, pasture.”

I said, “So they need to know not to hurt anyone in the queen’s army.”

“Pretty tall order,” Vardislek said. “These guys have been cooped up for a while. Quite a few, those with the more volatile temperaments, aren’t going to like hearing that.”

“Tell them what you want,” Lorna said to me.

Mitch nodded his approval. “You’re running the show, Felix. They know the two of you are part of the prophecy. They will abide by your wishes.”

I drew in a breath, doing my best to ignore Vardislek rolling his eyes at my preparation.

I shook out any stiffness and stood up straight. I walked past Lorna, who extended a hand, allowing it to graze my arm as I passed, her small way of showing support. She’d been instrumental in freeing our army, and now she was stepping aside to let me lead. I wasn’t wholly convinced her faith in me was deserved. For a split second—or a cleaved second if I was adopting how Big Ernie spoke—I wanted to pass the baton to Lorna. She struck me as more of a motivator than me.

I caught Mitch staring at me. He was my god of progress. My stepping up and taking the reins would definitely be a sign of growth. I just didn’t do this sort of thing.

Yolla nodded at me and mouthed, “You can do this.”

Despite not feeling like the proper fit for the role, I girded myself and marched up to the deities. All of them had tended a god wheel in the past and seen it as not serving a purpose. They valued mortals but wanted to work out in the open alongside them rather than exert hidden influence. Prophecy or not, would they take orders from a measly mortal?

I drew to within ten feet of the first row of gods. Most were human in appearance. There were a few odd standouts. I spotted a moose with glowing antlers, a fox with bat wings, a centaur, and what looked like a cyclops with a peg leg. There was even a goddess with snakes for hair. She didn’t turn me to stone, but I did freeze up for a hot minute when our eyes met.

Some were grandly outfitted, clearly playing the part of the divine to the max, while most looked every day. Jeans and T-shirts were the rule and not the exception. With the divine, every day was apparently Casual Friday. I spied a goddess even shorter than Vardislek, a fairy that flew up and smiled at me before winging back to perch on the shoulder of a god that was most assuredly associated with war, mayhem, and grisly death. He looked outfitted to pound and pummel at the drop of his oversized, skull-themed helm.

I cleared my throat and began. “We face an enemy set on bringing chaos. Her army of mortals serves against their will. For that reason, do not hurt them, only subdue.”

Several of the rougher deities grimaced, but no one protested.

“When she strikes, Lorna and I need your help to get us to the queen. We’re supposed to take her out, somehow.”

A small elf wearing a flowing yellow gown and leaning on a staff that looked like a gnarled branch said, “I know you doubt yourself, but I sense a more than ample supply of bravery within you two.” She nodded at me and then at Lorna.

She must be the goddess of pep talks to someone. “Thank you.”

“Fear not, Felix Martin. The ‘not knowing’ is mentioned in the prophecy. I read over it carefully when your god Xexxer and I did extensive prophecy research.” The god wore his hood very low. I could only see a pointy, bone-white chin.

Slif had mentioned Xexxer as a likely expert on the prophecy. He’d been so stuffy, I hadn’t really thought to spin him and pepper the god with questions.

Part of me thought this deity was just as uptight and a stickler for procedures as Xexxer. It would be smart to appeal to him with a little pomp and circumstance, two things that didn’t come easy to me, but I could give them a shot. “Well, he’s not currently here. Could you share some of what you gleaned from the prophecy? Any parts you deem helpful?”

The god shook his hidden head. “What part of ‘not knowing’ don’t you fathom? You are to enter into the impending fracas uninformed.” The god spun around and slipped back into the crowd.

Noticing the deities acted restless, Mitch motioned for me to wrap things up.

“The time to clash with the witch and safely incapacitate her army is going to be really soon.”

Again, several of the bruiser types looked ready to mount an argument justifying maximum force, but I scanned the crowd, issuing the lot of them my most determined glare.

Vardislek sarcastically slow clapped. “Well done. A rousing call for . . . relative action. Your ability to inspire is, well, still dubious at best.”

“Just trying to keep everybody alive.”

Lorna’s god of portents said, “Fine and dandy, but recall my omen declared a do over was possible.”

I wanted to argue that I didn’t know what that meant but held back. It seemed none of the gods could be direct and obvious.

Lorna snuck up behind me and patted my back. She pointed at Yolla and Mitch. “So, seeing as you get to have two from your wheel at your side, let’s go spin me my own back-up.” She triggered a portal, and Yolla and I went through it with her.

****

Lorna concentrated, clearly trying to nudge the wheel to land on a specific deity. I wished she’d consulted with me, as I had a hunch who we took with us into this confrontation was important.

The wheel landed on Mnemon, the god we shared together. I wondered if that would cause Yolla to vanish.

The god appeared and, thankfully, my goddess stayed present and accounted for.

“That wasn’t who I requested.” She frowned. “I’d been going for Kni, figuring we could use a little serendipity right now.”

Mnemon was bald, but young, mid-twenties. He had a single piercing in his right ear and a soul patch bleached white. His black T-shirt featured an hourglass with the sand actually dropping into the timepiece’s bottom half. I watched the graphic grains spill downward for a few seconds, as did Lorna. Black boots and blue jeans completed his outfit. He didn’t look up from his cell phone.

“So you finally got around to me. About time.”

“Sorry. We spun a lot. It just never stopped on you,” I said.

He glanced over at me. “Oh, hey, Felix.” He again fixated on his phone, thumbing through several screens before making eye contact with Lorna. “Kind of nice to take care of you two at the same time.”

“Are you the god of memory?” I asked.

He kept thumbing through his phone, clearly searching a relevant screen or app to escape into or show us. I couldn’t be sure. He just oozed detachment, like he couldn’t be bothered with reality. “So to speak. I’m the god of time.”

Neither of us said anything.

He stopped working with his phone but still looked at it. “I’m one of the few keen on embracing tech. Time marches on, shedding old concerns and moving onto new.”

Lorna gave me a look that questioned this celestial’s sanity.

“But sometimes revisiting our past, replaying a passage that has grown dim in our memory, has purpose.” He tore his gaze away from his phone and gave us each a lingering look. “What I’m saying is . . . road trip!” He pressed his thumb down on his phone’s screen. A chime sounded.

Lorna’s god wheel chamber melted away.

We stood in the back of a bus filled to capacity. Every seat was occupied. All wore colorful leis like you’d have draped around your neck if attending a luau. Quite a few wore Hawaiian shirts. Everyone carried cameras, not cell phones. This was clearly a tour bus of vacationers.

To seal the deal, the driver’s voice came through on the bus speakers. “Our second stop is a chance to stretch your legs and take a waterfall trek. Please stay on the path and follow Margo. She’s got some wonderful Hawaiian lore for you about Pele.”

I looked out the windows. Tropical plants passed by on either side.

Mnemon tucked his phone away and smiled. “Don’t worry. No one can see or hear us.”

A small blond girl with three leis around her neck and a pink one in her hand ran toward us. A slightly older girl gave chase, clearly upset. From their strong resemblance, they had to be siblings.

“Give that back, bozo!” the taller blonde growled.

Lorna gasped and studied the faces of the pair. The youngest ran through us, followed by her sister.

It was unsettling to be immaterial. Although, I did feel a chill when the two had moved through me. From Lorna’s expression, she must have as well.

She pointed at the girls. “This is crazy.”

The driver looked back and requested the unattended minors return to their seats.

“Mom and Dad already gave you theirs. Don’t be greedy.” The older girl grabbed the pink lei and then wrapped her arms around the thief. She hoisted her up and carted her toward the back of the bus. Both flopped into a shared seat and laughed at each other, not at all upset or embarrassed. Two red-faced parents scolded them from the seat behind.

Something struck me as familiar about the girl. She was tall and pretty. Déjà vu came crashing down on me. My parents had taken us to Hawaii when I was thirteen. We’d been on a tour bus much like this, traveling around and seeing the sights. I even recalled the sisters making a scene. I smiled. Well, actually I just remembered the older one. She’d been cute and caught my eye.

Lorna groaned. “Why did you take us here?”

“I was about to say the same thing,” I said. “Do you know this place?”

She pointed at the sisters. “That’s me. The older one. Wendy took my lei. You knew this was from my past? How could you? I don’t look anything like that anymore.” She huffed, blowing a stray curl away from her face.

Mnemon studied mine for a reaction.

I’m sure I gave him a winning expression of absolute incredulity. “No, this bus, I was on it.”

“What? No way.”

I moved up the aisle, searching for my younger self. I spotted my dad and mom first. Two seats behind the driver, my thirteen-year-old self looked back, his eyes devoted to the girl resituating the pink lei around her neck. He stared at her in a far too obvious way.

