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   Chapter One
 
    
 
      There’s nothing like a Hawaiian sunrise. The sky starts to blush shyly before the china doll pink darkens to an angry orange, then brightens to proud yellow before clearing to simply illuminate paradise. Emotions across the sky, that’s what it’s like to see the sun awaken Hawaii. 
 
      Unless you’ve been hunting a tiger goddess through Chinatown all night and are too tired to appreciate it.
 
      I stumbled up the steps into my little house, not even noticing the spectacular sunrise… or the lip of the door. I almost fell face first into the living room. It’s a good thing two of my lovers were coming up behind me and caught me, one under each arm, before the shameful cherry could be placed on the sundae of my horrible night.
 
      Two of my lovers… I was still getting used to that. Not that having a werewolf Prince, a werelion, and the Viking God, Odin, as lovers was anything to complain about but I was raised to want a husband… a… not many. I’m all for monogamy and if any of my lovers cheated on me, I’d probably throw a fit... and some knives. I know, totally unfair but that’s the way I felt. The really funny thing was, if I cheated on them, that is with any man other than the three, they'd be just as upset. Any new lovers had to be approved of by my alpha first.
 
      Trevor caught me up in his arms and started carrying me down to our bedroom, his werewolf strength making it seem effortless. I looked over at Kirill, my sweet black lion, and he winked at me before he headed for the bathroom. He was going to give me some time alone with my alpha. 
 
      “I haven’t been this tired since I fought Balder,” I tried hard to smile as he set me down on the edge of the bed and started removing my heavy boots.
 
      “Let’s take a quick shower and head straight to bed,” he kissed my forehead before pulling my leather bodice off. Leather, it seemed like I was always wearing leather lately, and not for fashion reasons. Fashion I loved but it was fighting that required me to wear the thicker, tougher clothes… fighting gods. 
 
      Soon, our clothes were in piles on the floor and Trevor was heating up the water for our shower. I heard Kirill’s shower running in the bathroom down the hall and hoped my water heater could take the strain. The last thing I needed was for the water to go cold.
 
      I seemed to catch a break on that one tiny detail and the warm water continued to blast, feeling like heaven and easing some of the tension out of my tight muscles. I sighed as Trevor came in behind me and started soaping up my body. It felt wonderful but I was thankful that he was quick about it. I was just too exhausted to have shower sex.
 
      As good as the water felt, my Chinese wedding bed was ten times better. The carved walls encircled us like sanctuary and we snuggled down into the soft mattress with a shared sound of contentment. The sandalwood oil I used to polish it, scented the air lightly, wafting in on the currents of the a/c.
 
      Trevor kissed my neck, where one of his love bites was still healing, and I tried to push away thoughts of the scar that used to be there. The one that Thor had given me to cover Blue's vampire bite. All of my scars were gone now; the bite mark, Thor’s lightning bolt, and the scar from Anubis' blade, ever since I drank from the Grayel. I was healed completely, free from Anubis’ power but also free of the oath Thor had made me.
 
      Thor had been my first god boyfriend… godfriend. Whatever, he’d been my first… in this life at least, and it was sad to know that our friendship and our relationship were both over. I didn’t need his protection anymore, I was technically a goddess in my own right because of the Grayel, but it would have been nice to know I could connect with his mind if I needed to.
 
     I was too exhausted to monitor my thoughts, so my head automatically filled with Thor, images of our relationship before I’d even met Trevor. I saw the massive Viking on his boat, happy and teasing me as his red hair whipped in the breeze; in his library, standing before the fire, all shadows and gold; and in his bed, covering me with kisses, fierce in his passion. Thor had been hard to get over.
 
      “Vervain?” Thor’s shocked voice echoed in my head.
 
      “Thor?” I bolted up in shock, dislodging Trevor.
 
      “Thor?” Trevor sat up and looked around. “Here? What the fuck are you talking about, Vervain?”
 
      “Hold on a second, Honey-Eyes,” I patted Trevor back into the bed as I tried to calm my racing heart. “Thor, is that you?”
 
      “Yes, darling,” my heart clenched to hear the endearment he hadn’t used for me in ages.
 
      “How?” I motioned to Trevor that it was alright because he was starting to get those little lines between his eyebrows. “I thought our connection was broken with my drink from the Grayel.”
 
      “The Grayel heals scars, poisons, things of that nature,” his voice mused. “It healed Anubis’ scar, which was the source of his control over you and it healed my scar that I placed on you with magic but the oath I made to you had nothing to do with the scar. I made you a blood oath, that’s not something to be healed.”
 
      “But Jesus said I was free of you as well as Anubis.”
 
      “He probably thought our bond was through the scar, like that jackal bastard’s.”
 
      “Maybe,” I didn’t know what else to say. I’d missed this but having it back was going to cause problems with Trevor. Also, I wasn't sure I wanted it back anymore. It would be good in case of emergencies but I wasn't sure it was worth the headache of having to deal with Thor and all his new issues. I know, I sound fickle but it really wasn't Thor I was missing, it was the idea of the Thor I'd loved. If that makes any sense.
 
      I had loved Thor with everything I had but he hadn't loved me in the same way, with the same completeness. He'd thrown our relationship away for guilt and when he realized he wanted me back, he didn't try to apologize and work out our issues. No, he accused me of being the reason things ended in the first place and then expected me to go running back to him anyway. Even though I had moved on with Trevor. Evidently it was all my fault, including my unavailability. Doesn't exactly sound like a winning plan to gain back someone's love, does it? That's because it isn't. I was so done with Thor.
 
      “Vervain…”
 
      “I’m sorry, Thor,” I cut him off before it got too personal. “I’ve been chasing Xi Wangmu around all day and I’m exhausted. Can we get back to this when I get up later?”
 
      “I’ll give you eight hours, then I’m coming over.”
 
      I groaned and fell back into bed. Evidently Jesus didn’t know everything.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
      “Eenie meenie minie moe,” a group of children sang as they skipped down the street in front of me. “Catch a tiger by the toe.” Their voices echoed hauntingly through the otherwise empty street.
 
      I felt a chill go down my spine. Chinatown was never this deserted. Even in the middle of the night, you could find people shuffling about, whether they were stumbling out of a bar or pushing a shopping cart filled with their life. This was mid-day and the only people around were those damn, creepy kids.
 
      “Looking for someone, Godhunter?” The Chinese accent set my teeth on edge. 
 
      “Xi Wangmu,” I turned to face the petite woman.
 
     She was wearing a gold cheong sam with a design of tigers running over it. Her long black hair was in a neat braid, her make-up applied with strict accuracy, and she stood with her hands clasped before her demurely. She was the perfect picture of a traditional Chinese woman, except for the long, striped tail that swept out from beneath the hem of her dress, and of course those kitty fangs she displayed when she smiled.
 
      “It’s not so easy to catch a tiger by the toe,” her Cheshire cat grin got wider.
 
      “Maybe I’ll just go for the tail then,” I looked pointedly at her swishing appendage.
 
     “This is a warning, Godhunter,” her smile disappeared. “Stop chasing me or you just might catch me… and toe or tail, catching a tiger is never a good idea.”
 
      “Save it, sister,” I snorted. “I’ve fought and killed gods way more scary than you.”
 
      “Yes, I’ve heard about your conquests,” her dark eyes sparkled, “in and out of the bedroom.”
 
      “What, you think you’re going to make me mad by bringing up my sex life?” I laughed. “Please, I’ve been called every horrible name you can think of, the ones referencing my taste in the bedroom are used the most. It gets a little old. Pretty much every enemy I've ever had, has called me a whore. It doesn't even faze me anymore. Besides, most gods have a way more expansive sex life than I do.”
 
      “Hmmm,” her mouth twisted sarcastically. “I don’t know too many gods or goddesses with a harem.”
 
      “I do not have a harem,” I growled.
 
      “You’re the Lion Goddess,” her little sassy bitch-tude was really getting on my nerves. “You have a whole pride of lions to service you, that’s part of the magic, isn’t it? It must be nice to have such a good excuse to be unfaithful.”
 
      “I freed my lions, they’re not there to serve as sex slaves anymore, and I never used them in that way, that was Nyavirezi. And I’m not unfaithful,” I took a deep breath. I was not about to let her get my ire up. “Not that it’s any of your business but I only have three lovers and I’m faithful to all of them. Thank you very much.”
 
      “Only three?” She laughed, her tiger teeth glinting. “That’s two more than most women.”
 
      “Two more than I planned on as well,” I frowned. When did this turn into girl talk? “Forget my sex life already. Stop causing trouble and I’ll stop chasing you.”
 
      “Causing trouble?” She lifted her nose till she was looking down at me. “I’m a goddess, I do not cause trouble. I perform a necessary cleansing for my people.”
 
      “Yeah, tell it to the relatives of those who died because of your little tricks.” Forget this, she was right in front of me, why wasn’t I killing her yet?
 
      I threw my arms down to release the claw-blades, hidden inside my special, god-made gloves… but nothing happened. I looked down to find that not only was I not wearing my gloves, my hands were covered in black spots of dead, pooled blood. They started to appear all over me as I watched.
 
      Xi Wangmu started to laugh and I started to scream.
 
      “Eenie meenie minie moe,” the creepy kids were back but this time they were gleefully circling me. “Catch a tiger by the toe,” they giggled, swinging their joined hands as their faces blurred around me. “If you’re smart you’ll let her go. Eenie meenie minie moe.”
 
      The evil little bastards closed in on me as Black Death crept over my neck and I curled in on myself, covering my head with my plague-ridden arms. Their small hands grabbed at me and I screamed even louder as they tore open the horrible boils. They were everywhere, cutting off my air, shaking me. Those little, happy faces peering into mine in morbid fascination.
 
      “Vervain!” The hands dwindled down to two, while their size grew. “Vervain!”
 
      I opened my eyes and found myself in bed with Trevor, who was shaking me violently. I was covered in a thin sheen of sweat, which instantly gave me the chills when I sat up, throwing the blankets off me. Trevor fell back as I searched my limbs for any sign of disease, hands shaking as I rubbed them over every inch of exposed skin. No blood, no gaping wounds, my skin was smooth and unblemished. When I finally settled down, he reached for me again.
 
      “Rouva?” Oh he was really concerned if he was using my Froekn title.
 
      “It was just a dream,” I sighed.
 
      “Oh fuck,” he pulled me closer, “not again.”
 
      “No, I think this was really just a bad dream,” I shivered, remembering how things started with Anubis. “I don’t think that was actually her invading my dream or anything… at least I hope not. The house is pretty well warded, so she shouldn’t be able to get through.”
 
      “Anubis did,” Trevor looked up as a soft knock sounded on the door.
 
      “Come on in, Kirill,” I called out before responding to Trevor. “Anubis was already inside me through his mark, he didn’t need to get through the wards.”
 
      “Someone’s trying to get past vards?” Kirill was in the doorway, looking gorgeous despite being sleep tousled, and sounding sexy with his deep Russian accent, which I hoped he never got rid of.
 
      “No, I just had a bad dream,” I gestured for him to sit on the bed with us. “It’s Xi Wangmu. She’s just gotten under my skin.”
 
      “Not literally I hope.” Kirill grimaced, keeping his post in the doorway. “Remember she’s plague goddess as vell as tiger voman.”
 
      “What do you think gave me the nightmare,” I frowned at his remoteness, “and the whole reason we were chasing her all around Chinatown tonight. I can’t have her causing another outbreak down there. Sit down, honey.”
 
      “I can’t, Tima,” he took a quick look over his shoulder. “Ve have guest.”
 
      “Oh shit,” I groaned and plopped back into bed, “I forgot.”
 
      “I heard that,” Thor called from the living room.
 
      “Is that Thor?” Trevor was already crawling out of the opening at the foot of the bed. “What the hell is he doing here?”
 
      “You used to be so sweet,” I sighed. “My gentle wolf, who never complained or minded anything I did, as long as you could be near me. How wonderful life was. Now look at you.”
 
     “That’s what happens when you take a wolf to mate, Minn Elska,” he grinned wolfishly… yes, that was the best way to describe it. “I’m you’re alpha, it changes everything.”
 
      “Oh, is that what it is?” I followed him out of bed. “I thought you just enjoyed tormenting me.”
 
      “That too,” he growled low in his throat as he pulled me into a hug and nuzzled my neck.
 
      “I go make coffee and see to guest,” Kirill subtly reminded me of why I shouldn’t start anything with Trevor at the moment.
 
      “Right,” I pulled away and went to my closet. “There’s a thunder god waiting in my living room.”
 
      “And a thunderstorm waiting in your bed, if you don’t handle this right,” Trevor’s growl lost that seductive quality I so enjoyed.
 
      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I threw on a light cotton dress and turned to eye him.
 
      “I don’t want Thor to be one of your lovers,” he crossed his arms and leaned back against the door.
 
      “I never asked you to consider him,” I looked over his rigid stance. “I don't even want him to be considered. I'm over Thor.”
 
      Trevor had been through a lot, what with binding himself to me because I saved his life, then becoming my lover, then discovering I was Odin’s wife in a previous life and mother to Vidar as well as an adoptive mother to Vali, and then having to deal with the lioness magic that made me take multiple lovers or go insane and attack men on the street. I'm not kidding, I would turn into a rapist if I didn't have multiple men in my life. Though with most men, it probably wouldn't be rape. Men are so easy.
 
      He was actually handling everything pretty well, considering that I just added Odin as a third lover to my collection. He’d been okay with Kirill, having already accepted him into our home, but Odin he envied for our past relationship and was insanely jealous of our instant bond. He’d only allowed our intimacy because he saw how much it hurt me to be apart from Odin, and he’d placed conditions on it too… mainly he didn’t want to see us together. Which I was totally okay with. I just spent time with Odin alone.
 
      “I know you loved Thor,” Trevor broke through my musing. “I can’t take another man you’ve had such a strong tie with. I just can’t. Please don’t ask me to, Vervain.”
 