“That’s me.” I pointed at my ogling self.

Lorna gawked, recognition flashing across her face. “You, that’s you?”

The bus stopped, and the driver made another announcement that neither of us listened to. The bus emptied out. Almost all the tourists walked through us as we stared at each other, dumbfounded.

Lorna had been my Hawaiian dream girl.

****

Mnemon didn’t say a word. He worked his phone again, and the scene changed. It was later in the day, and the tourists were back on the bus. Most of the younger children were conked out, their heads in their parents’ laps. Wendy was out cold. Lorna and my younger self were not among the dozing.

Lorna and I watched the pair stealing glances at each other. When one caught the other, it resulted in a smile that was either returned or provoked the recipient to duck down, their cheeks red.

I drew up close to Lorna and whispered, “We actually knew each other before we started dating. This is wild. You were my vacation crush.”

She smiled at me and squeezed my hand. “Me too. I remember we kept seeing each other wherever we went. The gifts shops, the hotel.”

That had been true. “The luau,” I said. “I almost got up the nerve to talk to you there.”

“But the one I still remember so clearly—”

Mnemon interrupted, waving his phone between us as he tapped on its screen. “Nope, please don’t deny me the pleasure of revisiting that moment. It’s so much better in person.”

We appeared in a pool. It was weird. The three of us stood in the four-foot end, immersed in the water but not feeling soaked to the bone in the least. Mnemon even tucked his phone in his pocket, dunking it in the water, with no concern at all.

I knew why we were here. The beach ball transaction.

Lorna didn’t waste any time in scoping out our new setting. She spotted her younger self tossing a beach ball back and forth with her mom in the deeper end, close to the large artificial rock formations that had made the pool so memorable.

The swimming area extended into caves hollowed out from fabricated rocks. Inside one of the numerous spaces was a bar where the customers could sit on submerged barstools in the water and sip at their drinks. Many spaces were cozy little alcoves that I’d explored, finding young couples lip locked within on numerous embarrassing occasions. That hadn’t dissuaded me from diving into the nooks because it had been so much fun.

We waded closer, which was really just us walking at a normal pace with no liquid drag in the least. It was weird watching us navigate so swiftly through the pool, while those here in the memory were so bogged down and sluggish in their movements.

Lorna pointed at me emerging from one of the grottos. “There you are, diving under constantly. It was pretty obvious you were trying to impress me with how long you could stay underwater.”

“Guilty as charged.”

“Wait for it,” Mnemon said, leaning in between the two of us in a slightly predatory fashion.

Lorna punched the beach ball hard, sending it sailing past her mom. It landed, and the breeze hastened it toward my smaller, scrawnier version. In just a swimsuit, my pointy elbows and knees, wafer-thin arms, and barely-there torso were on full display.

Young Lorna waded toward the wayward ball. “I got it, Mom.”

My mini-version surfaced near it.

I said, “I knew exactly whose ball that was.”

My past self scooped up the ball and handed it to the teenaged Lorna.

She blushed and said, “Thank you.”

“And here’s the most romantic response in the history of all things lovey-dovey,” Mnemon said with a smidgen of emotion.

“Uh, okay.” My tongue-tied self immediately dove under, swimming into the nearest grotto.

Two words, but even then, my voice had managed to crack. Just the same, I wasn’t ashamed of the memory in the least. If anything, it made me feel closer, more tied to Lorna.

Young Lorna watched my aquatic self disappear into the clear, chlorinated waters, smiled and sighed, and then rejoined her mom.

Mnemon produced his phone and changed our venue.

We were back in Lorna’s cave, Hawaii and young love very much in the rear view mirror.

“That was a sweet memory,” Lorna said. “And it turned out to be you.”

Mnemon said, “Oh, that wasn’t a memory. I took you back to experience your mutual past.”

I stared at Lorna. “This is crazy. You were my first crush. I mean, I don’t count Cindy from first grade. I only agreed to be her boyfriend because she always forked over her Twinkie at lunch.”

Lorna rushed toward me.

I swept her up in my arms, and we kissed.

When we separated, she still kept close, resting her nose lightly on mine. Her warm breath played over my chin as she said, “This is crazy. How is this possible?”

Mnemon said, “It was a connection granted because of your happenstance deities. Having such an early connection makes your pairing now that much stronger. It kind of imparts you both with more chronal sway.”

“I don’t know what that means,” I said.

Lorna added, “Me neither.”

Mnemon waved dismissively at us as he shook his head. “Not important right now. It will come into play later. You’ll need me one more time, trust me on that. I can’t see the future like Mitch, but I have a comprehensive view of history. I know that where we just were in Hawaii and where you are now with the Entropy Queen business isn’t all there is to your stories.” He nodded at the wheel. “Go ahead and spin who you want. It’ll work this time. I sort of forced my appearance on you, but it was the right time to look back at such a special moment.”

Lorna said, “Thank you.”

I looked at the god. He seemed to be expecting a response from me.

Before I could thank him, he smushed his index finger to my lips, silencing me in the most embarrassing way. “You don’t need to say it. I already know.” He grinned wickedly and then his voice changed, mimicking my younger self down to the voice crack. “Uh, okay.”





Chapter 22

The Eyes Have It


I decided not to visit my god wheel. I didn’t want to trade Yolla for another deity. As appropriate as it would be to summon my goddess of war, I thought good fortune would be a steadier influence and companion. Kni was still at Lorna’s beck and call.

When we returned to the exiled gods, it was early morning. I looked all around, fearful a farmer would crest one of the surrounding gentle hills astride a tractor, but our luck seemed to hold. Our little army remained undiscovered.

I texted my neighbor, Greg, a widowed veteran, while Lorna checked in with her parents. When my neighbor responded, we both expressed relief that neither of us were comatose or walking around with glowing eyes. I asked him to check in on Marty and walk him several times today as long as it was safe to go outside. Greg commented on the crazy stuff he’d seen on the news. I lied and told him I was trapped out of state, Virginia to be specific, and would try my best to get home as soon as I could. He insisted I be safe and not foolish, that he would mind Marty until things returned to normal. I thanked him and promised I woud treat him to lunch when I got back.

Lorna was still on her phone with her parents, doing her best to calm them down.

Mitch and Vardislek stood with Kni and Yolla, getting each other up to speed.

I’d consult with them next. I pulled up several news sites and checked on just how sideways things had gotten in the last few hours. I didn’t make it past the first page. The disturbing headline told me our next move.

I rushed over to Lorna and held up my phone for her to read. Her eyes widened, and she quickly ended her call.

“This is happening too fast,” she said.

“I know,” I replied.

Yolla and Mitch marched up to us, clearly having registered our alarm.

The goddess said, “It has begun?”

“Yes.” I skimmed the first few lines of the article. “A large portal opened up over the National Mall in D.C. just about twenty minutes ago. Guard troops engaged the possessed.” I looked at everyone crowded around me.

Kni and Vardislek joined us.

“That’s what they’re calling them, the possessed.” I kept skimming. “There’s talk of a woman in black leading the charge.”

“We have to go,” Lorna said, doing her best to contain her panic. “Your dad and Wendy might be there. Is there any other place they’re attacking? Paris? New York?”

“Only D.C. right now.” I swallowed, hating how my hysteria simmered just below the surface. I looked at Mitch. “It’s time to go. Tell everyone to portal to Washington.” I clicked on a live stream. I recognized the Air and Space Museum in the background. The possessed surged past it. The cameraman’s narration was laced with fear. Understandable, he was in the thick of the madness. One of the possessed passing by tried to claw at him, but he batted her away with his camera. He decided to get some distance and retreated, filming as he moved in reverse. At one point, he veered left, perhaps fending off another attacker. It was hard to tell as the sound had cut out when the possessed had attacked him. I caught a shot of an empty stretch in front of the Reflecting Pool.

That would have to do as our beachhead.

“Tell them to picture the Reflecting Pool on the National Mall.” Remembering our earlier arrival to this remote spot and how some deities had wound up in the pond, I added, “Land in front of it, not in it.”

Mitch and Vardislek ran off, rallying our army with stunning speed.

Yolla noticed my surprise. “They are eager to exact change. Remember why these gods were exiled, after all.”

“Yes, but will they—”

She nodded and smiled. “They will honor your wishes and do no harm.”

“Good,” I said.

Kni held up a pair of canvas knapsacks. “Inside are twenty no-go spheres. Toss them at an attacker and they generate a five-foot-wide stasis field. Anyone inside will be frozen for a few minutes. The bigger the target, the less time it will contain them.” He looked back at the exiles. “We’ve been busy fashioning as many non-lethal tools as possible while you were gone. Stun rods, swarm nets, and a few others. Just know that we armed almost half. The others will resort to their powers or hand-to-hand combat.”

As the deities readied themselves for their dimensional jaunts, I spotted the rods and nets, even what I assumed to be the equivalent of magical tasers.

“Thank you,” I said.

I reached into the satchel and felt around. My hand scooped up two of the spheres. They were about the size of eggs and weirdly warm.

I made sure the metal clasp on the bag faced outward, and reminded Lorna to do the same. While I didn’t think the metal would heat up too much, I didn’t want to have a repeat of what had happened to Lorna with her father’s gun.

Kni summoned a large portal. I watched the exiles rolling out, disappearing into their rifts, each summoned in wildly different ways. No two snowflakes alike.

We leapt through the rift.

****

It was impressive to watch everyone spill out of their portals. None of the rifts overlapped or intruded on each other. Probably some aspect prevented that outcome. Unfortunately, several gods collided upon vaulting out of their gateways. I watched a walrus-headed brute body slam fairly hard into a green-skinned goddess with four arms. She crashed into the ground head first, but her limbs did lessen the impact somewhat. The god who’d knocked into her had the decency to help her up.

The exiles wasted no time surging forward and taking on the rear of the possessed army.

Lorna and I took off too, our four gods in tow.

“We need to get to the queen. We take her out and all these slaves break free, right?” I asked Mitch.

“That sounds fitting,” he replied.

His answer had been curt, as if he didn’t want to delve into the topic.

We waded into the fight.

Lorna was the first of our small band to use a no-go sphere. A biker with a scraggly beard charged at her. She flung the sphere hard at his belly. When it bounced off his leather jacket, the projectile hung in the air and a globe of light blue energy expanded outward from it. The biker, as well as a man dressed in a black suit, froze in place within its confines.

Kni pushed back several possessed with a stun rod, giving each paralysis with a touch of the staff’s blunt end.

Yolla had a swarm net at the ready, but I didn’t get a chance to see her put it to use as a possessed pounced on me, landing on my back and driving me into the grass. I rolled to my left, swatting at the hanger-on.

The possessed eventually leapt free.

It was a boy, no more than ten or eleven. Dressed in Star Wars pajamas that were ripped at the knees, he glared at me, the yellow glow from his eyes intensifying.

Yolla yelled, “Watch out, Felix!”

I caught movement from my left.

Lorna tackled me hard, driving me into the ground.

Yellow beams shot out of the little boy’s eyes, vaporizing the ground where I’d been standing just a second ago.

“The queen is taking her chaos to the next level,” Kni said.

I reflected on whether to credit Yolla’s good fortune or Kni’s happenstance or both, but knew it was Lorna who had pulled out the win.

The boy swept his head left, causing his eye beams to cut a trench as they moved toward us.

We scrambled to our feet. I threw a no-go sphere at the deadly tyke barely in time. The second he froze in the stasis bubble, his eyebeams cut out.

We pressed forward. Exiles mounted a defense along our flanks, while we worked on taking out the possessed in front of us. Not all used their eyebeams, but enough did that it was a growing concern.

Sadly, two gods disintegrated to our right. Vardislek took out the perpetrator of their deaths with his taser. He poured more magical current into the limp mortal than I thought necessary, but he was obviously in a maddened state at the loss of his fellow celestials.

The exiles didn’t relent. We continued forward. I surveyed the battlefield ahead. The National Guard was putting up a good fight, but, with more and more of the possessed employing their eyebeams, casualties were mounting. The military were armed, but I had no idea if they were shooting to wound or if their bullets were rubber, designed for crowd control. Once those overseeing the assault saw the possessed using such deadly force, I doubted the soldiers would continue employing non-lethal methods.

Lorna shoved me down. Eyebeams stabbed through the space my head had just occupied.

She tossed two spheres at a crowd preparing to unleash their eye energy. She nabbed six.

I charged forward and tackled the seventh, a young woman in a black evening gown and only one high heel, who looked more of the bar-hopping genus than of a species that would wield death from their eyeholes. Guess her night on the town wasn’t going exactly as planned. My impact snapped the woman’s head back and sent her eye beams into the sky.

Lorna threw three spheres at our attackers as she pulled me back behind our gods.

The deities instinctively knew to defend us.

Lorna said, “I’ve got two left. “ She glanced at her satchel and then mine.

I fumbled through the contents of my own bag. “Six, possibly seven.”

The possessed kept coming at us.

“There are too many. We need to get to the queen faster.” She held up her bracelet. “You and I can do this.”

I eyed Mitch and Vardislek. They were working in tandem to disperse a dense mob. Many on the attack seemed to be adapting to the arrival of the exiles and their weapons. I watched two of the possessed dodge a swarm net, while another wrestled a stun rod from a goddess with quills poking from her back. The deity let go of the weapon and spun around, smacking her quills against her attacker. I was grateful she didn’t try to impale but rather used them to batter.

“Maybe we should take Yolla or Kni, at least,” I said.

She eyed the gods in question. Both were in the thick of the fight. “It would take either of them too long to make it to us. We’d run out of spheres before they got here.”

To cement that notion, she threw her last two spheres at a shrieking possessed rushing us from behind. The woman froze in mid leap, the no-go sphere not caring that she was defying gravity in its midst.

“Now, Felix!” She pressed my hand against her bracelet, which was starting to glow.

We appeared inside a museum, one I had visited more than once in my childhood and knew well. An elephant took up the center of the large rotunda. The Museum of Natural History.

It was empty from what I could tell.

Lorna gasped and pointed to the building’s entrance, a line of doors to our right. The Entropy Queen stood looking out one of the doors.

We tiptoed toward the villainess.

The queen moved her arms about, dancing her fingers in the air and pointing at times, clearly directing her army through some sort of mental commands. The intense degree of focus she employed was evident in the fact that she didn’t register our approach or detect our arrival. Portals made a slight noise when they came and went.

We dashed off to the right, hiding behind a column.

I whispered, “What do we do?” I held up a no-go sphere. “Use these?”

I didn’t think that was a long-term solution, but maybe tossing one after another could keep her immobilized for a good ten minutes.

“For starters, but maybe there’s a weapon around here.”

I understood what she was getting at. “But what are the odds one of the exhibit halls nearby has an ancient sword or mace on display? I think we’re in the wrong museum for that.” My eyes darted toward the stuffed elephant and its tusks. “And I doubt we could get her to impale herself on those.”

She grinned. “Yeah, stupid idea. Too Hollywood to work in the real world.”

I filed away my pachyderm-piercing scenario in the same wishful thinking file.

The Entropy Queen huffed and drew her arms suddenly down to her sides. She froze and then moved her head slowly left and then right.

She had caught our scent or something. I pictured her having a mental alarm web stretching outward from her position. She probably had us dead to rights, maybe even able to summon a visual without making eye contact with her prey.

The queen tensed. Seconds later, five possessed crashed through the glass doors she faced.

One fell to the ground with a large shard of glass sticking from her forehead. She flopped about twice and then went still.

I let out a gasp.

The remaining possessed twitched and swiveled their heads to and fro, trying to suss out the location of the gasp.

The two biggest marched forward, while the others flanked their queen, who spun slowly around.

She walked forward, and her entourage mirrored her advance.

Lorna drew closer. We both inched away, keeping the column between us and the advancing enemy.

The queen walked right up to the elephant and scanned the room. I ducked my head back when she grew close to peering at our hiding place.

All in black, her hood was down, but a dark mask covered her entire face and clung tightly to her skull. I had no idea if she was bald or had hair. Two almond-shaped slits allowed her to see. She stared into space, her gaze cold and vacant.

“Very interesting. You are different than the others, touched by your celestials with such immediacy.” Her voice dropped. “Could you be those prophesied to bring about my end?”

I heard the shuffling of heavy feet drawing closer. Had to be the possessed, the big goons.

Lorna whipped around the column, pulling three no-go spheres from my bag at the same time. I tried to yank her back behind our cover, but she was already out of reach.

Foolishly, I charged out into the open as well.

I palmed two spheres, but kept them hidden behind my back.

Lorna tossed one, immobilizing the largest possessed.

The other rushed us, executing a dive that would take me out if I let him finish his trajectory.

I barely got my sphere out in time. He froze inches from me, splayed out in mid-air. It saddened me to see he was a cop.

The woman to the left of the queen raced forward, her eyes charging up for a lethal attack.

I scrambled across the tiled floor toward the queen. I reached back with my arm, holding the sphere loosely. I had a clean shot of the villainess. If I froze her, the possessed threat would be put on hold, or at least I thought that to be likely.

Lorna succeeded in trapping the third possessed in a stasis bubble but had used her last two spheres in the process.