      “Honey-Eyes,” I wrapped myself around him and he crumpled into me. “You know you have the final say. I promise you, I will never take another man to my bed that you don’t approve of. I’m more than content with the way things are and hopefully the magic will be too and I won’t even need to take another lover but if I do, then we’ll discuss it together and you’ll get the deciding vote, okay?”
 
      “Okay,” he mumbled into my hair, his huge frame curled completely around my short one. I could feel his hands curling through my hip-length hair and I couldn’t help but return the favor to his shoulder-length locks.
 
      “Besides,” I gently pushed his face up so I could look at him. His amber colored eyes were a little red and it made my chest clench. “I couldn’t go back to Thor, he’s Odin’s son and how gross would that be?”
 
      “You’ve already been with him,” a crease appeared under the hang of an errant curl on his forehead.
 
      “That was before I knew about Odin,” I pushed his hair back, “before I had been with Odin. Now it would be just a little too backwoods for my taste.”
 
      He laughed, just a little but enough that I could finally relax and leave him to use the bathroom before I went out to face Thor. I didn’t expect that confrontation to go nearly as well.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
      Thor was waiting as calmly as possible, sitting at the hand-carved Chinese table, in my Asian themed dining room, with a cup of coffee in his hands. As calmly as possible for him, which meant his leg was steadily twitching and the cup was in danger of cracking. 
 
      Kirill had bought big, manly cups after he’d been living with us for only a week. He couldn’t stand the dainty Royal Copenhagen teacups I preferred. He said they couldn’t hold more than a of couple sips. I said they were beautiful, were the perfect size for me, and were a nice little luxury to start my day with. I was thankful for the new additions now though, and even more thankful that it was one of them that Thor was holding.
 
      “Thor,” I sat down across from him and Kirill instantly set one of my little cups in front of me. It already had coffee with cream and sugar in it. I smiled my thanks at him as he sat next to me. Trevor was still in the bathroom and part of me hoped he’d stay there and let us have this conversation without him.
 
      “How are you, darling?” 
 
      Shit, he was taking low blows already. Trevor wouldn’t be happy. As it turns out though, it wasn't just him I had to worry about. A low rumbling suddenly indicated that Kirill wasn’t so pleased either. I looked over at him in surprise.
 
      “I velcome you into our home,” Kirill's blue eyes brightened and narrowed on Thor, “and you insult me by being overly familiar vith my voman?”
 
      “Whoa,” I sat back and stared at this new Kirill. I mean I knew he was fierce, hell I was the one who brought him back from the brink of insanity, but I’d never seen him defend me as my lover. Of course, he and I being lovers was still a fairly new concept. 
 
      Thor took a deep breath and narrowed his gaze as well. The temperature in the room went down a few degrees and a slight breeze started to lift our hair.
 
      “Stop it, Thor,” I snapped my fingers in his face. “Kirill’s right, we’re not together anymore, and this is his home now too. You need to respect that.”
 
      “Vervain,” Thor sighed and rubbed a hand over his face. The temperature regulated and the breeze petered out. “Alright, fine. I apologize, Kirill. I just miss her… a lot.”
 
      “Forgotten,” Kirill smiled gently… now there was the lion I was used to.
 
      “What’s forgotten?” Trevor came into the room and took the seat on my right.
 
      “I don’t know,” I giggled, “I can’t remember.”
 
      “Just misunderstanding, Alpha,” Kirill slid a mug of coffee over to Trevor, whose mood was known to improve drastically with the addition of caffeine. We were a lot alike in that respect.
 
      “Mmmm,” Trevor said distractedly as he eyed Thor over the rim of his mug.
 
      “I suppose it would be too much to ask for, to have a moment alone with Vervain?” Thor eyed Trevor back.
 
      “Yep,” my alpha said cheerfully. 
 
      “Fine,” Thor looked over at me. “I think we should keep this link between us open. You blocked me out before but it could come in handy if you ever need back up.”
 
      “I thought you were angry with me,” I patted Trevor’s thigh when I noticed him tensing up.
 
      “I got over it,” he looked at me and it was like nothing separated us, no lovers, no arguments, no time. I didn't like that look. It was dangerous and I wanted it as far away from me as possible. “And you know why I was mad.”
 
      “So all you want is to keep our connection open?” I took a sip of my coffee, Kona, yum.
 
      “You could have called about that,” Trevor narrowed his gaze.
 
      “I was shocked last night to find Vervain in my head again,” Thor gave me a look that spoke volumes and it was all I could do, not to blush.
 
      I’d forgotten how it was when we were together. I could send him images easier than words. He must’ve seen everything I was thinking in relation to him. There’d been some pretty racy images bombarding me and there was no way he’d believe I wasn’t interested in him anymore, after sharing them. I almost groaned. If I’d known my thoughts were going to be monitored, I never would have had them. Or I would’ve shielded first at least.
 
      The messed up thing was, I really didn't want Thor anymore. You can't help reminiscing about past lovers. I mean, come on, I was thinking about Thor and my mind wandered. It's just memories. It doesn't erase what happened between us and it doesn't mean I still want him. In fact, I was pretty certain that Thor was best as a memory.
 
      “I needed to see her,” Thor continued and I suddenly realized why he was there. I was about to be blackmailed.
 
      “What do you want, Thor?” I spoke to him in my head.
 
      “I want you, darling,” he spoke back in the same manner, as my men watched us curiously.
 
      “Well, you saw her,” Trevor broke in. “Now you can go.”
 
      “You’re practically the last person who could have me right now,” I ignored Trevor for the moment, continuing the silent conversation. “I don't think we're good together. Even if I did, my alpha won’t have it and your antagonizing him, isn’t helping matters.”
 
      “We still haven’t established what we’re going to do about our connection,” he said out loud before adding in my head. “You still want me, darling and I still want you…more than anything. We’re not over.”
 
      “No I don't and yes we are,” I sent to him before continuing out loud. “I’ll keep the connection open enough to use it if necessary. Thank you for stopping by, Thor. I’m glad you’re not upset anymore. I don't enjoy fighting with you.”
 
      I stood up and all the men stood with me. It was nice to be around gentlemen, even if they also happened to be shifters and gods. I walked Thor to the door as he continued to talk to me in my head.
 
      “I’m desperate, Vervain,” Thor shot at me. “Do you know how hellish it is to watch you with other men and know that I can’t have you? It’s going to stop. I’m going to get you back, no matter what I have to do.”
 
      Before I could respond, he traced out, not even bothering to step out the door. I looked back at my men as they began to growl in unison. And they hadn't even heard the worst of it. Great, just great.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
      “Why are you here, exactly?” Odin looked straight at Trevor, even though Kirill and I had come to visit as well.
 
      “You need to do something about him,” Trevor was pacing while the rest of us, including my son Vidar, were seated comfortably in the fur-covered seats near the hearth of Valaskjálf's great hall. Vali was out hunting in the forest of Asgard, as usual.
 
      “You want me to do something about Thor?” Odin’s single remaining eye widened considerably.
 
      “You’re his father, aren’t you?” Trevor stopped his pacing to glare at my other lover.
 
      It was hard for me to see them like this. Usually Trevor didn’t accompany me to Valaskjálf, Odin’s silver hall, where we’d once lived as a married couple back when I’d been Sabine. Who I kind of still was but let's not get into that. Trevor didn’t want to see us together. He didn’t want to see this place. He didn’t want it shoved in his face that I had grown old here with Odin as my husband, and I couldn’t blame him.
 
      “Does your father exert enough control over you, that he could stop you from seeing Vervain?” Odin was trying very hard to be diplomatic and, surprise of all surprises, kind. “Could he stop you from loving her?”
 
      Trevor roared in response. Hugin and Munin, Odin’s ravens, squawked and flapped. Geri and Freki, his huge white wolves, just added their howling to Trevor’s music, like it was some great game. I shook my head at the fracas as Odin tried to calm everyone, especially my wolf.
 
      “I don’t want him as one of her lovers either,” he sent the wolves a look and they quieted… then they moved over to sit at my feet. “Traitors,” he sent them a scowl before smiling resignedly, “but who could fault you. I’d rather sit at her feet too.”
 
      “Could we please focus here?” Trevor’s jaw was clenching and unclenching, making me concerned for his molars.
 
      “Do you think I really want to share her with my son?” Odin suddenly looked exhausted. “I’ve no idea what to do. On one hand, like my wolves, I can’t blame him and for me to try to counsel him to forget her, is hypocritical. On the other hand, the thought of them together makes my blood boil and frankly, makes me want to vomit.” He sighed and looked over at me. “Either way, he’s my son and I love him. I don’t want him to suffer needlessly.”
 
      “So do something,” Trevor sounded like he was about to burst a blood vessel.
 
      “What would you have me do?” Odin looked like he had Trevor’s blood vessels on his mind too and he wouldn’t mind, in the least, helping the bursting along.
 
      “Talk to him,” Trevor raged. “Tell him he’s being an asshole!”
 
      “Trevor,” I stood and the wolves got up to follow me. “I think what Odin is trying to say, is that this is a complicated situation and it needs to be handled delicately.”
 
      “Delicately?” Trevor turned to face me. “What the fuck does that mean? Are we supposed to baby him because he has a broken heart? He’s a god, for god’s sake. He needs to grow up and be a man!”
 
      I couldn’t help it. I started to laugh.
 
      “What, may I ask, is so funny?” Trevor’s mood had not improved with mine.
 
      “A god for god’s sake?” I giggled a little more. “He needs to be a man? I don’t think human expressions work well here.”
 
      “Vervain,” Trevor growled, “this is serious.”
 
      “Is it?” I looked over at Kirill and Vidar, so alike in coloring but so different in appearance, then over at Odin. “Cause it’s feeling pretty ridiculous right now.”
 
      “Vervain,” Trevor’s eyes were beginning to glow.
 
      “No. Enough, Trevor,” I waved my hand in disgust. “I let you drag me over here and disturb Odin. I let you rant and rage. I’ve had enough. You shout that Thor should grow up, while you throw a temper tantrum. You need to grow up. The adults have important things to do like, oh I don’t know, stop a plague goddess.”
 
      “So now I’m behaving like a child?” He totally bypassed the key message, big surprise there.
 
      “VѐulfR!” Now, I was getting mad. Trevor quieted instantly at the sound of his given name. “I don't want to be with Thor, okay? You guys are going on and on as if what I want isn't the issue here but it is. What I want is the only thing that should matter because if I don't want Thor, he will never be my lover again, no matter what the rest of you want. Now, have you heard of the Black Plague of 1900?”
 
      “The one that hit San Francisco?” He frowned, losing his anger to confusion.
 
      “No,” I swallowed hard as old black and white photos flashed through my mind. “The one that hit Hawaii. Chinatown, to be exact.”
 
      “The plague came to Hawaii?” He sat down hard, next to Kirill.
 
      “You don’t remember that?” Odin’s tone was pure shock. “They were burning the bodies at the Iron Works.”
 
      “They burned down Chinatown,” I added quietly. “It was pretty much martial law, although that wasn’t technically declared. There were over three-hundred deaths recorded but that number must be sorely inaccurate because the Chinese, who wanted their bodies sent home to China for burial, began hiding the corpses of their loved ones, to save them from cremation.”
 
      “That’s horrible but what does it have to do with us?” Trevor was an amazing wolf but sometimes he was a little slow on the uptake. 
 
      “Who do you think started the plague?” I shook my head and resumed my seat across from him. “Who do you think brought it to Hawaii… to Chinatown?”
 
      “Oh,” his face fell.
 
      “Chinatown may not be the slum it once was but it’s still not the cleanest of places,” I rubbed a hand over my tired eyes. “I’m sure there are more than enough rats to carry the plague far and wide. Do you have any idea what an outbreak of bubonic plague would do to Hawaii? The Chinese never recovered, they’re now only 5% of the population there.”
 
     “Doesn’t government take precautions?” Kirill’s face was suddenly more solemn and his face was normally pretty solemn to begin with.
 
      “They still test the rats down at the waterfront every so often but the rat population is the highest it’s been in 30 years,” I had no idea that my men didn’t truly understand the ramifications of this particular goddess running amok on my island.
 
      “But there’s vaccines now,” Trevor wasn’t going to give in easily. “There are antibiotics and ways to control disease.”
 
      “True,” I wanted badly to take comfort in that but those old pictures kept popping up in my head. Scared people held back behind a line of armed military men, burning buildings sparking off to level the city, and then the worst, the only picture of a plague victim taken. It was an extremely painful, ugly way to die. “But bacteria have been mutating, finding a resistance to medicine. They say life will always find a way. What people don’t realize, is that death is just as tenacious.”
 
      “I think she’s right,” Odin grimaced. “Xi Wangmu wouldn’t be haunting Chinatown if she didn’t think she had a chance of wrecking some havoc.”
 
      “So now we come to the reason why I let Trevor drag us all over here to disturb you,” I looked away from Trevor’s astonishment, to Odin’s curiosity. “I need to borrow your library.”
 
      “Of course,” Odin stood and made a gesture to indicate I should precede him. “What are you looking for? Maybe I can help.”
 
      “I need to know how to stop a plague goddess,” I smiled grimly.
 
      “Oh, that’s easy,” Odin smiled back but his smile was more on the vicious side. “You kill her.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
      “Do I even want to know?” Krystal picked up a horrendous peek-a-boo, black, strappy dress and glared at it. But she wasn’t talking about the dress.
 
     “No, you don’t,” I continued our conversation about what I’d been up to lately. “It involves Chinatown and rats.” Okay, that was a bit misleading but I didn’t want to scare the shit out of her. “Just stay out of Chinatown for the next… well, until I tell you its safe.”
 
      Krystal was an Interior Designer who bought a lot of my paintings for her clientele. We'd become good friends when we discovered that we were both witches. Because of her witch status, I'd finally told her about my situation and, to my utter amazement, she hadn't laughed. Or called the looney bin to come pick up their missing patient. The friendship had only gotten stronger after that.
 
      “Rats?” She scrunched up her nose. “No problem, I hate rats. You know I'm a cat lover.”
 
      “Good. Brilliant,” I got in line behind a lady who looked liked she should be shopping at Chanel instead of Nordstrom Rack. 
 