I hurled my sphere at the Entropy Queen. It sailed across the rotunda and hit her square in the chest as the only other possessed still mobile trained her eyes on Lorna. Her eyes ignited, and she sent the beams toward Lorna.

She ducked behind a column. The beams cut deep into the stone.

The possessed stalked toward Lorna, playing her eyebeams left and right, carving destruction into the architecture of the rotunda.

I glanced at the queen. She floated in the stasis bubble but moved freely. She said, “It spoke of two against me. I wonder what happens if I make it one or zero. Doubt the prophecy would come true then.”

It really sucked that even the baddie got a peek at the prophecy. I only hoped she hadn’t perused it in its entirety. If she had, maybe she would’ve picked a different location to mount her first attack. Of course, for all I knew, she had. Maybe the prophecy had detailed the showdown as happening in LA or Dallas and moving it here had already doomed Lorna and me. I didn’t think it would be that simple a fix on her part. If I’d learned anything since my god wheel had been revealed to me, matters cosmic and magical were always downright intricate.

While the queen wasn’t making an effort to slip free of the stasis, it was clear she wasn’t outright frozen and still had control of her army.

Although maybe the control wasn’t perfect. While the possessed still projected her eyebeams, she seemed to be moving spastically and without the most concrete direction.

The column Lorna cowered behind was missing large chunks.

The beam again darted across the column, cleaving free another upper section. Lorna dove out of the way of the falling debris and into the open again.

The queen saw this. Her own eyes lit up, and twin beams stabbed out of the bubble.

I screamed.

Lorna jumped to her feet and gawked at the queen.

The beams hit her in the torso, and she disintegrated. Her portal bracelet, however, didn’t. It clattered to the ground.

The possessed swung her head toward the sound of my scream. I scrambled out of the way, throwing my last two spheres at my attacker. Both missed.

The possessed’s movements were still very jerky, something I was convinced I had caused by trapping the queen in stasis. Although, trapped may be too strong of a word.

The queen laughed.

I dodged left only feet away from the possessed. Her eyebeams gouged the floor right behind me. I jumped on her back. Since being stuck in the bubble, her soldier had yet to shut off her eye beams. Time to take advantage of that.

I hooked one arm around the woman’s neck and pressed the other against her lower back. I kneed the back of her legs to further destabilize her. I yanked her head up and right, sending the beams of destruction cutting across the rotunda and into the legs of the elephant. The pachyderm crashed to the floor, its head and tusks knocking into the queen but not sending her out of her stasis bubble.

The possessed kicked at me and tried to reach back and gouge at my eyes. I thrashed my head about to avoid her nails. I used my arm against her lower back to pin her right arm.

I shoved her head down and toward the queen.

The Entropy Queen saw what I intended and howled as she moved in slow motion to free herself from her prison.

The beams hit the bubble and penetrated it. They melted her face.

She burned for only a second because that was all the time it took for the bubble to collapse, sending the queen to the ground. The possessed’s eyebeams cut out, and the puppet went limp.

I dropped the woman and rushed over to where Lorna had last been standing. I fell to my knees and scooped up her bracelet. There was nothing left of her, no pile of ash or dust. Nothing.

The queen stood. I eyed the threesome still stuck in stasis. They wouldn’t be for much longer. The possessed on the loose rose and lurched toward me.

The Entropy Queen clawed at her face. Her mask had been burned away as well as a good portion of her face and scalp.

I stared at her twisted, blackened flesh and muscle, spotting patches of white where the damage had been extensive enough to expose bone. Some of her teeth stood revealed as well.

She stopped a few feet from me and dropped her hands away from her face.

“Look at me!” she shouted.

I hadn’t pulled my gaze away from her.

Out of the corner of my eye, I checked on the possessed. She had stopped and stood swaying, awaiting orders. Her eyes only glowed faintly. Maybe she needed time to recharge. Was the queen stalling so the others could work their way free and this one could gather her energy for another assault? For that matter, why not summon more of her army from the Mall? Of course, maybe our confrontation had dealt a blow to her concentration. It would be nice to know if the army outside was in disarray simply because their queen was indisposed at the moment. The dread gaining purchase in the pit of my stomach didn’t instill confidence in that theory.

The queen smiled. It was a lunatic’s grin, mostly due to how I could glimpse so many of her teeth, roots and all. “You are nothing.”

I stared. Something was happening to her face.

The darkened and pitted flesh around her eyes lightened and began expanding, slowly reestablishing the contours of her cheeks. The rejuvenation continued with rebuilding her brow. New cartilage and tissue wormed down and out to restore her nose. Next, her flesh stitched itself back together along her mandible. Her lips filled in, growing red but staying conspicuously thin. Faint color returned to her skin. Long strands of blond hair inched from her bald scalp, their numbers multiplying astonishingly fast. Her ears were the last to rebuild, growing not human, but long and pointy. It took me a few seconds of seeing her appearance completely refreshed to recognize her. Herena’s memory. The Entropy Queen was the dragon that had tricked the goddess out of her elven body. I was looking at Herena’s former self.

I did my best to hide that I had guessed her identity. Something told me she wouldn’t like me knowing it.

“Why are you doing all this?” I asked. I somehow didn’t think I could stall with humor like I had with Big Ernie. It wasn’t to my advantage to overstay my welcome. The second she went for my jugular, whether that meant actually snatching at me with her hands or utilizing her eye beams, I would skedaddle.

“Chaos and madness are my fuel, simple man.” She lazily lowered her eyelids to half mast, an expression that made me think she was growing bored.

Not much time before she zaps me.

“You will not succeed,” she said. “Your prophecy is dead. You are without your other. Was she your soulmate? Did the two of you entertain such hubris that you believed you could carve out a future for yourselves?” There was such scorn to her voice. “Prophecy or no, my victory was never in doubt. You are nothing, a mortal playing on too lofty a stage.”

“Yeah, well, don’t count me out. I’ve been known to pull out a surprise from a sleeve or two.”

“Then let’s deny you the need for sleeves, shall we?” She tensed and her eyes sparked yellow.

I triggered a portal with my ring. The small rift appeared to my right, and I vaulted through it.

The queen howled but didn’t have time to dole out any retaliation.

I dropped out of the portal and onto the floor of my god wheel cave. I closed the portal before anything could force its way through and curled up into a ball.

I began to sob.

I was alone.

Lorna was gone.





Chapter 23

Dark Cloud Rising


I wallowed for a long time, crying and punching the cold stone floor until my knuckles bled.

Lorna.

Her death played over and over in my head. I watched the bracelet fall. And fall. And fall.

I coughed until I dry heaved.

Next to me was the god wheel, this cosmic device that tethered so much celestial might to me and yet couldn’t help save her.

I thought of what transpired back in the real world for the moment. The Entropy Queen was free to run rampant. She’d invalidated the prophecy. She would visit chaos to every part of the world.

My mind seized up, overwhelmed. To jolt it back into any sort of activity, I again turned to thoughts of Lorna.

The eyebeams.

Disintegration.

Only her bracelet survived.

I pressed on the jewelry, attempting to crush it, deal it some sort of lasting damage. It wasn’t fair that it had made it through intact.

I shuddered, picturing the ghoulish face of the Entropy Queen, vividly playing back how she had restored her wicked appearance.

My mind returned to Lorna. I couldn’t pull out of my thought spiral. She was here with me one second, gone the next.

Instant misery.

It was the image of her younger self thanking me for fetching her beach ball that broke me from my pity party.

I couldn’t stay tucked away here while the world burned. I stood and stared at my wheel.

I didn’t even register myself reaching out and giving it a spin. Only when the god appeared before me did I recall summoning him.

Dark Cloud didn’t say a word. The Native American god took in a slow breath and then exhaled.

Jeans, red short, boots, and a ponytail. His look hadn’t changed. Deities must save a lot on dry cleaning. One outfit per celestial. Weird.

“You are troubled,” he said.

“No, really? What are you, the god of obvious, foregone conclusions?”

“The ache inside tells you what I am. Look there and you will know me.”

Oh, great. The ultimate cryptic ninny. I stared at the ceiling, as if I could send a withering look to the powers that be. Just what I needed.

I closed my eyes and fumed silently. What did this guy want?

My stomach was in knots. I felt nauseous. And, if I was being honest, clammy and feverish. I knew I wasn’t coming down with the flu or some cosmic malady because I had been exposed to the Entropy Queen.

My heart hurt. My head throbbed. I just didn’t want to do anything but feel awful.

Then it hit me.

I opened my eyes. “The god of sadness?”

“Despair. Little more refined ring to it, don’t you think?”