      My cart was full of shoes, clothing, and underwear. Dating a werewolf and a werelion could be hard on the wardrobe, so Trevor had handed me a bunch of cash that morning and told me to go crazy. You don’t have to tell me something like that twice.
 
      Even though I’m the bad-ass Godhunter -insert laughter here- I’m still a woman, and I enjoy being female. So the clothes were classy but very feminine, with only one pair of jeans in the bunch, and they were designer. My small bit of Japanese blood likes good quality; it’s just the rest of me doesn’t like paying a lot for it. Thus, I shop at Nordstrom Rack.
 
      We were nearing the counter, Krystal pushing her own heavily laden cart, when a flash of gold caught my eye. I looked up to see Anubis walk in the double doors, like a king strutting to his throne. Women gasped, men shuffled uncomfortably, and children started asking their mothers if they could go get an autograph. 
 
      I just groaned.
 
      “Whoa,” Krystal, it seemed, wasn’t immune to Anubis' charms either. “Do you think they’re filming a movie around here? Oh, or maybe he's some kind of foreign royalty.”
 
     “Neither,” I shifted and tried to pretend I didn’t notice his entrance, “that’s Anubis.”
 
      “Anubis?” Krystal was still adjusting to the fact that I battled gods as a hobby… and occasionally dated them. “The guy who abducted you and then fell in love with you?” She looked at me like I’d gone insane and started giving away all my Jimmy Choos. “And you didn't forgive him, why?”
 
      I sighed. I really didn’t want to rehash things and I really, really didn’t want to have to do it as the object of my hashing was strutting through Nordstrom Rack ruining my shopping spree. Things with Anubis were complicated, to put it lightly.
 
      “He tortured me for over a month,” I tried to keep my voice low but the woman in front of us was lifting an eyebrow in my direction. 
 
      “Yeah, with sex,” Krystal eyed Anubis' sleekly muscled form. “He can torture me whenever he wants.”
 
      Then he spotted me. 
 
      “Here he comes,” Krystal sighed, “Fuck, just look at the way he walks. That boy is sex on a stick.” Then she narrowed her gaze on me. “Didn’t he try to make things up to you?”
 
      “Yeah but I'm with Trevor, who he almost killed by kidnapping me, I might add,” I started to pile my clothes on the counter, even though check-out had almost stilled to a stop because the salesgirl was gaping at my ex-jailor/torturer/lover, the God of the Dead.
 
      “Vervain,” his rich scent snaked around me and swept through my head, like thick incense smoke. The gold flashed again, thick tubular beads strung through his glossy, obsidian hair; they clicked when he moved. I tried to ignore the ache his voice started low in my belly. Oh, my lioness magic liked him, even though she'd been repressed by him for over a month. I think she respected his dominating nature. Damn females, always falling for the bad boys.
 
      The lioness I could deal with though. The thing that really threw me for a loop was my love magic. The butterflies rose up inside me like the tide, almost spilling out of me in their haste to reach Anubis. What the hell? They'd never behaved like this around him before. When had Anubis become worthy of Love?
 
      “Anubis,” I concentrated on moving things from my cart to the counter, “what are you doing here?”
 
      “Shopping for new shoes,” he grimaced as he smoothed his immaculate black silk shirt. “What do you think I’m doing? I’m looking for you. Do you know how hard it is to find you out without an escort? They never leave you alone.”
 
      “Well here I am,” I gave the salesgirl a look that stated clearly, I wasn’t in the mood for her type of delay, and she started ringing me up… with quick glances at Anubis in between beeps. “But as you can see, I’m not alone. This is Krystal, Krystal meet Anubis.”
 
      “It’s a pleasure,” Anubis turned the full weight of his black eyes on her and I was thankful she had the cart to lean on. At least they weren't shimmering with colors like they usually were. I don't think the oil-slick effect over Anubis' eyes would have gone over well with regular humans.
 
      “Pleasure, definitely,” Krystal mumbled as she slumped forward into her pile of clothing.
 
      “That’s two-hundred, fifty-six dollars, and forty cents,” the salesgirl intoned while she stared at the small bit of sleek chest exposed by the top of Anubis' shirt.
 
      Anubis pulled a few bills out of a pocket and handed them over before I could even get my purse open. 
 
      “What do you think you’re doing?” I tried to whack his hand away but it was like hitting rebar. “Don’t take that,” I said to the girl.
 
      “You accepted gifts from me while we were together,” Anubis' eyes started to swirl. “You even accepted them back after you left me.” He turned down the swirling colors and turned up the charm, as he looked over to the salesgirl. “Take the money, miss and you keep the change.” Then he smiled and winked at her. She didn’t stand a chance.
 
      The money was in the register, the change in her pocket, and her eyes glazed over in less than three seconds flat. He took all the packages… in one hand, and nudged me forward, so Krystal could pay for her purchases.
 
      “Could I take you ladies out for lunch? He smiled at Krystal first, the bastard, so my polite “No, thank you,” was overruled by Krystal’s enthusiastic “Absolutely”.
 
      “Anubis,” I groaned, “this is such a bad idea. Trevor is spitting mad already. Thor made it clear he has intentions toward getting me back and Trevor went to Odin to get him to intercede. I don't think he can handle you getting into the picture right now.”
 
      “As if Odin could make Thor stop chasing you,” Anubis chuckled softly and once again had all the female attention in the room. “Nothing will stop me from my pursuit, I doubt if the Thunderer is any different.”
 
      “We’ll meet you outside, Krystal.” I took Anubis' bicep in hand and dragged him out the door. A cacophony of sighs followed us out.
 
      “Where would you like to go for lunch?” Anubis blasted me with his smile and when my jaw went slack, I realized there was more to him than his usual good looks.
 
      “What have you done?” I narrowed my eyes on him and poked him in his perfectly tanned chest. 
 
      “What are you talking about?” He swallowed hard.
 
      “You’re enhancing your looks with magic!” I stepped back, the better to glare at him. It’s hard to glare at a tall man when you’re only five-three… and a half.
 
      “Shhh, Miw-sher,” he led me over to a white cement bench, “you’re attracting attention.”
 
      “Like you, in all your magically delicious glory, aren’t?” I gestured to the store. “You almost caused a riot in there.” He just smiled smugly. “This is not funny! What's wrong with you?”
 
      “What’s wrong with me?” The glamor cleared a little, in the wake of his rising temper, and I was able to look on him fully without wanting to rip his clothes off. “I’m in love with you. That is my one and only problem… you.”
 
      “Well just keep talking the sweet talk,” I rolled my eyes. “Maybe you can win me over.”
 
      “Godhunter, you can be so cruel.” He waved a hand over himself and the glamor vanished completely, leaving a god that was still way too gorgeous to be walking around among humans... or at least around me. “I know I deserve it but can't you find a little compassion in your heart for me? You said you forgave me. Give me a chance to make things right.”
 
      “I did forgive you,” I sighed and slumped. “But forgiveness doesn't change everything, it doesn't wipe the slate clean. I don't think you understand what real love is yet or how to even go about making things right.”
 
      “Real love,” he inhaled sharply and shook his head. “And because you hold the love magic now, you think you know what real love is?”
 
      “No,” I closed my eyes for a second, trying to find some calm. I just had to find my happy place. “I don't know all about love but I do know love means wanting the other person to be happy, wanting the best for them.”
 
      “Yes, of course,” he clenched his fists and then opened them to stare at his palms like they held the answer to his problems. “But aren't there many forms of love? I don't think love should be about letting something go or sacrificing your happiness to make someone else happy. I believe it's about trying even when the task seems impossible, about holding on even though the entire world is pulling you and your lover apart. I think it's risk, the risk that they may not love you as much as you love them. It's fire, burning but purifying, making both of you better for having survived it. I believe it's about compromise, to find the middle ground where two people can be together and still separate, be in love but still love themselves. I know this is love because it's what I feel, what I want, and what I'd do to be with you. What I'm not going to do, is give up just because you ask it of me.”
 
      “Wow,” I breathed. 
 
      All this time I'd thought Anubis loved selfishly. His actions said that clearly to me. But then things were so confusing when I'd been with him. I was focused on Trevor and his needs. The possibility of my wolf dying took precedence over everything else and the few times it didn't, I felt horribly guilty about. I resented every effort Anubis had made because I knew it was toward an end result of me being separated from Trevor. 
 
      Yet at the same time, I understood him. I saw the loneliness that motivated him and the honor that was in him so deep, it practically permeated his very bones. I know Anubis had been horrible, selfish, and even childish but I was the first woman he had ever loved. He was centuries old and I was his first. When I thought back to my first love, I remembered acting just as selfishly, just as immaturely. Don't we all when we're shown love for the first time?
 
      I think it's human nature to grasp onto love, to try to hold it with both hands, even if it bites and kicks to get away. It's just such a wonderful, transcending feeling, it's hard to believe that it can ever be replicated. We just can't imagine that we can ever love that way again. In fact, in the midst of that first love, most of us think no one has ever loved as we do. So who wouldn't fight with every weapon they had to keep that feeling, knowing with the surety of youth, that we shall never have it again? 
 
      It's not till later that we learn love is not finite, that it comes again and again into our life as long as we keep ourselves open to it. It's not a singular miracle but a series of them. It's only by experiencing this series that we begin to understand how love needs to be treated. After we go through the heartaches needed to grow, we learn that love must be respected, nurtured, and given freedom to blossom. All things considered, Anubis had matured a lot in a very short time. 
 
      “I know about your new magic,” he whispered as he took my hand and kissed a spot he knew made my blood race. “You can take multiple lovers now. I'm willing to share you. Maybe we can have something like Persephone and Hades had. You could come and live in the Underworld for a few months of the year.”
 
      “Anubis, I don't have absolute say over who becomes my next lover,” I rubbed at the headache building behind my left eye. “Trevor, as my alpha, does. In case you have any doubts, Trevor will never approve of you. I think the only man he likes less than you is Thor.”
 
      “Miw-sher,” his face crumpled. “It doesn’t have to be like this. Trevor doesn’t even have to know.”
 
      “You want me to cheat on Trevor?” My voice raised an octave higher than I knew it could go.
 
      “Uh, should I take a walk?” Krystal was standing in front of us and neither one of us had noticed.
 
      “No,” I cleared my throat, “we’re fine.” I got up and Anubis followed.
 
      “Lunch, ladies?” The intensity was gone from his voice but not his eyes. “How about Mexican?”
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
      Five margaritas, six shots of tequila, and two plates of taquitos later, I was forgetting all the reasons why adding Anubis to my list of lovers was a bad idea, or an impossible one. All I could seem to think about was how wonderful the sex had been. How honorable he could be, how romantic.
 
      It didn’t help that Krystal’s honey-streaked, brown locks looked amazing next to Anubis' sin black hair and that they looked like more of a couple than we ever would. It shouldn’t bother me and it didn’t, it bothered the five margaritas swimming in my belly. Or maybe it was the shots of tequila. I had drunk enough alcohol that even the super healing ability of my recent drink from the Grayel, couldn't sober me. I frowned over my enchilada at Anubis, as I slipped down further into the vinyl seat. Sque-e-a-ak.
 
      “So what’s up with you two?” Krystal tore her eyes from Anubis for a second. 
 
      “I want her back,” Anubis shrugged and leaned infinitesimally closer to my chair at our conveniently round table. “I’m willing to share her but her other men are intimidated by me.”
 
      “Share her?” Krystal choked on her taquito, “Other men? What the hell is he talking about?”
 
      “I've had some developments with the lioness magic,” I glared at Anubis until he gave me a twisted grin. “I'll explain it all later but basically I need more than one man. Trevor's the first though, my alpha, and he gets the final say on who I add. He won't approve Anubis, ever. Trevor just can't forgive him for what he did. Besides,” I slurred as I sat up in a drunken lunge, “we were never a couple. You abducted me, that's not a relationship, it's a crime.”
 
      “Developments?” Krystal's eyes were big over the rim of her glass.
 
      “Not for a god,” he waved his hand in irritation. “You said you forgave me but you keep bringing up my mistakes. I don't think you truly have. Why can't you forgive me, Miw-sher? I am truly sorry for the way I treated you. Please tell me you know that.”
 
      “Miw-sher?” Krystal looked like she was trying really hard to follow the conversation.
 
      “It means kitten,” I glanced at her and then back at Anubis. “I know you're sorry. I get it, you're forgiven but that doesn't transform what happened into a relationship. Call a spade a spade, you abducted me.”
 
      “In what language?” Krystal interjected.
 
      “Huh?” I was a little foggy with alcohol.
 
      “Miw-sher means kitten in what language?”
 
      “Oh, Egyptian,” I shook my head.
 
      “Of course,” she laughed. “Anubis, right, should have known.”
 
      “Fine,” Anubis flowed right back into our conversation. “It's a spade. We didn't have a relationship like a normal couple but we did have a relationship and I did have you. Now I want you back.”
 
      “Well, Trevor won't agree to it,” I glared at him, “and I'm not going to sneak around behind his back.”
 
      “Vervain is very loyal,” Krystal nodded sagely and pushed up her glasses. I wanted to hug her. “You’ll have to steal her away completely.” I wanted to slap her.
 
      “Shut up, Krystal,” I transferred my glare to her. “Check please,” I waved to the waitress.
 
      “I got it,” Anubis handed the waitress another of his endless bills and told her to keep the change. Her eyes lit up, almost as bright as they did when he first walked in.
 
      “Thanks,” I stumbled to my feet and he caught me by the arm.
 
      “You better let me drive you home,” he picked me up and started out the door.
 
      “Damn it, Anubis,” I smacked at him ineffectively, “put me down.”
 
      “I’ll put you down when I get to the car,” he kept going, while Krystal trailed us.
 
      “Just sit me on a bench until I sober up,” I hit him again. “It won't take too long. Besides, I can’t have you driving me home drunk, it’ll start a war.”
 
      “Not an issue,” he kept heading toward my Jag. “I’ll drive you home and trace out from the car. No one will even know I’d been there.”
 
      “Krystal,” I called over my shoulder.
 
      “I’m fine, sweetie,” she waved to her little sports car. “I only had one. You guys go ahead.”
 
      “It was nice to meet you, Krystal,” Anubis called back as he tucked me into the passenger seat.
 
      “Same here, sweet-cheeks,” she called as she roared away.
 
      Then I saw the tinted windows of the car parked behind hers. They were very dark, probably illegal in Hawaii, but that wasn't what made me pause. It was the darkened windshield. Who tints their windshield? There was only one other car I'd seen like it and it had a vampire in it. I frowned at it, having the strangest feeling of being stared at through that dark glass.
 
      Blue was the God of Vampires and when we'd been at odds, I understood why he might want me trailed but we'd made up since then. Why was he still having me followed? My inebriated mind couldn't even focus properly on the problem.
 
      “I like your friend,” Anubis chuckled as he closed my door, cutting off my train of thought.
 
      “Fabulous,” I grinned at him when he opened the driver's door. “She's single, go hook up with her.”
 
      “There's only one woman who's been able to awaken Death,” he looked so lost, my heart faltered and the butterflies swirled around it. “I'll be happy with none other.”
 
      “You can be,” I sighed. “It just seems like I'm the only one, right now.”
 
      “You are the only one.”
 
      He climbed in the driver’s side and looked over at me. His eyes were swirling with jewel tones, and I swallowed uncomfortably to see them. It had been months since I'd seen those colors and there, in the privacy of my car and under the influence of a lot of alcohol, I could finally admit to missing them.
 
      Anubis had done horrible things to me. The thought of a relationship with him should not only have been impossible, it should have been horrifying. Unfortunately, it wasn't. The problem was, I'd had a glimpse into his head. A small look really but it was enough to show me what kind of man he was. He was a man worth loving, worth saving, as my love magic was making known. 
 
      “Do you even know how to drive?” I asked to break the tension.
 
      “How hard can it be?” He gave me a one-sided grin, obviously messing with me, and I surprised myself by laughing. He joined me, our laughter mingling with an ease our bodies had never known. It was a first for us. I'd made him laugh before but we'd never laughed together and it did something that none of his seductions could ever have achieved, it made me lower my guard.
 
      I found myself leaning in towards him, almost as if I was back in Duat and my body wasn't mine to control. He met me halfway, sliding his arms around me hesitantly. I think it was the first time he'd ever touched me without supreme confidence and it lowered my walls even further.
 
      The kiss was soft at first, then a jolt seemed to go through us both and it became almost crazed, with roving hands and deep moans. It was not something I should have been sharing with Anubis. As if I didn’t have enough trouble with men, adding him to the mix would only result in heartache. I broke through my drunken haze long enough to remember that this man wasn’t mine. In fact, he was about as far away from being mine, as he could get, and I definitely wasn't his.
 
      “I’m really sorry,” I panted as I pushed out of his frantic embrace. “I shouldn’t have done that. I think maybe you should just let me sleep it off here, and leave.”
 
      Anubis ground his teeth. “I’m not leaving you here.” He started the car and drove off towards my house. “You can sleep it off in your garage.”
 
      “Fine,” I eased the seat into a reclining position and tried to forget that Anubis was even in the car with me.
 
      The ride lulled me into the deep sleep of the intoxicated. When I came to, Anubis was leaning over me, brushing the hair out of my eyes. The feeling of waking up like that, with him above me, was so familiar. Not exactly a comforting familiarity but one born of repetition. Repeat something enough and it becomes second nature, you just automatically respond to it in a similar way. I responded by running my hand through his slick hair, letting the cold of the gold beads tingle my fingers.
 
     “You’re home, Miw-sher,” he whispered and kissed my forehead.
 
      “Am I?” I watched his eyes start to swirl, entirely mesmerized by them. Home? Where was home again? Was I back in the Underworld, seducing my way out?
 
      His lips lowered to mine and I sighed as the heat shot between us. I’d forgotten how amazing kissing Anubis could be. He wasn't just the God of the Dead, he was the God of Mummification and as disgusting as that sounds, it meant he knew his way around a body. Now that my body remembered his talent, it just wanted more and more. My hands reached around him, pulling against his shoulders till we were pressed chest to chest, not even a whisper between us.
 
      Then my door flew open and I followed it out, landing in a tangled heap in my front yard. I blinked drunkenly up at the moon for a bit before the sound of fighting broke through to me. I sat up, things shifting in my vision, and made it to my feet with a certain amount of stumbling involved.
 
      In front of me was a pile of men… sort of. Trevor was in half-form, so there was bits of black fur thrown into the mix. Kirill, my normally cool cat, was growling and snapping right along with my crazy wolf. I had a moment to feel sorry for Anubis, right before Trevor went flying into a tree. He launched himself back at Anubis within seconds though.
 
      “Enough!” I screamed and jumped on top of the pile. Well, okay, it was more of a drunken lunge. Bodies shifted beneath me, rolling out until I was lying between the two factions in a sort of stunned sprawl.
 
      “How could you do this to me?” Trevor was screeching, his voice cracking as he shifted back to human, “To us?”
 
      “I…” I looked at Anubis hopelessly and then Kirill. “I had too much to drink and Anubis drove me home.”
 
      “You zink being drunk is valid excuse?” Now Kirill was getting into the action.
 
      “No, I just…” I groaned and rubbed my head. I couldn’t think straight. Why had I drank so much?
 
      “You just what?” Trevor was still screaming… and naked in my front yard.
 
      “Can we go inside please?” I looked around at my neighbor’s windows, curtains were beginning to shift, and tried to roll to my feet.
 
      “No, we’re having it out right here, right now!”
 
      “I’m sorry, Trevor… Kirill,” I was starting to sober up real fast. I even made it to my feet. “Anubis showed up and I was drinking. I wasn’t able to drive, so he drove me home and I fell asleep along the way. When I woke up, he was there and I forgot myself for a second.”
 
      “No,” Trevor grabbed me by my upper arms and shook me. “You forgot me, you forgot Kirill, and you even forgot Odin. You have three lovers, one of whom I didn’t approve of, and still you want more? Where does it end? Where do we end?”
 
      “Trevor, please, I love you,” I stroked his face and he rubbed his cheek into my hand for a brief moment, before his eyes hardened.
 
      “I love you too but I can’t let you keep walking all over me.” He pushed away from me. “You just push and push, and I’m just supposed to take it, right? I’m bonded so you can treat me however you like and I won’t leave. Well, that’s bullshit. I’m gone.”
 
      He started to chant a tracing spell and I launched myself at him. I ended up sprawled on the ground with a face full of grass, no trace of my werewolf. I stayed there, curling up in a ball and watering the yard with my tears. I heard a growl and looked back to see Kirill restraining Anubis.
 
      “It’s time for you to leave, Jackal,” Kirill shoved Anubis back. “You’ve done enough damage.”
 
      “Vervain,” Anubis' eyes were wounded, “I’m so sorry. I never intended to cause you more pain.” He chanted and traced away.
 
      Kirill looked at me like I was Jezebel for a second before his eyes cleared and he walked over. He picked me up and carried me into the house, while I cried into his shoulder like my world was ending. Big, body-wracking sobs. I felt the softness of my bed support me as he laid me down and then he crawled up next to me, to hold me until my tears had waned to occasional hiccups.
 
      “I’m sorry, Kirill,” I must’ve looked like hell, red eyes and a runny nose, but he just brushed my hair back and kissed me gently.
 
      “I know, Tima,” he wiped my face with a tissue. “It’s okay, I have you. It vill be okay.”
 
      “You’re not mad at me?” I felt about three-years-old, saying that.
 
      “About Egyptian?” He smiled gently and stroked my face. “Nyet. You know I have no issue vith ozer men. As long as you love me, I can deal vith you loving ozers. I know love has no limits and I’ve shared a voman for most of my life. Ven it comes down to it, I am Intare first, man second. Zis is normal for me, better zan normal actually.”
 
      “But you attacked Anubis with Trevor,” I sat up and gently pushed his hands away. I couldn't think straight with them on me.
 
      “I know,” he sighed and followed me into a seated position. “Zere’s something unexpected zat occurred vith Trevor’s acceptance of me as your mate. Ve bonded… all of us. You and me as lovers, Trevor and I as brozers… of a sort. I can feel his emotions and zey have effect on me.”
 
      “But I can’t feel his emotions,” why did that hurt so much? Maybe if I’d had something like that with Trevor, I wouldn’t have messed with Anubis. Oh, great, now I was making excuses.
 
      “You have part of him inside you, Tima,” he took my hand and began to rub soothing circles in my palm. “It’s different for us. Our bond is pure sensation… feeling. Vat ve feel vith you, for you, has connected us and so ve can feel it in each ozer. You understand?”
 
      “Yeah,” I sniffled, “I think I do. So his anger pushed you into fighting Anubis.”
 
      “I vas upset zat he vas hurt,” Kirill frowned. “It more I vanted to defend my brozer, zan anger I vas feeling because of him, but his anger did prompt me as vell. Once he vas gone, I vas able to return to myself. But why Anubis? He is bad choice for you.”
 
      “I know, I have no excuse.” I started to think, and it was hard, harder than it should have been. I should have sobered up already. Why hadn't I? Why had I got so drunk in the first place? I'd had lot of alcohol before with no effect. Why had it been different this time?
 
      “Trevor can not forgive past.”
 
      “Trevor,” I moaned and covered my face with my hands. 
 
      It was so much worse than when Thor and I had ended. Now I knew, for a fact, which man I loved more, which man I didn’t want to live without. I had been hurt when Thor had left me, severely wounded, but a lot of that was over his betrayal not the ending of the relationship. I hadn’t felt this debilitating pain, like all the colors had faded and my world had been reduced to shades of gray because he wasn't a part of it anymore. 
 
      A soft mewl brought my head up to find Nicholas, my gray tabby, padding over the blankets to me. Cats always knew when you needed them. They could seem aloof to some people because they weren’t as needy as dogs but I wasn’t a needy person, I didn’t want an animal hounding my every step. I preferred the way a cat would snuggle up to you for a little cuddle, then scamper off to hunt something down, kill it, and leave it on your doorstep as a present. Now, that was love. And they always, always knew when you were sad. There was nothing like a warm, purring kitty to help you feel better.
 
      I guess Kirill had a little of that in him too because he pulled me back against him and snuggled us under the covers as Nick took up residence on my open side. The purring of my two cats eased my tension and lulled me into a false sense of security. I closed my eyes, knowing that when I woke up, things wouldn't be any better but I was determined to ignore it for the moment.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
      “Tima, you have to get up,” Kirill’s voice was gentle but his hands on me were insistent.
 
      “No, baby, let me sleep a little more,” I pulled the covers over my head and dislodged Nick, who nosed his way beneath them with me.
 
      “You’ve slept two days,” Kirill crawled under the blankets as well, to push his face into my neck.
 
      “I got up,” I sighed and shifted, trying desperately to get back to blessed oblivion.
 
      “To shower and eat,” Kirill complained, “zen you vent straight back to bed.”
 
      “Has Trevor called?”
 
      “No, Tima,” he sighed into my shoulder. “I vould’ve told you if he had.”
 
      “Yeah, okay,” my heart started its painful bleeding all over again.
 
      He’d walked out on me once before but he’d been back in less than 24 hours. It was when I’d refused to marry him. When I finally came to my senses, it was too late. I had become this polygamous Queen of the Intare. Marriage didn’t seem to be an option for me anymore but Trevor had been alright with it. He’d accepted the multiple mate thing. He’d even accepted Odin as one of them… sort of. But he couldn’t accept Anubis, the god who abducted and raped me. Who could blame him?
 
      And once again, I’d fucked it all up.
 
      “Do you know where he is?” I turned to look at Kirill.
 
     “He’s at Moonshine,” his voice was the barest whisper. I immediately tried to sit up but he pulled me back down. “Leave him be for now, Tima. He needs to heal and come to terms vith vat you’ve done.”
 
      “It was only a kiss,” I leaned back in defeat.
 
      “Not to Trevor,” Kirill kissed me to soften the words. “He saw it as betrayal. Let him be for now, he’ll come around. He loves you.”
 
      “I think I may have been under the influence of more than just alcohol,” I mused, a nagging feeling filling my gut.
 
      “Vat do you mean?”
 
      “I was really intoxicated.”
 
      “Da, I know zis.”
 
      “Yes, and when have you ever seen me so drunk? Especially now that I've had a drink from the Grayel. I can usually drink like a fish and have no problems.”
 
      “You zink Anubis put magic in drink?” Kirill frowned and started to growl.
 
      “I don't know,” I sighed. “Maybe I'm just looking for an excuse but honestly, Kirill, now that I'm sober, I don't want anything to do with Anubis. How could a few drinks change my mind so completely?”
 
      “I don't zink zey could,” Kirill shook his head. “I still zink we should vait on telling Trevor zough. He's not ready to hear anyzing from you.”
 
      “So I’m just supposed to just sit here and wait?” I glared up at him. “I don’t wait well.”
 
      “Nyet,” he chuckled and nipped my nose. “You’re much too impatient. Maybe zis is good lesson for you.”
 
      “Fuck you, Kirill.”
 
      “Now zat’s best offer I’ve had in days,” he lowered his mouth to mine.
 
      I suddenly realized how unfair I’d been to my lion. He cared for me too and I'd neglected him. I didn’t just have one lover to worry about anymore. I had three and a whole pride of Intare to take care of as well. I couldn’t afford to let my pain keep me bedridden… well, unless it was in a more productive way.
 
      Kirill growled as he felt me respond, my arms pulling him closer and my tongue fighting his. I pulled back and pushed him over, straddling him and trapping him in a tangle of his own hair. Thoughts of Trevor eased back a little as I leaned over my black lion, his blue eyes burning up at me.
 
      “Kirill,” his name a prayer, an adoration. “I love you. I could be happy with only you. If not for the magic, I could.”
 
      “If not for magic,” he pulled me down and licked at a hanging breast, “ve vouldn’t be togezer at all. I’m zankful for lioness magic, it brought me you, my savior,” he pulled my face to his. “My Queen,” the kiss he placed on my lips was chaste. “My love,” he deepened it then, till we were writhing together, wrapped in the silk of hair and sheets.
 