I wanted to lash out at the god. I was certain that he had intended to inflict sarcasm with his response. I didn’t snap at him. The deities, as much as they were their own entities, were reflections of their host. Every one of my pantheon had a certain flair for the rambunctious, a desire to slide in a snarky comment from time to time. That had to be my influence. Lorna’s pantheon emulated her dry wit as well. In some respects, our pantheons were incredibly similar. Although, I was glad not to have a Vardislek in my crew. While I didn’t know Xexxer and Lorfu well, I definitely didn’t think they could be any worse than the god of portents.

His omen played through my head. Something about a death and a do over.

Before I could dwell any further on the portent, Mitch appeared.

Dark Cloud, surprisingly, didn’t go away. I gave them both a look.

“What the . . . ?”

Mitch said, “When Lorna’s deities disappeared from my side, I knew. I’m so sorry.” The god surprised me and pulled me in, delivering a quick bear hug.

“Where did the rest of her pantheon go? Did they die, too?” I could barely choke out my second question.

He shook his head. “No, they just got forced back to the Dominion.”

Dark Cloud intruded on my personal space, situating himself in the narrow gap between Mitch and me. It was very uncomfortable. Spread out, guys. I know it’s tight in this cave but how about drifting off to a different corner? Ha, not that this place has corners.

Dark Cloud put his hand to my chest. “You were close to something just a second ago, before Mitch returned. What were you thinking about? There was a fire in your eyes, Felix.”

Despite feeling like the god was way too close for comfort, I didn’t brush away his hand or retreat. I closed my eyes and thought back to the portent.

Do over?

“Did you figure out a way to defeat the Entropy Queen?” Mitch asked.

The memory of Herena switching bodies with the dragon and being trapped in the cave filtered into my head.

“Maybe,” I said.

Dark Cloud said, “Uncover what you want to happen next.”

Mitch said, “Hey, that’s sort of my thing. I’m his god of progress. I should be asking him what the next step should be, don’t you think?”

Part of me was beginning to appreciate the one-god-at-a-time rule. While Dark Cloud wasn’t thrown by sharing me, Mitch sure was.

“Quiet,” I hissed through closed teeth.

I shuffled through all that I knew, focusing on the last few hours the most. A plan was forming in my head, pieces sliding into place as I pushed conclusions to converge.

I opened my eyes and took a step back, letting Dark Cloud’s hand slide free of my chest. The serene god looked at me with a hint of anticipation. That surprised me, considering how reserved and aloof he’d been.

“First, tell me why you two are here together?”

Mitch said, “I’m an exile, remember? I can be present when you summon any of the others.” He nodded at the wheel. “Little loophole I’m sure the powers that be will remedy once this Entropy Queen business is over.”

I’d forgotten that. Lorna’s exiled god had been right with us, alongside Kni.

I looked at Dark Cloud. “I need to send you away.”

He stepped back. “I am never truly far, Felix.”

Mitch snorted.

I sent him a look, telegraphing that he needed to hold back his surely snide comment.

The god impishly sucked in his lips.

I spun.

Dark Cloud faded into nothingness and in his place stood my best shot at bringing back Lorna and imprisoning the queen.

The new arrival smiled.

“Okay, Mnemon, here’s what we need to do.”





Chapter 24

The Elventh Hour


Mnemon made a few suggestions to my plan, but I could tell he was pleased.

“You are whip smart, Felix. Are you ready?”

“I am,” I said. “And you’re sure you can make me solid and able to affect things in the past?”

“Yes, with the Hawaiian trip, we were only ghost observers. This time will be different.”

“Then let’s get started.” I slid Lorna’s bracelet on my wrist. It enlarged, configuring to my thicker arm. It was more versatile than my ring, which could only bring me to and from my god wheel.

I spun the wheel and concentrated on the god I wanted. I wasn’t a fan of who I needed, but, then again, he really hadn’t stuck around the first time thanks to my spinning frenzy.

Mnemon disappeared, and Xexxer appeared. He shuffled forward slowly, his robe heavy and cumbersome. He definitely was not a god to call on in the heat of battle or to be the other half of a three-legged race, but, given his skill set, he was perfect for the immediate mission. Xexxer’s involvement had been Mnemon’s suggestion, and I had to admit a smart move.

His pointy chin and nose stuck out of his hood. He looked up and at me, and I got an eyeful of his face. Mnemon had warned me it was not a pretty sight, and he was right.

His eyes were missing. The flesh rimming his wide-open sockets was charred and pitted. His nose and mouth were intact, but both were framed by deeply etched wrinkles as if someone had gouged irrigation trenches into his skin.

“Have you had ample time to absorb my visage, young Felix?” he said, his voice raspy and ancient. He could easily audition for creepy host of a late night horror movie marathon. The Crypt Keeper had nothing on him in the ghastly gabbing department. I hadn’t noticed his frightening voice before, but it was likely that seeing his face had accentuated just how dreadfully he spoke.

“You’re my god of contracts,” I said, hating how it sounded slightly questioning.

“Contracts, legalese, and what you call mind-numbing paperwork. I call all of it blessed writings, though. I’m also by your side for moral support when you find yourself in a long line.” He dropped his head down, sparing me from soaking up more of his grim appearance. “You only haul me out at tax time and most recently when you applied for that shiny new credit card. Not challenging work in the least. Really would appreciate the chance to sink my teeth in a home loan application.”

Mnemon had warned me his associate waxed poetic about his divine specialty and to be vigilant about keeping him on topic. “Were you listening in on my plan through your feed?”

“Yes, and I love the thrilling adventure you’ve asked me to embark on with you. I can’t tell you how giddy it makes me feel. The opportunity to visit an elven records office, it’s the chance of a lifetime.” He drew a circle in the air with a bony finger. On the third time around, a trail of green magic leaked from his fingertip. He moved his arm in wider arcs. The magic trail formed an expanding spiral. When he poked its center, the magic filled in all the negative space, leaving a bright green portal whose edges rippled and spasmed with quivering abandon.

Xexxer climbed through first. I helped heave the trailing end of his robe through, then looked at Mitch, expecting him to jump through the rift before I did.

My god of progress hung back. He smiled. “I’ll sit this one out. Xexxer’s quite particular and traditional. He wouldn’t want to have two deities along. Besides, I’m not a fan of the guy at all.”

I nodded and ducked into the rift.

We arrived at the elven village outside their main hall. Unlike the pandemonium happening to the mortal world, this outpost of magicals located in a remote forest in Turkey, hidden thanks to a cloaking spell, was serene. Elves went about their business, with a few giving us a passing nod.

“Why aren’t they freaking out?” I asked. “I thought they shunned contact with mortals.”

“Because you’re with a celestial.” Xexxer waved at a young couple carrying a basket of melons toward an open market. They bowed their heads at him, keeping their gaze fixed on the god’s feet and not what was under his hood. Thankfully, Xexxer kept his face relatively out of sight.

“Let’s get the contract and go.” I started up the steps.

Mnemon kept pace. “Elven recordkeeping is spectacular in its efficiency, a feast of simplicity.”

I flinched.

Despite not looking my way, the god seemed to register my fear. “Something bothering you? And speak bluntly. I don’t like folks who mince words. I appreciate someone who trusts in the economy of language and gets to the point.”

We entered the building.

“Um, well, Mnemon didn’t tell me about your eyes, or lack thereof.”

Xexxer faced a wall hanging with the map of the hall stitched in place. He studied it briefly and then shot off down a corridor. I kept a few steps behind him.

“My eyes were taken from me. The who and how of the matter is irrelevant.” He turned right down a slightly tighter passage.

We passed numerous closed doors.

“So how do you see? I mean, you clearly read that map just now.” And are having no problem navigating these narrow corridors without feeling about or resorting to a cane.

“Divine powers. A sort of magical radar.”

Like Daredevil, I thought.

Xexxer stopped at the end of the hall and pointed at a gold plaque mounted above the door that read Hall of Records. “And here we are, the Promised Land.” He pushed open the door and strode in.

An elf wearing a light blue vest and brown shorts sat behind a desk, staring into a crystal ball. I recognized the scene playing within the orb. Somehow, this magical could watch Netflix through a crystal ball. Something told me that streaming it through the magical item was most likely illegal and could land the elf in hot water if he was found out. My guess was this village had some sort of council or tribunal that handed down stiff penalties. Mnemon had shared enough about elven culture for me to know they were real rule sticklers.

There was nothing else in the room other than a very expansive table directly behind the elf. A large tome sat at its center. I’d expected a room packed to the gills with scrolls stored in all sorts of oddly constructed nooks and crannies.

The elf waved a hand over the crystal ball, and the image disappeared, replaced by a swirling patch of darkness. “Uh, that wasn’t what it looked like. Just checking in on my youngest.” He flicked the crystal and a scene of a small elf sleeping in a hammock swam into view.