      I’d been with Kirill before, just the two of us, but it had never been like this. It was like the knowledge of us truly being alone for the first time, was affecting our passion. It was all new; his body suddenly undiscovered territory, his heart mine for the first time. My hands wandered over him ceaselessly, learning and memorizing him as my lips followed.
 
      He groaned and it was the sweetest music to me, sending shivers down my arms. I feasted on him, nipping and licking him from his ears to his stomach before he grabbed me by both arms and threw me back to the mattress. His teeth met with the tender flesh of my stomach, nipping and biting. He worked his way up and over my chest, leaving light red marks in his wake. My back arched involuntarily, propelling a breast into his mouth. He laved at it and slid a hand between my legs, rubbing and then parting me. 
 
      Then his mouth was over that tender spot, a hot tongue splitting me in two and a growl sending me over the edge with its vibration. He worked me, growling and licking, til I was wet and then shot up, sliding in with a single thrust, a feat harder to accomplish than it sounds but made easier with my intense desire.
 
      “Man in me does vant you all to self,” his eyes caught mine with the intensity only Kirill could achieve. “Zat part of me is selfishly rejoicing to have you alone,” his hands were at the sides of my face, holding me in case I thought to escape his words. “But lion in me misses my brozer and mourns to see you in pain. I’m so torn, Tima. How do I love you? How do you vant me to love you now?”
 
      “Like there is only you and I,” I whispered and pulled his face closer, his long, black hair falling around us and blocking out the world. “Forget the others, forget the magic, and just love me…Vervain, not your Tima. Can you love the woman without the guise of a goddess?”
 
      His eyes brightened, “Both man and beast in me have loved you, before I even knew you vere my Tima. It vas you who called me from my hell, your heart zat spoke to mine ven it couldn't hear. I love you, Vervain, I vill always love you.”
 
      I held onto him as he showed me how much he loved me, over and over, until I could finally think about facing the world without Trevor.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
      “How is she?” The familiar voice drifted through my dreams, warming me and pulling me away from them.
 
      “She’s doing better,” Kirill was in the hall, his voice echoed down to me.
 
      I groaned as I sat up, dislodging Nick, who was sleeping on my pillow. A kitty technique to calm my head. I scratched his chin as he blinked hopeful green eyes up at me. There was movement from the hall and then my bedroom door was opening.
 
      “Tima?” Kirill’s starkly handsome face peered around the door. “Are you up for a visitor?”
 
      “Odin’s here?” I don’t know why I didn’t go see him sooner. Maybe it felt like even more of a betrayal to jump into Odin’s bed right after Trevor left. Odin was accepted as my lover but just barely. I guess tolerated would’ve been a better word for it.
 
      “I can leave if you need more time, sweetheart,” he called down to me and I couldn’t help smiling.
 
      “No, don’t go,” I crawled out of bed, “I’m getting dressed.
 
      Kirill kissed my forehead as I grabbed a dress and headed to the bathroom to freshen up. After splashing some cool water on my face, I put on the heavy emerald pendant Odin had given me for the second time recently. 
 
      I say second time because he'd originally given it to me back when I was Sabine. Technically Munin, one of Odin's ravens, gave it to me this time but Odin approved of the re-gift. When I commented on the pulse of magic I felt coming from it, he said Sabine knew she'd need it one day. She, I, never used it back then so I figured maybe it would come in handy for me someday soon. It had already showed me some strange visions so I wanted to make sure I was wearing it, just in case.
 
      When I came out, they were waiting for me in the living room, Nick regarding them warily from an ottoman. I went to give Odin a kiss hello. With Trevor gone I could be freer with him.
 
      “I’m so sorry,” he whispered as I sat beside him. “I know how much you love him and I know how much he loves you. He’ll get over this, you’ll see.”
 
      “Let’s not talk about it,” I caught Kirill’s worried look out of the corner of my eye and gave him a quick smile. “I have other messes to handle. If Trevor wants to end everything we have because of one drunken kiss, then what can I do?”
 
      “I just want you safe and happy,” Odin took my hand. “You know you can always move in with me for awhile, if you need a change of scenery.”
 
      A low growl was Kirill’s answer to that.
 
      “Be calm, lion,” Odin grinned. “You’d be welcome too. I just know how being around things that remind you of an absent lover can be painful. I thought Vervain might want to escape for a bit.”
 
      “Thank you,” I kissed his cheek quickly. “I think I will come up for a couple of days but I’m not going to run away from home just because my wolf did. I’ll be fine. I’ve been neglecting things in Chinatown and need to focus on that now. Who knows what that bitch has been up to.”
 
      “I’ve actually been keeping an eye out for her,” he confessed with a school boy grin.
 
      “Thanks, babe,” I grinned back. “So, anything?”
 
      “Not much,” he shook his head. “I’ve had a couple sightings but no real action.”
 
     “Her kind vork behind scenes,” Kirill leaned into the conversation. “Ve von’t know vat she’s up to till she does it.”
 
      “I know what she’s up to,” I fell back against the sofa. “I just don’t know what to do about it. If only I could inoculate her ass.”
 
      “That may not be such a bad idea,” Odin looked suddenly sharp.
 
      “Are you kidding me?” I gave him my stop being ridiculous look. “She’s a goddess. I can’t inoculate her against herself.”
 
      “Why not?” Odin held up his hands. “Hear me out. She’s a plague goddess, we even know what type of plague. She carries Black Death inside her, swirling around in her veins constantly. That’s how she works. She sends it out of herself and into whatever poor creature she decides to torment.”
 
     “So if I were to say, inject her with an antibiotic?” I was beginning to think I was smarter than I thought. Does that make any sense?
 
      “You’d cure her,” Odin’s smile was brilliant.
 
      “Holy cannoli!”
 
      “Yes,” Kirill nodded. “It may vork.”
 
      I was thrilled. I had a new direction, a push that I needed. I jumped up and ran down the hallway to put on my fighting leathers. I was strapping on my kodachi, the Japanese short sword I used, when Kirill called after me. 
 
      “Tima, should I ready lions?”
 
      “No, I don’t want them hurt,” I braided my hair tight to my head like a crown so there’d be no handle for anyone to grab while we were fighting.
 
      “Tima,” Kirill’s voice came from the doorway and I looked up to see him standing there. “If you die, ve’re all hurt… all dead actually.”
 
      “I’m not so easy to kill anymore, kitten,” I smiled at his grimace over the new pet name… literally a pet name. 
 
      “You of all people should know zat gods can be killed.”
 
      “I do know that,” I sauntered up to him, because you must saunter when wearing leather pants and teasing your favorite werelion. “I just said it wasn’t as easy as it was before. I can handle her.”
 
      “I zink you’re getting too big for britches, young lady,” his wicked smile put a decidedly sensual twist on his words, as did his hands around said britches pulling me against him.
 
      “Maybe we should take them off then,” I purred into his ear before I nipped it.
 
      His whole body shook and I closed my eyes to enjoy the sensation.
 
      “If you two are done in there,” Odin’s fatherly voice threw cold water over our hot heads. “Maybe you might be interested in finding out another pertinent piece of information.”
 
      “Like what?” I called as I kissed Kirill quickly and headed down the hall, scooping up my gloves as I went.
 
      “Like where to get the antibiotic that you need,” Odin’s single eye gleamed at me with mischief.
 
      “Why do I have the feeling that you already know the answer to that?” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
      I stretched my fingers through the finger-holes and strapped the gloves firmly on. The feel of the blades lying in wait over the top of my hands was comforting even though I had other claws at my disposal now. I could turn into a lioness at will but part of me still preferred my god-made claws.
 
      Inside my pants pocket, in a heavy plastic case, was a syringe full of antibiotic. Odin assured me there was enough to cure ten plague victims. All I had to do was inject Xi Wangmu with it. Simple, I just needed to catch the tiger by her toe.
 
      I had a lightweight coat on over my gear and Kirill by my side. Now all I needed was to find her. But how do you find a goddess who doesn’t want to be found? We walked Chinatown for two hours without a single lead before a rat scurried out in front of us and dropped dead.
 
      I stared down at the tiny corpse as blood seeped out of its open mouth, and felt cold rage fill me. The rats were infected. That meant we only had days before the first humans would succumb. Rats scurried everywhere, taking deadly bacillus with them. They filled up with it and when they bit, they filled you up with it, little living hypodermics filled with plague.
 
      I sent Kirill into the nearest mom and pop grocery store to get Ziploc baggies. When he returned, I carefully picked up the rat with a baggie covered hand, which I was able to pull over and enclose the dead thing in. I couldn’t just leave it there for some child to find. So we walked down to the Police station and turned it in.
 
      I told them I was a veterinarian and I saw this animal die in a suspicious manner. I recommended they send the body away for testing and told them where it was found. At first they didn’t even want to humor me but after I pointed out the blood leaking from the rodents mouth and how it appeared similar to rats found with the plague, they perked up a bit.
 
     I hoped they’d find some way to warn all those people and possibly contain the spread of the disease but I had a feeling things were about to get bad. I had visions of Chinatown being evacuated and pest control people in hazard suits cleaning house. Just please, please don't let them try to set anything on fire again.
 
      A car pulled around the corner slowly, tinted windows way too dark and the windshield practically impossible to see through. It seemed to pause at it passed me, something, with fangs most likely, staring at me from behind the darkened glass. I stared back, getting really annoyed with the stalking vampires bit.
 
      “Is zat vampire car,” Kirill followed the direction of my gaze.
 
      “I believe it is,” I narrowed my eyes at its retreat.
 
      “I zought Blue vas on your side now.”
 
      “Yeah,” I chewed at my lip, “so did I. I'm gonna give him the benefit of the doubt this time though. I'm not going to make the mistake of assuming anything about him ever again.”
 
      “Zis is vise,” he nodded.
 
      Stalking vampires would have to wait. What the hell was I going to do about Xi Wangmu? How could I fight an enemy who wouldn’t face me? She was Black Death alright, creeping in the shadows, hiding from the light. She may not even be in Chinatown anymore. She could have just planted her disease and ran away. 
 
       No, deep down I knew she’d stay… to watch.
 
      “Where are you, you evil, ugly bitch?” I called out under my breath. “Xi Wangmu, I know you’re out here. You coward, hiding and spreading disease through vermin. You’re scum, something I’d wipe off my shoes.”
 
      “I am a goddess,” she appeared before me, hair in a tight braid, body wrapped in loose black satin, “one of the first for the Chinese actually. I am life and I am death. What I am not, is scum.”
 
      Well shit, why hadn’t I just tried insulting her earlier? It would have saved me a lot of time.
 
      I casually wandered down a deserted alley, drawing her away from innocent passer-bys. She followed with graceful steps, picking her way through the puddles and filth. Her hands started to rise and I fumbled in my pocket with the syringe case.
 
      “You kill your own people,” I grimaced as the case refused to open. “There is no lower scum in my book.”
 
     “I restore balance. What I do is necessary,” she waved her darkening fingertips delicately. “My people know this. Yin and yang, balance, flow, it’s all a part of life. I bring a cleansing, a rebirth, and my people will be strengthened by it. If you were a true goddess, you would understand.”
 
      “Your people still haven’t recovered from your last cleansing,” I snarled, partly in frustration with the syringe. “If you paid any positive attention to them, you’d know that the Chinese population in Hawaii has never improved and is the lowest it’s ever been. The real reason you're here, is to collect the dead as sacrifice. You'll gain a lot of power from this, won't you?”
 
      Her face transformed into a rictus of rage, lines pulling down to her gaping mouth and eyes narrowing. She lunged for me and I automatically defended myself, the needle forgotten in my pants. I didn’t have time to release my blades or pull my sword, so I made do with hand to hand combat.
 
      I twisted and turned, pushing her back into the dirty pavement as Kirill circled around us, looking for an opening. Diving in to help someone in a one on one situation can be tricky. You could end up hindering instead of helping. So he waited and watched while we tumbled about and I appreciated it. 
 
      I got in a few good punches. Most goddesses didn’t know a thing about hand to hand combat. Why would they? They were generally pretty pampered. So it wasn’t just good training that helped me get the best of her but her lack of it. She slumped back with the last punch I got to her head and I pushed myself to my feet.
 
      As I brought out the case and was finally able to open it, her hand reached out and clawed my leg. Long black nails tore through the leather and cut my skin, burning and sending a horrendous pain up my calf. I cried out and fell back, Kirill catching me before I hit the ground, and the syringe falling from my hand to break into a thousand pieces on the pavement. Xi Wangmu’s laughter echoed off the damp walls as she traced away.
 
      “Kirill,” I gasped as I grabbed my leg.
 
      “Tima, it’s going to be alright,” he held me tight and traced us home quickly.
 
      When I opened my eyes next, I was laying on the living room carpet, stripped but wrapped in a sheet. My leg was exposed and black blotches were spotting it. At the top of my inner thigh there was a burning sensation and I could feel the skin there swelling. I moaned and clutched at the hands holding me. It was Kirill, he was there. At least I wouldn’t die alone.
 
      “Tima,” he whispered. “I called Trevor and he’s gone to fetch Teharon. Hold on, please hold on.”
 
      “It hurts,” I felt the disease spreading over me, attacking me, making my body into a wasteland of black blood and massacred tissue. “I don’t think I’m going to make it this time. You’re going to have to lead the Intare. I know you can do it, you're steady and strong. Tell Odin, Vidar, and Vali how much I love them, how sorry I am to have to leave them again. Tell them to let go of me this time and move on.”
 
      “Stop it, Tima.”
 
      “Tell Trevor I’m sorry I hurt him,” the pain was getting worse, it was getting hard to think past it. I guess drinking from the Grayel didn't make me invincible. I guess I was wrong… again. “Tell him I love him and Kirill… I love you… so much. You’re special to me, my black lion. I think I’ve loved you from the moment you faced off with the other Intare for me. You were so fierce in your pain, so beautiful and fearless. Do you remember how you tried to protect me?”
 
      “I remember.”
 
      “You're going to have to leave me here,” I frowned, thinking about my real family. “My family can't know about any of this but can you take care of Nick for me? He's going to be so confused.”
 
      “Of course, Nick vill be looked after. Tima, don’t speak like zis,” he was shaking beneath me, around me. “You’ll be fine.”
 
      “I don’t feel fine,” but then suddenly I did. The pain ebbed and this warm glow came from my center and spread out to my limbs. “Kirill,” I grabbed at him again but this time it was with hope. “I think something’s happening.”
 
      Before he could reply, Trevor and Teharon came tracing in. They ran over to us, Trevor taking my hand and Teharon laying his palm to my chest. Teharon was the Mohawk God of healing and he was good at his job… very good, as my continued existence attested to. 
 
      But, as it turns out, he wasn’t needed this time.
 
      “She’s healing herself,” Teharon pronounced as he sat back. “I was hoping it would be so. The drink from the Grayel has given her recuperative powers. It just took awhile to battle such a deadly disease. She’s going to be fine.” 
 
      “Zank you,” Kirill wept and hugged me tighter. His musky lion scent, like sawdust and citrus, enveloped me, calming my racing heart.
 
      Trevor sat back, stunned. “Sweet mercy,” he breathed out through the hand covering his face. “I thought I’d lost you. I…” he stumbled up and looked down at me with wide, tear drenched eyes.
 
      “Trevor,” I could feel my body condensing, my blood flowing cleaner and removing any traces of infection. “Don’t go. We need to talk about this, come back home.”
 
      “Vervain,” he backed up and my heart fell. “I can’t go through this again. I need to…” he backed away further and faded as he traced out.
 
      “Trevor!” I tried to get up but my whole body had gone limp with the drain of energy it took to heal.
 
      “Shhh,” Kirill rocked me and exchanged a worried glance with Teharon. “He’ll be back, Tima. He has to come back.”
 
      “Or he’ll die,” I whispered, right before passing out.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
      The shrill ring of the phone seemed louder than usual in my sleepy head. Like a blow horn to the brain. I groaned as I reached for it. What the hell time was it? I squinted at the clock as I held the receiver to my ear. 1:37 am. Kirill snuggled closer to me under the covers.
 
      “Hello,” my heart ramped up; a phone call in the early hours of the morning was never good.
 
      “Vervain?” It was my cousin, Jess. 
 
      “What is it?” I sat up straight in bed, effectively waking Kirill and upsetting Nick at our feet.
 
      “I’m sorry to wake you,” there was a distinctively uncomfortable pause. “Grandpa just passed away.”
 
      “What?” I knew my grandpa wasn’t doing so well. Jess had moved out here from Ohio to help Grandma take care of him. He hadn’t been looking too good lately and I’d thought I was prepared for his death but my shaking body was telling a different story.
 
     “He’s passed away,” Jess continued through my shock. “Grandma’s not taking it so well. I thought you might like to come over while we wait for the doctor to arrive and pronounce.”
 
      “Yeah,” I wiped my hand over my face and felt Kirill’s arm snake around me supportively. “I’ll be there in fifteen.”
 
      I hung up and looked at Kirill. I fought gods and all the creatures created by them but losing my grandpa was the hardest battle of my life. He wasn’t just my grandpa, he had raised me. My mother had me pretty young and never married the man who may or may not be my father(I'm still not sure how the magic Odin performed to bring me back had worked), so my grandparents were my second set of parents really. I’d lost my possible father years ago and that was hard but my heart knew my real Daddy had just died. 
 
      My birthday was six days away.
 
      “Vervain,” Kirill wiped at my cheeks and I suddenly realized I was crying. “What happened?”
 
      “My Grandpa’s dead.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
      I held my grandmother as she cried into the phone. She was listening to my aunt and her preacher husband pray. Oh yeah, did I neglect to mention that although my mom was a witch, my mother’s family are all staunch Christians? 
 
      My mom was the black sheep and I followed in her footsteps happily. A path the rest of the family was determined to ignore we even traveled. As I listened to Aunty Dorris launch into a round of praying “in tongue”, I thanked all the powers that be that I was Pagan. Now that I was technically a Goddess, I guess I was as Pagan as they came.
 
      For all of you fellow Pagans out there, let me just educate you quickly on one of the little gems of Christianity. Praying in tongues was supposed to be a gift of the Holy Spirit, a gift that allowed the receiver to speak in a language unknown to them. When I was a little girl, my Aunty Dorris's husband, Harvey, gathered all the children together in Sunday school and prayed with us until we were blessed with the gift.
 
      I didn’t get it. 
 
      As a young witch, I knew intimately what the supernatural world held. Now I know that it was also the knowledge my soul carried over from being Sabine. When Odin used his magic to put my soul into my mother, it hadn't been exactly reincarnation. I wasn't reborn to experience the world anew. I'd been born with the memories and knowledge of a full life. I'd just repressed a lot of it so that I could deal with being a child all over again. By the time I met Odin, I'd gotten so good at repressing, I didn't recognize him at first. Seeing him acted like some sort of a trigger though and those memories did break out eventually.
 
      Back then though, in that stuffy, stark room filled with children, I didn't know why I had knowledge of things. I just knew. I knew there were no impossibilities, so this gift of speaking in another language without studying it, didn't seem so far fetched. I waited with great anticipation for such a cool magic to overtake me. When the other children finally started to “speak”, I laughed. They were talking gibberish, no proper cadences of any known language recognizable in their speech. They were faking it to get out of the hot room.
 
      My uncle scowled at me, then decided I needed one on one help. He sat next to me, praying for hours, but the Holy Spirit never filled me. He finally gave up, muttering under his breath about apples falling close to trees and my general unworthiness. It was my first moment of disillusionment with my grandparents’ religion but more importantly, it was my first insight into my uncle’s personality.
 
      “Vervain’s right here,” Grandma’s voice brought me back to the present. “Sure, hold on,” she held out the phone to me as I gave her the universal, cutting the air, I don’t want to talk to that idiot, motion. The phone landed in my gesticulating hand.
 
      “Hello,” I muttered.
 
      “Hey, kiddo,” Uncle Harvey's voice grated on my already flayed nerves. “How you doing?”
 
      “I’m doing,” I rolled my eyes.
 
      “Well we’ll be out there on Wednesday to help,” he continued as if I cared. 
 
      “We’re fine, just send Aunty Dorris for the funeral,” I countered. The last thing I needed right now was my crazy Christian relations out here in the middle of a possible plague.
 
      “Oh no, I wouldn’t leave her alone at such a horrible time,” my stomach clenched on hearing confirmation of what I knew was coming. “I’ll be flying out with her, Connie, James, and Jacob.” On Grandma’s dime I was certain, since they had no money.
 
      My aunt and her husband had been spewing out babies since she’d married him when she was still a baby herself. My cousins started popping up when I was two years old and kept popping up every two years like clockwork, except for the last few, which had come yearly. There were ten kids now, living in a house owned by the church, and supplementing their income with money from my grandmother.
 
      Whenever I brought up the fact that she didn't have a lot of money and she shouldn't be sending so much to my relatives, grandma would say “God will provide”. Well she didn't know the gods like I did or she wouldn't be so sure of their help. The only one doing any providing was her. 
 
      But at least I wasn’t bitter.
 
      “Yeah, I gotta go now,” I handed the phone to Grandma while Harvey was mid-preach. I just couldn’t deal with his bullshit at the moment.
 
      Kirill’s hand rubbed my lower back and I took comfort in it for a moment, while I watched the EMTs carry my grandfather’s body out of the house. I couldn’t help making a list of grievances in my head. Number one, tiger goddess prowls Chinatown. Number two, ex-rapist gets me drunk or possibly roofied me and tries to seduce me. Number three, current boyfriend catches seduction mid-kiss and leaves me. Number four, tiger goddess tries to kill me with the black plague. Number five, my grandfather dies. Number six, relatives from Hell…that’s the Christian Hell with two Ls not the Viking goddess with one…descend upon my helpless grandmother. Number seven, I get to celebrate my twenty-seventh birthday in the midst of this mess, without my wolf or my grandpa.
 
      Weren’t bad things supposed to come in threes?
 
      My Uncle David, the baby of the bunch, showed up with his daughter Shannon and I breathed a sigh of relief. Sweet, beautiful Shannon took Grandma’s other side while Grandma started to ramble about the rapture and how if Grandpa had just held out one more month, they would have ascended to Heaven together… but it’s okay because she’ll see him next month when the rapture takes her. My poor cousin’s face blanched.
 
      “Grandma,” I patted her, “telling a young girl that God is going to take all the good Christians up to Heaven next month and leave all of us horrid sinners behind to suffer numerous tortures, is not reassuring right now. Let’s hold off on that conversation, okay?”
 
      Grandma grimaced at me and broke into a fresh wave of tears. Brilliant Vervain, just brilliant. Sometimes I wished I had a filter.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
      My house was overflowing with flowers.
 
      How had the entire God Realm found out about my grandfather in less than eight hours? And why hadn’t an arrangement arrived from Trevor… a card, a note, a telegram, a carrier pigeon, something? The large bouquet from Fenrir and “your Froekn family” didn’t count. Fenrir had delivered it in person and was actually still camped out on my sofa… along with Odin, Vidar, Vali, Blue, Persephone, Hades, Ull, Pan, Finn, Teharon, Mr.T, Mrs. E, Thor, and even Horus. But no Trevor. 
 
      Kirill was in the kitchen trying to make party trays of the food that people had been dropping off by the truckload. Why does everyone try to feed you when they know food is the last thing you want? They should drop off bottles of alcohol and lots of mint candies because you need alcohol when you're sad and whether I'm drinking or not, my stomach just felt like it was on the verge of throwing up all the time and mint helped with that.
 
     Everyone was scrupulously avoiding Trevor as a subject of conversation. It was starting to annoy me. When you lost someone you loved, whether it be to death or their own stupidity(yes, I’d decided that it was Trevor’s fault because it was easier that way. Give me a break, I was in mourning) you didn’t want to be surrounded by sympathetic eyes and ears. I wanted to curl up in bed and sleep until everything had returned to normal, or as normal as my life could be.
 
      The only bright spark in my darkness to look forward to was the arrival of my mother. She was getting in at 11am. She was getting a rental car and going to Grandma’s to actually help and comfort my grandmother unlike my other relatives who would be staying at a friend’s house, using their van, and hardly seeing Grandma at all even though her money paid for their vacation… oh, I mean their bereavement visit.
 
      I edged into the kitchen and rooted through the liquor cabinet until I found the tequila. I uncapped it, took a long pull, gasped for air, took another swallow, then capped and replaced it. Kirill said nothing, pretended to not even notice. Now that was the kind of company I needed… although it would’ve been even better with just the two of us in the bedroom.
 
      Horrible I know, but any psychiatrist will tell you that when confronted with death, the natural instinct is to try to reaffirm life. I needed some serious affirmation but even the thought of it started to turn my stomach again when I realized I had my lover and husband from a previous life, our sons, my ex-boyfriend, my ex-potential boyfriend (don’t ask), and my possible future ex-boyfriend’s father all in my living room along with my best goddess friend, her husband, and Anubis' cousin. 
 
      “Do you vant me to ask zem to leave?” Kirill, as always, knew exactly what I needed.
 
      “No,” I kissed him gently. “I’ll do it. I need to go meet Mom soon anyway.”
 
      I walked into the living room to start my speech but a knock at the door interrupted me. Now what? I almost groaned as I headed to the front door. Nick went with me to approve or disapprove of the next visitor before they stepped foot in his house. I opened the door to find my mother standing there.
 
      “Mom,” I said, stunned. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. Mom knew I was a witch of course but the whole godhunting business I'd never bothered to mention. Could I play off all these people as normal?
 
      “Are you going to give me a hug and invite me in?” Her dark eyes twinkled a little but there were also new lines of grief around them.
 
      “Of course,” I launched myself at her. 
 
      It had been a year since I’d seen her. She’d married a great guy and they’d moved to California years ago, for him to do his residency. He was now an excellent anesthesiologist and they had two children, my sister Kaitlin and my brother Daniel. When my aunt had got pregnant with her tenth child, my step-dad’s response had been that Uncle Harvey should “Be a man and get snipped.” Richard's held a special place in my heart ever since and I was really happy my mom had such a good man.
 
      The hug ended and Mom bent down to give the kitty loving before turning to the rest of the room. She looked at me with a raised brow, then back at the gods. I started forward but Kirill came up first.
 
      “I am Kirill,” his clipped Russian accent was softened by the sweetness in his eyes as boyfriend #2 met my mother for the first time.
 
      “Uh, Mom,” I interrupted as she took his hand. “This is my boyfriend, the one who lives with me.”
 
      “Oh,” she used his hand to pull him into a hug instead, “Very nice to meet you, Kirill.” She gave me an approving look over her shoulder. 
 
      “And this is Odin,” I paused over the introduction but he smoothly stood and took over.
 
      “I’m the next in line if Kirill ever gets the boot,” he joked and winked at her with his one good eye. “Thank you for raising such a wonderful woman, we’re all very lucky to count her as a friend.”
 
      He stared at her a little strangely, and then I realized that this would be the first time he'd seen her since he'd put my soul into her body when she was sixteen years old. It must have been an odd feeling for him. He had lost her after the transfer and spent all this time searching for her, never finding her. Now, here she was.
 
      “Well,” my mom actually started to blush a little. I hadn’t seen her turn red like that since she’d had a glass of wine back when I was six. “I’m glad she has such wonderful… friends to support her through this.”
 
      “We all love her very much,” Odin nodded, then gestured to Vidar and Vali. “These are my sons, Thor, Vidar and Vali.”
 
      Thor stepped forward and kissed my mom on the cheek, muttering something about it being nice to meet her. He must've felt awkward, meeting my mom after we had broken up. 
 
      Vidar came forward and mimicked his brother, giving his grandmother a polite peck on the cheek, even though she had no idea this was her grandson. He started to choke up and turned away suddenly. Vali covered for him, taking Mom's hand and shaking it enthusiastically, but I could see that Vidar was still disappointed. I couldn’t watch it anymore. There was enough misery going around, I wasn’t about to heap some on my son.
 