Xexxer harrumphed.

“We’d like to see the contract Herena signed, please,” I said.

The elf scratched at his patchy white beard and spun around on his stool. He waved a hand at the lone book, which was well out of his reach. The tome slid across the table surprisingly fast, kicking a faint cloud of dust into the air with its passage. It stopped inches from the table’s edge. The elf snatched up the large leather-bound book, its spine easily four inches thick. Despite its massive size, the slender elf easily relocated it to his desk. The book had a gold lock like it was some prized diary. The elf tapped once at the lock and said, “Please access any records pertaining to Herena . . .” He looked up at me. “Got a last name?”

“No.”

Xexxer said, “It would be a much older record. Look for any references at least a thousand years ago.”

The elf stared up at the god. He didn’t look taken aback by Xexxer’s face in the least. He gave the deity a thumbs-up. “Check under ancient village affairs, please.”

The lock clasp popped open, and the book flung itself wide. Page after yellowed page flipped by until the book stilled a third of the way in.

The page on the left lit up, glowing a bright white.

“This what you want?”

Xexxer scanned the page. “Yes.”

I stole a glance but couldn’t read the tiny, elaborate cursive.

The elf said, “How many copies?”

Xexxer said, “Three will suffice.” The god leaned my way but did not expose his face to me. “Triplicate is a tradition I can’t seem to shake, Felix.”

“Three if you please.” The elf snapped his fingers over the glowing page.

Above the book, three scrolls appeared, each rolled up and already secured by a tied string.

The elf said, “Any other business?”

“That’s it,” I said.

Xexxer snatched up the still levitating scrolls. “Many thanks, kind elf. Your records are quite beauteous and elegantly economical.”

The elf blushed. “Thank you. Been so long since I had any visitors, much less ones that appreciate the rigors and responsibilities of recordkeeping.” He smiled. “I serve at the behest of the Great Knowing and Cataloging.”

Xexxer replied, “As do I.”

We departed. Before we could exit the building, Xexxer handed me two of the copies and already had the third open and was pouring over it.

That didn’t stop the deity from easily weaving through the hallways.

“Herena Vogor enters into said agreement . . .” He then muttered several sentences at lightning speed. “. . . both parties enter into this pact with the full understanding . . .” He read under his breath at an even faster pace. He stopped and held the contract close to his face. “Ah, here it is.”

We walked out onto the steps. Xexxer read the rest of the document to himself. I watched various elves drift by, most heading to the open market. The smells from the food vendors made my stomach rumble. One particularly loud gastrointestinal outburst caused Xexxer to glance over at me.

I did my best to not look away. His face was even more terrifying out in the bright light of day, but I refused to show him my unease. “Did you find it?”

“Of course I did. Loopholes are my specialty. It was pretty buried and phrased quite deceptively, but I have it.”

“Good.” I touched Lorna’s bracelet and summoned a portal. “Then it’s go time.”





Chapter 25

Contract Magic


I delivered Xexxer back to the cave and spun the wheel for Mnemon. After filling him in, we were off. Mitch declined to head out with us.

Mnemon and I stepped out of his portal. The god had been particularly fastidious about its generation, citing how crafting rifts that moved through space were a breeze, while ones that folded time and space required far more finesse.

And, evidently, adding time into the mix created portals that were rainbow gaudy, something I couldn’t resist ribbing Mnemon about.

“That’s a real groovy portal. Almost expected to have it drop us into Candy Land.”

Mnemon shot me a vicious look. “Just be mindful of your time twin. I suspect he won’t believe who you are.”

His portal had delivered us to the dinosaur hall just off the rotunda. I spotted the back end of the elephant on display. It was whole and still standing so we had clearly arrived before the showdown.

We crept forward, passing by an impressive T-Rex skeleton and stopping next to a glass case holding a Triceratops skull. I resituated the knapsack containing the two copies of Herena’s contract. The other was with Xexxer for safekeeping. We would need it later.

Mnemon nodded at my bag. “Wish I could’ve made more, but three timeslip discs is all I had time to create.”

He’d reviewed their capabilities, and our plan hinged on me using the discs successfully and sparingly.

“I’ll be quick.”

We scurried over to the doorway to the rotunda. Lorna and my time twin were already there as expected, sneaking toward the Entropy Queen.

“Go,” Mnemon said.

I stepped out and waved at the unsuspecting pair.

Both were so fixated on the queen that they didn’t spot me.

I rushed out of hiding and bounded toward them.

Lorna noticed me and pawed at my twin’s arm. My past self gaped at me.

I risked a loud whisper. “Lorna, you have to come with me.”

She fished a no-go sphere from her bag, staring at me with uncertainty.

“No, it’s me, Felix. I’m here to help.”

I knew what they had to be thinking. I must be some sort of doppelganger created by the queen. They had every reason not to trust me.

She held the sphere at the ready but didn’t toss it.

“I’m from the future, actually just a few hours ahead of you guys.”

“What the hell?” my past self said.

The Entropy Queen entered the conversation. “Oh, how novel. Two of a kind.” The queen tensed, and five of the possessed crashed through the front doors.

The same woman as before fell to the ground and didn’t get up, the shard in her forehead once again doing her in.

Lorna froze a big fellow with a no-go sphere.

Two of the possessed once again arrayed themselves along the queen’s flanks.

My twin and Lorna ran behind a column. I followed, tracking the biggest possessed as the glow from his eyes intensified.

I leapt behind the column. A pair of eye blasts slammed into the pillar, cutting deep into the stone.

“I already fought her here and things went badly,” I said.

Sections of the column fell. I ducked and pushed Lorna out of the way of a major chunk.

My past self looked at me, clearly registering that I was alone. He also spotted that I had Lorna’s bracelet. He realized it was a duplicate of the one on his Lorna’s wrist.

He’s putting two and two together like I would.

I said, “Let me get Lorna out of here safe and sound, and you meet me back at our god wheel.”

A possessed tackled me, driving me into the ground. I wiggled free and chucked a timeslip disc at him. It was the cop. The disc clipped his shoulder, and he moved in reverse, running through his actions backwards.

Lorna and my time twin gawked at me.

“Sends them backwards five minutes.” That meant the cop would reverse course and hop through the door, sending all the shattered glass back together. Part of me wanted to see that but knew it was foolish to linger.

The next part of the plan was tricky. I needed to make sure the queen took the right bait.

“Felix, you have to leave first. It’s critical the queen go after me and not you.”

“What? No.” He tossed two spheres, succeeding in freezing the other big puppet.

That left the duo cozying up to the Entropy Queen.

“You have to trust me. I won’t let anything happen to Lorna.”

Both our eyes darted to her.

Lorna threw three spheres at the charging possessed, a woman in red workout clothes who looked about to unleash her eye beams. My past self must have shared some of his spheres.

The woman got caught in two stasis bubbles that overlapped because they’d been triggered so close to each other.

My past self scowled but summoned a portal. He slipped through after giving Lorna a look of profound worry.

Lorna drew up next to me. “What can I do?”

I spotted Mnemon hiding behind the elephant. He was in position.

I stared at Lorna. “Stay here.” I retrieved a disc and placed it in her hand. “Throw this at her when I screw up.”

“How will I know when that is?”

“Oh, you’ll know. I’m pretty obvious with my screw ups.” I scrambled toward the elephant, leaving Lorna to hide behind the broken column.

The Entropy Queen glared at me. Both her eyes and those of her still mobile puppet glowed.

“You don’t have very good control of your army.” I nodded at the broken doors, now only numbering four. I guess the one I’d sent back in time had already leapt in reverse through his door.

“Not yet, but as I acclimate to being back on this mortal plane, my control will strengthen. You shouldn’t worry about me. The two of you are tied to a doomed prophecy. You will not muster a victory.” She stalked toward me. Her puppet hung back, her eyes glowing brighter.

I didn’t have much time.

I flung a disc at the queen. She dodged it.

The queen laughed.

Lorna stepped out from behind the column and flung her disc.

The queen spun around but couldn’t evade the surprise attack. The disc slammed into her thigh. She was immediately caught up in the pocket of time flow reversal.

She stalked backward. The possessed still free dropped to the floor the second the queen began moving in reverse. Those in their stasis bubbles likely would’ve done the same if they hadn’t already been frozen.

Mnemon stepped out of hiding and summoned another of his ridiculously garish time and space portals between the retreating queen and the line of broken doors.

Lorna joined me. “So sneaky. She has no choice in the matter, right?”

“Yes.”

The queen backpedaled through the portal. Mnemon walked over to the rift and motioned for us to follow the villainess.