      “Um, Mom,” I took Vidar’s hand and urged him back over. “There’s a little more to this and if anyone can understand, it’ll be you.”
 
      “Okay,” she looked back and forth between me and Vidar, with who knows what going through her brain.
 
      “I’ve recently discovered… no, that’s a lie. Uh, a few years ago I was attacked and I found out that the gods are really the surviving inhabitants of Atlantis. They used their advancements to prolong their lives and enhance their magic to become god-like.”
 
      “Excuse me?” She blinked a couple of times.
 
      “I’m not making a joke, just bear with me here,” I took another deep breath. “To sum it up really quickly, I started hunting gods because I believed they were all tricksters, bent on causing war so they could suck up the power human death brought. Then I met Thor,” I waved a hand at Thor and he nodded his head at my dumbstruck mother.
 
      The poor woman was completely surrounded by gorgeous towering gods and her knees started to buckle a little, so I led her over to a chair. Nick jumped into her lap to lend his purring support and she distractedly started stroking him.
 
      “So you’re saying that these Atlanteans have been causing wars so they can use the energy of all that destruction? They’ve been using us like batteries, like some kinda Matrix movie?” Her eyes had gotten pretty wide and I started having second thoughts of confessing. Maybe this wasn’t the best time for a tell-all but I took a deep breath, nodded, and continued.
 
      “Thor showed me there were good gods too,” I still held Vidar’s hand, so I used the other to gesture at everyone else. “We joined forces and we’ve been basically doing what we can to protect humanity. Surprise! Your little girl is Wonder Woman!”
 
      “Vervain,” her stern look got me back on track.
 
      “Catwoman? No, she was bad. Uh, Elektra? Yeah, she had a sword even. Okay, not the time for jokes,” I looked at Odin and there was a brightness to his eye that was threatening to overflow. “I’ve met some incredible people, a couple I’ve known before, in a past life,” I looked back at Mom, trying to gauge if she was following okay. She was, she was a little stunned but she was following. “I began to remember things, like a husband and children. The memories are vivid and shared, there’s no doubt of their accuracy. Then Odin confessed to me, we were married once and I died. He decided to bring me back, gave up his eye to do it, and put my soul in you to be born. You're kinda like the Virgin Mary, except you weren't a virgin and your name's not Mary. Oh, and you're not a Christian. Although, was Mary considered Christian when she was the one who bore Christ? Okay, I digress.” I smiled but she still wasn't in the mood for jokes so I got serious. “I'm still your daughter, I just also happen to be his wife and mother to Vidar and Vali.”
 
      I let that sink in.
 
      “Excuse me?” She shot up as she deposited Nick on the sofa, and glared at me.
 
      “Mom, I’m sorry, I thought you’d understand,” I stammered. I’d never seen her so angry. “I know it’s a lot to take in but trust me, I’m not crazy. I can show you things that would blow your mind.”
 
      “Oh, I understand alright, little girl,” she pointed an accusatory finger at me. “You just told me I’m a grandmother! I just lost my Daddy and now you tell me I'm a Grandma? A grandmother… I can’t be a grandma, I’m not old enough to be a grandma.”
 
     “Mom,” I laughed, “technically you’re not a grandma but spiritually, I guess you’re related in a way.”
 
      “Damn it, Vervain,” she swore and wrapped Vidar up in a big hug before moving on to Vali. To them she added, “Just don’t call me grandma.”
 
      “Okay,” Vidar mumbled as a tear fell and I had to look away as my family was finally made whole.
 
      “Thanks, Mom,” I cleared my throat. “You don’t know what a relief it is to tell you.”
 
      “You could’ve told me sooner,” she eyed Odin. “So you’re not married now?”
 
   
  
 

   “No, but I’ve remained faithful to her,” Odin looked so proud of his chastity that I had to suppress a giggle. “She’s still my wife in my heart and that’s all that matters to me.”
 
      I lost the case of giggles to the shivers and my mom proved to not be immune to Odin’s romantic side either. She looked over at me, then at Kirill, and back to Odin. She shook her head like she didn’t envy me my choices. 
 
      “Why don’t you come meet Persephone.” I steered my mom over to Sephy and Hades.
 
      My sweet spring goddess friend, wrapped my mom in an embrace like she was her own mother. If only she was, Sephy's life might have been better. The hope she always exuded, encircled Mom as well and I saw Mom's shoulders relax as she pulled back.
 
      “This is my husband, Hades,” Sephy pulled the rather average looking man over and he shook my mom's hand with a polite smile. Thankfully he was wearing his glasses so Mom didn't have to get over the shock of seeing the fires raging behind the dark windows of his irises.
 
      “And this is Blue,” I quickly urged my mom past the God of the Underworld.
 
      Blue bowed gallantly over her hand and she smiled up into his jade eyes. Who could resist a tall, dark, and handsome man with green eyes? Not my mother. 
 
      “I’m Huitzilopochtli,” he grinned back at her, “but your daughter calls me Blue and I’d be pleased if you would as well.”
 
      “Why Blue?” Mom looked back at me but Blue was the one to answer.
 
      “It’s the way she’s left me,” he smiled mischievously at my red face. When I’d first given Blue the nickname, I told him it was the condition his balls would be in if he kept pursuing me. “I’m forever Blue without her.”
 
      I groaned as my mother raised her eyebrows higher. “It’s a shortening of his English name, Mom.”
 
      “Did you date him too?”
 
      “No… well, we kind of had... I mean, oh crap,” I rolled my eyes.
 
      “It’s a long story,” Blue drew her toward Fenrir. “Let’s just say your daughter is hard to forget. This is Fenrir, his son is currently on the outs with Vervain but they’re still bonded and normally he’d be living here as well.”
 
      “Vervain?” Now her tone was edging toward disapproving.
 
      “Mom, this is Fenrir,” I took her firmly away from Blue. “Fenrir, my mom, Darlyne. Mom, Fenrir’s the Wolf God of the Vikings and Trevor's his oldest son.”
 
      “It’s a great pleasure to meet you,” Fenrir’s eyes sparkled as he looked over my mother.
 
      “She’s married, Dad, back off,” I growled and Fenrir held up his hands with a chuckle.
 
      “I’m sorry,” my Mom’s face looked like it didn’t know whether to be pleased by the compliment or just plain confused over the whole situation. “Did you just call him Dad?”
 
      “Oh hell, Mom, just sit down and let me tell you all of it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
      Moonshine was still closed for the day but that didn’t matter when you were part owner. I unlocked the front door and led my mom in, Kirill coming up behind us. She’d insisted on meeting Trevor and seeing our club, even though Trevor wasn’t going to be too thrilled to meet her.
 
      I locked the door behind us and escorted her through the foyer and into the main room. She stopped and looked around quietly. I couldn’t help but feel a spark of pride for my wolf… ex-wolf… Trevor. He’d done a good job with the design.
 
      The waterfall was shut off for the day but the pond it flowed into from the second floor was still beautiful, surrounded by rocks for sitting and plants growing wild. The dance floor resembled open woodland, spotted with trees that “grew” up out of the floor and towered to the second story level, which was a wrap around loft that gave a great view of the dance floor.
 
      A security system disguised as a moon hung from a ceiling scattered with blinking lights to resemble stars. The faux heavens normally shone down on faux grass that crept up to the edge of the dance floor, spotted with low boulders for tables and little “hills” to sit on, but the sun lamps were on for the real plants. Bright light filled the warehouse, shining on the amazing length of slate that made up the bar. Bartenders were already there tidying up and preparing for the night as a of couple waitresses ate their lunch while they swiveled on the carved stumps that served as bar stools. 
 
      Most clubs lost their magic in the light. They could be sexy and mysterious in the dark but when you turned on the light, the mystery was gone and the club was revealed for what it really was. I've stumbled out of enough clubs at 3am to know that. Moonshine, however, was just as beautiful in the harsh light of day as it was veiled in the mystery of night.
 
      “Vervain!” Ty came bounding up and pulled me into a hug. “It’s going to be okay,” he whispered into my ear. “He loves you, he’s going crazy here without you.”
 
      “Thanks Ty,” I pulled back and led him over to my wandering mother. She was poking at one of the fake hills that people could sit on. “This is my mom. Mom, this is Trevor’s younger brother, Ty.”
 
      “Vervain’s mom?” Ty’s eyes got wide for a second before he swept her up into a hug. “Welcome to the pack, Mama.”
 
      My mom laughed a little as she pulled back. “Thank you, now where’s my daughter’s… wolf… boyfriend… whatever.”
 
      “Prince, actually,” Trevor stepped out of the doorway to his office, behind the bar. He had a guarded look, which let up only fractionally for my mother. “It’s nice to meet you Mrs…?” He gave a rueful bark of laughter. “I don’t even know your last name. How can I not know your mother’s name?” He focused on me, his eyes accusing me of something much worse.
 
      “Trevor,” I looked at my mom and shook my head, “I think we should just go. He’s not himself right now, Mom.”
 
      “Well, no one is when they’ve had their heart stomped on,” she went over to him and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “You can call me Mom. It was nice to meet you, Trevor. I’m only here for a week, so I wanted to be sure we had a talk before I left.”
 
      “A talk?” His shocked gaze slid from her, to me, and back. 
 
      “I’ve heard about the situation,” she sent me an irritated glance and I threw my hands up in surrender. “People make mistakes, some more than others,” another look at me, “but you know our Vervain and I think you love her, maybe as much as she loves you. So it’s with absolute confidence that I say to you… when you go back to her, be good to my daughter. Because if you don't, I know a spell that can make your dick fall off.” She patted his shoulder, took my arm, and walked us to the door. “It was nice to meet you both,” she said to both Trevor and Ty's dumbstruck expressions before we left. “Your club is beautiful.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
      When I finally crawled into bed that night, I was beyond exhausted. It was so nice to have a family member aware of my real life but catching Mom up on everything had meant long, detailed conversations on things I wasn’t entirely comfortable discussing with my mother. It was a bit of a shock to find her so accepting of my new lifestyle and even more accepting of my choice of men. The only negative thing she had to say on the subject was, “Don’t tell Grandma.” I can’t say I disagreed with her on that one.
 
      “Tima?” Kirill woke up as I crawled under the covers.
 
      “Hey, you,” I slid my hands up the hot skin of his arms, then framed his face for a kiss.
 
      It was nice to have him there. Before Trevor had left, Kirill only shared our bed occasionally. He gave Trevor his space and time alone with me since he was my alpha. In Kirill’s head, being alpha gave Trevor certain inalienable rights. In my head, being alpha gave Trevor issues he’d never had before and turned him into a bit of a prick sometimes. But Kirill respected him and so he’d tried to keep his distance. 
 
      It was different now.
 
      “How vas dinner vith your mom?” Kirill pulled back and peered into my face.
 
      “Enlightening and aggravating,” I laughed, “for both of us.”
 
      “How so?”
 
      “She knows everything now and she’s handling it pretty well,” I snuggled deeper into the thick blankets, the chill of the air conditioner making it more enjoyable. “The aggravation came with the info she gave me.”
 
      “Go on,” he prodded me gently when I fell silent.
 
      “I don’t know where to start,” I sighed. “How can people who profess to be so holy… who act holier than thou all the fuckin’ time, be such evil bastards?”
 
      “Ah,” his hand crept up to my shoulders and started rubbing, “Christians have arrived.”
 
      “They won’t let my cousin dance hula at my grandpa's service.”
 
      “Vich of ten cousins is zis?” Poor Kirill, I had two lives and the normal one was the one he was least familiar with.
 
      “Shannon is actually my Uncle David’s daughter, so she's one of two, not ten,” I kissed him on the nose when he wrinkled it in confusion. “She’s very sweet and so pretty you just want to slap it off her but I digress. The pastor of the church that my grandparents have been supporting for over thirty years, says it’s against her policy to have hula in the church because, you’ll love this, it’s a dance to the gods.”
 
      Kirill let out a surprised bark of laughter, making the whole situation almost worth it. His laugh was amazing and more precious to me than my Birkin. I basked in it for a few minutes before he settled down and urged me to continue.
 
      “So then she tells my grieving grandmother that she doesn’t want the service to be more than an hour, so Grandma should cut out the video we were going to play of Grandpa talking about his life,” I tensed as I relayed that bit. “What kind of unfeeling bitch tells a widow to cut down the length of the service and then recommends which part to cut? I swear I’m going to bewitch her with excessive body hair in visible places.”
 
      “Or you could just send her into Chinatown,” Kirill’s attempt at humor only served to remind me that I had way more issues than my personal ones these days.
 
      “What the hell am I going to do?”
 
      “I say feed Christians to Tiger Goddess.”
 
      “You’re supposed to feed them to the lions,” I tweaked his chin, “it’s tradition.”
 
      “Baby,” he kissed me gently, “zese lions don’t vant zem.”
 
      “I can’t say I blame you,” I sucked in my breath as he bit into my shoulder.
 
      “I prefer vitches,” he growled, “zeir meat is much more tender.”
 
      “Are you teasing me?” I rolled with him, landing on top. “It’s not smart to tease your Tima.”
 
      “I never tease you,” he lifted his hips enough for me to feel the length of his erection. “My Tima can have vatever she vants.”
 
      “I want you,” my voice went serious and he went still beneath me.
 
      “You have me.”
 
      “For how long?” 
 
      There’d been this tightness in my chest since Trevor had left and it wasn’t just because he’d torn my heart out and tromped all over it. Part of me knew they’d all leave eventually, no one ever stays. Trevor was the one that was supposed to be with me till the day I died, whereupon he’d “follow me across the veil” as he liked to put it. But Trevor had left, so what did that mean? If my steadfast werewolf prince, who literally had to touch me monthly or would die, could leave, then I couldn’t have faith in anyone.
 
      “I may not be bonded to you like some,” Kirill was a pretty perceptive guy, “but my ties to you go even deeper. Zere’s no ozer for me, no matter vat you say or do, you can not be replaced. You are my mate and I am yours until death takes me, not because of magic or vows but because your voice brought me from darkness, your eyes saw me for who I really vas, your touch healed, defended, and avenged me, and your kiss showed me vat love can be. I am yours forever.”
 