Lorna and I stepped through together. My god followed.

****

We emerged at the mouth of a cave.

The Entropy Queen was already walking backwards down into the cave. I knew she would only take a few more steps before she stopped and turned around to face what would’ve been the doors of the museum. At that point she would gesture about as if still commanding her army outside.

I had to move quickly. I said to Lorna, “Be right back in like a minute tops.”

I summoned a portal and traveled to my god wheel.

My past self was there.

When he saw I was alone, he pulled out a no-go sphere.

I held up my hands. “Wait, she’s okay. Came to take you to her, but first I need you to spin. We need Xexxer.”

My past self said, “But won’t that send Mnemon away?”

“I don’t think so. With two of us, we can each summon one, at least that’s the loophole Xexxer believes we can exploit.”

He reached down to the wheel. “So you want Xexxer, then?”

“Yes, please.”

He spun, and the god appeared.

I breathed a sigh of relief. It had actually worked. Well, maybe not. Mnemon wasn’t here for me to confirm.

We rushed through my portal.

Mnemon stood by the Entropy Queen. She had stopped and was moving her arms about as if still back at the Mall controlling her army.

“How much time left?”

Mnemon said, “Two minutes, maybe less.”

I pointed at my past self. “We need to carry her the rest of the way.” I raced over to the queen.

My time twin took the other side and together we awkwardly lifted the villainess. We shuffled forward.

“Heavy,” I said.

“Agreed,” my twin said.

Lorna raced up beside me. “This is Herena’s cave.”

“Right.”

Xexxer and Mnemon moved ahead.

I talked to Lorna and my twin. “Please have a sphere or two ready. When she starts moving forward in time, I’ll need you to trap her in a stasis bubble.”

Lorna fetched her last two spheres.

In less than a minute, we found ourselves in the cave proper.

Herena in her dragon body greeted us. She looked much older than the projections she’d used before.

We placed the queen in front of the dragon. I directed Lorna and my twin to hang back with their spheres at the ready.

Xexxer unfurled the scroll.

Herena sent her fellow deities a hopeful look. She broadcast her thoughts to all of us. Is that the contract?

Xexxer smiled. “Yes.”

I registered Lorna’s reaction to his scary face. She shivered and squinted but didn’t look away.

The Entropy Queen froze and then glanced furtively all around, again aware of her surroundings. When she saw her former dragon body, she grimaced. “What is this? Why am I back here?”

Lorna hit her with a no-go sphere. The stasis bubble swallowed her up. Like before, she could move around inside and still interact.

Lorna and my past self were surprised to see the queen wasn’t completely paralyzed.

I said, “Well, your eminence, we’re putting you in your rightful place.”

She studied Herena, her lips curling upward. “I will not go back.”

Xexxer said, “Ah, but you will.”

She gave the hooded god a dismissive snort. “You don’t have the magic to force me back into that cursed dragon.”

Xexxer said, “But we do, thanks to the magic of fine print.” He looked knowingly at Mnemon. “Fine print and time.”

“What are you blathering about?” the Entropy Queen said. “There’s a subsection in there that says it is only to be honored if among my fellow kind. I am an elder god and Herena is not.”

Xexxer read from the contract. “That’s subsection Q you’re talking about, and it says agreements among one’s own kind will be honored and dutifully followed to the letter.”

The Entropy Queen said, “Then I’m afraid this was all just a waste of time.”

Xexxer stepped closer to the queen and Herena. “Not so fast. Thanks to the delightful subsection W, you will indeed have to surrender your elven body back to Herena.” He looked down at the document and read it with a booming voice. “This contract will be nullified, no matter any previous stipulations, after a span of one thousand years and if, and only if, both parties convene in the original setting where the transfer of consciousnesses transpired.”

Shock played across the queen’s face.

Herena moved forward. Then let’s be done with this. I’ve lost so many years, far more than a thousand.

“No!” The Entropy Queen thrashed and kicked at the stasis bubble.

The dragon reached into the bubble and nicked the queen in the shoulder. Blood spilled out, seeping slowly down through the stasis field until it dripped from the bubble’s exterior, pattering on a flat stone.

Lorna pointed at the blood-splattered rock. “No bowl this time. Hope that doesn’t matter.”

Herena drew her own blood and dripped a healthy amount onto the stone. They mixed vigorously.

Suddenly, the Entropy Queen’s spirit flew out of her stolen body. Herena’s elven form exited the dragon and funneled into her original body at the exact moment as the queen did the same.

The spiritual transfer proved too much for the stasis bubble. It dissipated, and Herena flopped to the ground.

Mnemon rushed over to assist the goddess. Herena bent over, cradling her head in her hands for a few seconds before standing up straight and sending a withering stare at the dragon.

The Entropy Queen swatted at the air and scrambled backward.

I will send my nightmares to your village night and day, elf.

“Feel free, but it will achieve nothing. You will not get to inflict anymore suffering.”

Why, because you think me out of practice? Weak from being imprisoned so long?

“No, you’re plenty strong, but my village relocated. We’re nowhere near this cave.” She grinned. “And unlike my contract with you, the curse that binds you here lasts for all eternity.” Herena conjured a large portal and gestured for us all to head out. She nodded at all of us. “And if it’s fine with everyone, I can take us somewhere a little more relaxing.”

The gateway appeared. This one actually afforded us a view of our destination—a beautiful beach. I looked at Lorna, wondering if saving the world warranted escaping to a tropical refuge for an afternoon. She smiled and leapt through the portal with added vim.

We followed her enthusiastic lead.

I left last, subjecting myself to the Entropy Queen’s screams as they echoed through her prison for almost a minute.





Chapter 26

Loose Ends


As soon as we dropped onto the brown shag carpet and I spotted the floating glass desk, I knew we’d been redirected to Quinn’s office in the Dominion. Seeing Herena’s surprise at our destination only confirmed that our dimensional hop had been hijacked.

The powers that be still wore his red jogging suit and stood in front of his desk, deeply focused on his tablet. He pushed his round glasses up on his nose and acknowledged our arrival. “You did it.”

Herena waved her hand up and down in front of her black clothing. It transformed into a gauzy green dress with a wide yellow belt. She seemed to relax now that she was more herself in appearance.

My twin and I shared a look. How weird it was to watch yourself move about.

Xexxer and Mnemon motioned for both Lorna and me to approach Quinn. My twin joined us.

Quinn noticed my past self. He glanced down at his tablet. “Ah, yes, you employed time travel. That’s a risky undertaking. Normally, that would carry with it a punishment.”

Lorna said, “But since we saved the world, I’m sure you’ll overlook it, right?”

My past self issued her a proud smile. I knew how he felt. I loved how Lorna spoke up.

Quinn put his tablet on his desk and walked up to us. “Well, tampering with the sanctity of the continuum is a major no-no, but as long as you two can square yourselves away I can look past it.” He pointed at my twin and me.

“What do you mean by square away?” my past self asked.

Mnemon rushed over to us, wagging a finger at me. “It’s a minor wrinkle. There can’t be two of you running around.”

I stiffened. What did that mean? Did one of us face eradication, vaporization or any of the other equally undesirable -ations? Decimation? Liquidation?

My past self pulled out a no-go sphere. “Not me.”

Since we were one and the same, he’d obviously been down the same disturbing mental road.

Lorna snatched the sphere from my twin’s hand. “Don’t be reckless. Hear him out.”

Mnemon said, “Might I suggest a folding. The time difference between the two Felixes is only a few hours, making such quite doable.”

Quinn considered this.

I exchanged nervous looks with my past self. Folding sounded better than an outright dirt nap for one of us, but it still might be painful. I just didn’t have a clue what folding entailed.

Quinn pointed at me. “This one went back and saved the mortal girl, correct?”

I answered, “Yes.”

Quinn waved at my twin. “Then fold him.”

My past self said, “Wait, what’s folding?”

Mnemon walked over to my anxious twin. “We bring you two together, meld you in with Felix. You will become one, nobody ceases to exist.”

“Couldn’t you fold him into me?” My past self looked ready to flee using his portal ring. He had it up by his chest and rubbed at the jewelry with a frazzled intensity.

“That’s not possible. If we do that, then Lorna dies again and the Entropy Queen is free.”

Lorna let out a gasp and sent me a frightened look.

My past self cringed and darted his eyes from Lorna to me several times.

She walked over and hugged him. She also whispered something into his ear, which made him smile. Lorna kissed my past self on the forehead and moved aside.

My twin said, “Okay, I’ll do it.”

Mnemon positioned us facing one another and then pressed our palms together. He addressed my twin. “I will bathe you both in chronal energy. When you feel your fingers slipping into his, step forward and fall into his mass. There will be slight resistance, but not much. Thank you, Felix.”

My twin nodded at the god to proceed.

Mnemon closed his eyes. Yellow and blue ropes of energy sprang from his hands and played all over us.

We tensed but just as quickly relaxed when neither of us incurred any sort of shock or pain.

I watched my twin’s hands sink into mine.

He went wide-eyed at this.

I almost expected him to pull away, but instead he met my gaze and nodded. “It’s been unreal. See you on the flip side, Felix.” He dove forward, his body folding into mine.

It was over in seconds. The chronal energy around me briefly flared and danced about with added intensity before dissipating.

The room spun, and I felt my body lurch backward. I slid my foot back to try to steady myself.

Lorna raced over and grabbed my shoulders to keep me standing. “You okay?”

I rubbed at my forehead. “Little achy, but otherwise just peachy.”

Quinn said, “That had to be weird seeing yourself make such a bold sacrifice.”

“I don’t feel different.”

Quinn said, “No, you won’t, because you were further down the timeline than he was. If we’d gone the other way, he would’ve soaked up your additional experiences.”

Feeling better, I stood up straighter.

Lorna let go. “And, believe me, the minute this crazy ride stops, I want a complete account of my apparent death.”

I nodded.

Quinn said, “Prophecy fulfilled thanks to you two.” He waved his hand as if painting a broad stroke across an invisible canvas before him.

A large shimmering rectangle appeared in front of us.

Quinn poked at the air as if punching away at hidden buttons.

An image of the National Mall appeared. Quite a few people lay on the ground. We watched as the ones crumpled on the grass stirred.

I half expected those rising to their feet to have glowing eyes, but none did.

“Smart thinking to make the connection to Herena’s plight.” Quinn waved a finger at Xexxer. “And finding that loophole in the contract was lovely.”

My god of contracts said, “That was Felix’s idea. I just uncovered the flaw.”

Truthfully, that had been a total stab in the dark, not that I was going to say such aloud to Quinn.

“What happens now?” Lorna asked.

She had a good point. While the Entropy Queen was again imprisoned, things were a mess on Earth. There had been deaths, not as many as there could’ve been, but still . . . And now people knew something was freaky with the world. There was no covering up that half the population had been zombified. And portals, how to explain that? And the exiled gods on display?

Quinn shuffled through the carpet, seeming to draw enjoyment from dragging his bare feet through the thick fibers. “Well, there’s no hiding from this. We knew this day would eventually come. You’d be amazed at how many prophecies predict celestials being exposed. We’ve always managed to avoid that with some clever ploys that never negated the portents but did lead to quieter, discreet saves of the world. This one got out of hand. Fortunately, we do have a protocol in place to address this.”

Lorna said, “What, some global amnesia spell? That won’t work. It doesn’t account for those the queen killed outright and the rest who died when so many fell into comas. No telling how large the death toll would end up being. So many crashed planes and other horrible accidents from the forced comas.”

I cringed. It made sense for her to be so caught up in the deaths around us; she’d just casually found out she’d died in another . . . what? Timeline? Alternate reality? My head hurt thinking about the whole mess.

“And, sadly, we cannot undo the loss of life.” Quinn paused for a moment, appearing mournful. “I know you met the exiles and are aware of their agenda. When they were sent away for their radical thinking, I was one of the few powers that be who voted against their banishment.”

That surprised me. Quinn seemed so tied to towing the line.

“Over the centuries, more of us became comfortable with the idea. This event, well, it forced us to make changes. I just got back from a very monumental vote. The exiles will get their wish. We are doing away with the internal god wheels and allowing celestials, and magicals also, to reside out in the open on Earth.” He looked at Lorna and me. “Do you think mortals will have us?”

Lorna hugged me, squeezing hard. “The more, the merrier.”

I tilted my head, resting my chin on her soft curls. Our adventure had drawn us closer.

And I didn’t need a dusty prophecy to tell me we had a future together.





Epilogue


Celestial assimilation took more than two years. It helped that the gods arrived to aid mankind in recovering from the queen’s attack. The world changed irrevocably on the day when the divine came down to roost on terra firma.

While there were trust issues, and some resistance from a few religious circles who took issue with the proof of divine beings—especially ones who wanted to toil alongside us rather than exist in some aloof nirvana beyond—most came around without feeling their spiritual perspective had been discredited.

The sheer number of celestials who relocated to Earth would’ve been a hardship if not for the powers that be allowing migration to the Dominion. Quite a few intrepid mortals wound up with a divine zip code.

There were incidents of hatred and prejudice toward the celestials and magicals, but that ugliness faded as the world was ushered into a golden age.

The celestials shared portal magic with the world, which drastically improved transportation and made traffic jams, and roads for that matter, obsolete. Air and rail travel still managed to stick around, but those industries knew their days were numbered.

There were so many changes for the better; chief among them was the one we were enlisting at the moment. The advances to the medical field with the inclusion of deities associated with health and wellness being brought on staff at hospitals over the world was groundbreaking. Most cancer and other diseases were all but eradicated.

Trivaluyya, the goddess of smooth transition, was our midwife. She smiled at us and imparted magic from her crown to ease my wife through childbirth.

Labor lasted a grand total of three minutes. The nurse held up our son as a pixie flew all around the newborn, magically cleaning off the new arrival.

I pulled down my mask and looked into Lorna’s eyes. She was crying.

“He’s a handsome devil,” I said. “Must take after his father.”

Lorna didn’t miss a beat. “He does. I’ll be sure to mention that to him next time I see the deadbeat.”

I winked at her.

I gazed at our son, knowing he would soon be the recipient of numerous lickings from Marty. The retriever would welcome him into the family with open paws. My dad would too, minus the paws, of course. He’d cradle him in his never-cleaned-a-fish hands instead. I sighed, happy that he and Lorna’s sister had survived being the Entropy Queen’s puppets without coming to any real harm. Dad had a nasty cut along his right forearm, but a few stitches had made him whole and well, not that his grumbling about the injury didn’t say otherwise. Even months after it had healed up, it was still his go-to conversation starter on most first dates. As tempting as it had been to use the scratcher winnings to fund the overhaul of my second bedroom to a nursery, Lorna and I had decided to donate the winnings to a local homeless shelter.

Trivaluyya said, “Have you a name selected for the child?”

Lorna said, “We do, one that got a clean bill of health from the Ministry of Prescience.”

Lorna and I had submitted a list of names to the ministry. We had no desire to have our son wind up running around saving the cosmos from who knows what.

“And it’s definitely not going to be Antonio Martin,” I said. That poor schlub was destined to stop some sort of twilight of the gods alongside a giant plant changeling. The less said about that, the better.

“So what is the name?” the goddess said.

Lorna said, “Theo.”

Theo Martin chose that moment to wail.

The nurse handed him to Lorna, and he immediately calmed.

I kissed Theo and Lorna each on the head and flew out the door. I had a whole waiting room of our former pantheons along with family to break the news to.

I fidgeted with my wedding band, briefly thinking of the portal ring and the associated adventure that had led us to this point. I had so many to thank for making our life this rich and full. Good fortune, wisdom, happenstance, war, and contracts to name a few.

In the waiting room, I was greeted with cheers and congratulations, equal parts mortal, magical, and celestial.





Author’s Note


I hope you found The God Wheel a wild ride. It’s a book that was so much fun to write. If you enjoyed this novel, then you might like to try Bring On the Magic, The Powers That Flee, and Burnt Jesus next. They are quite similar in their execution, mixing wit and snark with cosmic doomsdays.

This story was originally titled The God Well and was completely different. In that early rendition, a troubled boy ventured down a well and found a world of deities. The project evolved greatly going forward. I wanted the lead to be a grown-up and then came up with the idea of the god wheel after watching an episode of Wheel of Fortune. Creating the pantheons for Felix and Lorna was challenging but so rewarding. Not all got the same face time, and I fretted over that initially but then decided I’d struck the right balance of screen time for the gods in the end.

If you liked this book, please spread the word. Leave a review and encourage a friend to snatch up a copy. As an indy writer, I truly appreciate any and all help in unleashing my creations on those who would really enjoy the nuance and imagination I bring to each project.

Something tells me this won’t be the last book I write that examines the divine. I like the idea of penning a third novel that delves into the godly. Burnt Jesus looked at Christianity through an alternate-dimension perspective. The God Wheel considered the ramifications of having a personal pantheon at one’s disposal. I suspect the next will examine the bad side of being divine. Perhaps a dark journey into the Underworld is in order one of these days.

I get the feeling I’m onto something. I’d better go get my idea journal and put to paper the infernal notions already creeping into my noggin as I type the end of this Author’s Note.

Godspeed, everyone!
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