      “Kirill,” I shook my head as I searched for the words.
 
      “You don’t have to speak, Tima,” he rolled over me, “just show me.”  
 
      So I did.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
      Black Calvin Klein dress…check. Black Gucci slingbacks…check. Black Prada purse…check. Black oversized Versace sunglasses…check. Black waterproof mascara…check. Black lion escort…check.
 
      I was as ready as I would ever be for the funeral.
 
      I looked in the full length mirror in my bedroom and started to shake. Nothing brings home the reality of death like a black dress. Seeing myself standing there, dressed for mourning, made my grandfather's death sink in past the defenses I'd put up. He really was dead and no matter how much magic I had or how many gods I knew, I couldn't bring him back.
 
      “Tima,” Kirill put his hand on my shoulder and some of his strength flowed into me. “Come on, I drive.”
 
      We pulled up outside the stark, two-story church, tucked away on a piece of prime real estate in Kaneohe. I looked around cautiously as I closed the door of my Jag. Memories lurked in the barren cement landscape. Bad memories. But I could do this. I took a step forward and saw myself as a five-year-old child, holding tight to my grandmother’s hand as she led me through the yawning mouth of the doorway.
 
      I saw the little gathering of wary youngsters again, all of us knowing better than to be excited over the prospect of watching a movie in church. If only my mother had known what grandma was up to, I might have been spared that little horror. I was lucky though, I knew enough then to feel an inkling of wrongness. My magic helped me get over the rest.
 
      The film had been about the rapture and tribulation, in non-Christian terms the instant deportation of all good Christians to Heaven and the torment and trials of all the baddies on earth. At the age of five, I thought I was a baddie in the eyes of the church. How could I not be, I was a witch. I had nightmares for years about finding myself alone while the water turned to blood and horrible monsters roamed the world.
 
      I shook myself free of the memories; being dunked under water as people prayed, boys telling me I couldn't like unicorns because they were evil(they're in the damn Bible, thank you very much), adults yelling at me for asking too many questions at Sunday school. Well, you tell me where the dinosaurs fit into the myth of creation? I never got it and they never forgave me for that. I wasn’t even a black sheep. I was a black cat in a room full of white, fluffy sheep. I smiled a little at that thought, as I looked up at my black lion walking beside me. I guess we were well matched.
 
      My mom came walking up with Grandma and I looked around for the rest of the tribe. Uncle David, his wife Donna, and their children, Sean and Shannon, pulled in to park. Uncle Daniel, my mom’s twin brother, was with them. My aunt and her brood were nowhere to be found.
 
      “Where are Aunty Dorris and all of them?” I asked my mom.
 
      “They’ll be here,” she cast a sideways look at Grandma, then whispered. “They went to a birthday party at the beach.”
 
      “Isn’t Harvey supposed to be doing the service?” I felt myself going very still, like right before I had to kill someone.
 
      “Oh, there they are,” my Grandma perked up like she always did when the good Christian children showed up. What would she say if I told her I’d met Christ and he was a pretty cool guy, just totally not into all this crap that they’d built around him? Oh, and that he was a hippie.
 
      I loved my grandma too much to cause a scene at Grandpa’s service, so I just clung to Kirill and let him lead me inside. The cool, holier than thou air seemed to welcome me at first but soon it became frigid, like it always did. No, I’m not bitter, I’m grieving, piss off.
 
      We sat in the second pew, the hardwood making my lush butt wish it were even lusher. Why does everything in a Christian church feel like punishment? My mom sat in front of us, Uncle Danny taking my grandma’s left while Aunty Dorris sat on her right. Uncle David was next to Mom, his family next to me and Kirill. Where, might you ask, was Harvey and his kids? Oh well, they were up at the pulpit of course, singing like they were having a concert for Christ.
 
      I took a deep breath. 
 
      A murmuring started behind me and all I could think was, “What are they going to do now?” I turned in my seat and saw what all the excitement was about. Grandma's church was finally feeling the presence of the Divine. 
 
      The gods had arrived.
 
      Persephone’s hair was back in a modest bun and she looked more mature than I’d ever seen her, walking up to me on Hades’ arm. Behind her came Pan, his normally jolly face etched with seriousness and beside him was Horus, whose expression was more caring than I’d ever seen.
 
      Brahma was there, his black hair as slick as his designer suit, and Finn looked just as GQ next to him. Teharon’s long hair was neatly braided but Blue’s dark locks hung loose to his shoulders. Mr. T and Mrs. E brought up the end of the Native American group, and behind them were the Vikings.
 
      Odin was with all of his sons, Vidar, Thor, and Vali. Thor’s son Ull was there as well. They were all so amazingly beautiful that people couldn’t help staring. I laughed a little under my breath to see the stir they caused. I guess I’d gotten a little numb to their stunning looks, which when applied en masse, were a bit overwhelming. Like a sledgehammer overwhelms a watermelon.
 
      They converged on me, piling into the pews behind me and planting a kiss or hug on me as they went by. Before the crowd could recover from that overdose of beauty, Fenrir walked in with Trevor beside him and several of the Froekn. The werewolves looked both sympathetic and nervous, and I couldn’t blame them. Their Prince was arguing with his mate, who’d just lost her grandfather. What a day.
 
      Then I did a double take. Trevor had shaved his head. All of his beautiful silky hair was gone, leaving only a shadow of color on his scalp. He caught me gaping at him and looked away, running a self-conscious hand over his head. I swallowed hard and looked past him, I'd have to deal with that later.
 
      Behind Trevor were a few of my Intare. Darius of course, and Fallon with his Froekn girlfriend Samantha, as well as Aidan, and Lucian. Kirill had told me the rest of the lions were staying home due to a lack of space. My Pride would have filled the pews all by themselves, but they'd sent their love and sympathies. That was enough for me.
 
      The pews behind me were completely filled as it was. The other guests had to make due with the remaining pews across the aisle. My grandmother didn’t even notice, she was too busy listening to my cousins sing, but the rest of my relatives gave me curious looks, especially when my lions filed up to kiss and nuzzle my hands.
 
      Then the service began. 
 
      The idiot pastor who wouldn’t let my cousin dance, started it off, then my Uncle Harvey took over. It actually began well. They played the video of my grandfather talking about his life, growing up in the Big Island, joining the military, going to college in Wisconsin, and meeting my grandmother. I started to cry silently, just seeing him there talking and more lucid than he’d been in years, was heartbreaking. He'd had Parkinson's, then taken a bad fall and never recovered. Seeing that vibrant man wither away had been a dull, constant ache for me. It was almost a relief to have him at peace. 
 
      My sunglasses and relative quiet hid my tears but Kirill still knew. His arm snaked around me and his face nestled into the curve of my neck. A soft purring started, vibrating against my skin and warming me. I was so thankful at that moment that my lions differed from normal lions in the fact that they could both purr and roar. Magic has a way of altering things and the werelions of my Pride had a little cat in them. Kitties always knew how to comfort best.
 
      Then my uncle stepped up and started talking… about his life. Yes, it became the Harvey show. Oh he mentioned how my grandfather was such a great man of god but then he went off about how he’d met my aunt right before he was due to leave for Australia for nine months. They’d dated and started to get serious so he asked her one night, “If I asked you to marry me next week, would you?” She of course said yes, to which he replied “Well, I don’t want any ties here when I go to Australia.” She told him she’d wait and he’d left. Then when he returned, he’d avoided her. At this point in the eulogy… sermon… lecture… whatever… I felt my jaw drop. The entire God Squad behind me was shifting and whispering.
 
      “So one day I was praying,” Harrve continued into the shocked silence. “And Jesus told me I needed to get married.”
 
      “I did no such thing,” I looked over my shoulder and felt my jaw release even further. Jesus had snuck in. He winked at me from behind his purple John Lennon glasses. “I never mess with people’s love lives. I leave that for the witches.” 
 
      I almost ruined the service by laughing.
 
      “And Bob was so insightful,” Harvey finally tied in his little story to my grandfather. “He knew I was calling that night to ask Dorris to marry me.”
 
      “He blew her off, then proposed over the phone?” Sephy’s shocked whisper trailed over to me.
 
      “We’ll talk about it later, Bunny-Nose,” Hades whispered back.
 
      Oh yes, there would be talk after this debacle.
 
      “I’m not here to convert anyone,” Harvey just kept going.
 
      “Well that makes two of us,” Jesus added.
 
      “I just think Bob would want me to tell everyone that he’s at peace now in Heaven,” I rolled my eyes but Harvey didn’t see it because of my big shades. “And he’d want all of you to have the same security in knowing where you’ll be going after you die.”
 
     “I know exactly where I’m going,” I murmured and a chill coursed down my spine. 
 
      It was a good thing I was immortal now. I just had to make sure to be very careful and not get beheaded because if I died, Death would be waiting. Not the physical act of dying but the man himself, Anubis, God of the Dead. He was still sending me little gifts and poems, even after that stupid night, to remind me that he was pining, still wanting and waiting. And if I died before he won me back, he’d still win. He’d made that abundantly clear. 
 
      That thought brought me to an obvious progression. I turned in my seat to face Jesus.
 
      “Is he happy?” I whispered. “Is Grandpa okay?”
 
      “Of course he is,” Jesus leaned in. “He’s groovin’ in his paradise. You know the power of belief. You know there’s a Heaven simply because they believe in it and your grandpa was a good dude, he’s there.” Then he lost his smile. “I can’t guarantee entrance for your uncle though.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
      “What happened to the syringe?” Odin whispered to me as we all ate the food that always follows a funeral service. 
 
      “It broke when I dropped it,” I looked around to be sure no one was listening. We(all of my god friends and I) had taken up a few tables at the back of the room but we were still pretty close to everyone else and were still obviously the topic of many conversations.
 
      “I’ll get you another,” Odin followed my gaze and smiled at my grandmother as she walked up.
 
      “I didn’t know you had so many friends, Vervain,” she stopped behind Jesus, almost as if she knew instinctively where her god was. “Thank you all for coming.”
 
      “My condolences on your loss,” Jesus turned in his seat and took her hand. “Your husband is happy and free of pain now, may you be as well.”
 
      I hoped no one else noticed the slight glow that flowed from his hands to hers. I looked around frantically to be sure and no one seemed to be focused on their hands. They were all staring at Grandma’s face though and when I looked up, I saw why. She was beaming, serene and happy all at once. 
 
      “Thank you,” she kissed Jesus’ cheek, gave his hand one last squeeze, and drifted away.
 
      “What the hell was that?” I whispered over to Jesus.
 
      “Whoa there, lion lady,” he drawled in his hippie-esque voice, “Hel had nothin’ to do with it, wrong pantheon completely.”
 
      I snickered, “Okay, then what did?”
 
      “Not what, who,” he grinned like a socialite who’d been given her first black American Express card. “She’s one of mine, and that means I get to help her. I just gave her a little peace, a small meditation on her Heaven.”
 
      “Thank you,” I reached over and took his hand, swallowing hard past my tears. “I owe you one… actually I owe you a couple. This is the second time you’ve helped me out.”
 
      “It’s all good,” he patted my hand. “There’s no owing between friends. Besides, what I did for her is like part of my job, you dig? It’s the least I can do for someone with her kind of devotion.”
 
      “Thanks anyway,” I wiped at a stray tear and pulled my shades down. “It’s nice to know you’re one of the good guys.”
 
      “Well now,” he pursed his lips, “I guess that all depends on how you look at it.”
 
      “Alright, alright,” Horus held up an elegant hand, “Enough meditative, transcendental bullshit. This food is amazing.” He bit into a cupcake and groaned.
 
      “Vervain, can I talk to you?” Trevor came up beside me. Fenrir and the Froekn had taken the table in front of us and I hadn’t gone over to check on them yet. Maybe I was procrastinating a bit.
 
      “Um,” I looked over and saw Fenrir watching us with a mix of hope and concern. “Sure,” I got up and gestured to the door, “Let’s go outside.”
 
      He nodded and headed for the door, leaving me to trail behind. My heart hurt, it was so uncharacteristic of Trevor. Where had my lover gone? I swallowed past the anger and pain, and left the church behind him, walking into the cool night with relief. I hadn’t realized how stifling the building was to me.
 
      As soon as we reached the shadows, he turned and pulled me against him. I stiffened at first, startled by the sudden attention, but quickly melted. He was stroking my hair and murmuring things to me that I couldn’t hear. I inhaled the spicy musk that was Trevor and sighed. I had missed this so much.
 
      “I’m so sorry,” his words finally became clear for me as he lifted his face. “Your grandfather was more like a father to you, wasn’t he? I can’t imagine losing Dad. Are you okay?”
 
      I gave a brittle laugh and swiped at the tears, I hadn’t realized I was crying. “Are you coming home? That would go a long ways to helping me feel better.”
 
      He frowned and pulled away.
 
      “Why did you even come here?” My heart plummeted. I didn’t know how much more of this up and down it could take. “Why are you here, with me, like this, if you don’t want to come home?”
 
      “I love you, Vervain,” he exhaled hard, “but I love myself too. I can’t let you treat me like a dog anymore.”
 
      “When the hell have I ever treated you like a dog?” I was in shock over the dog bit but the rest struck a familiar chord. How many times had I said those words to other men? I love you but I love myself more. I totally agreed with him, at least on that part of the statement. He should love himself more but I truly couldn't see how I'd treated him unfairly. Most of the issues that had occurred, were things we'd handled together. He'd agreed to this, every step of the way and now he was crying foul?
 
      “You kick me, then pat me on the head and expect me to take it.”
 
      “I love you, Trevor,” I shook my head helplessly. I had no idea how to fix things when I couldn't even see the problem. “If I’ve treated you badly, besides the one, horrible, obvious time that I’ve already apologized for, then I’m sorry… very, very sorry, and I'm willing to compromise with you in any way that will make you happy. I want you back. I miss you, Kirill misses you, Nick misses you, you’re important to us, to me. Please come home.”
 
      “And what happens the next time I don’t approve of a lover?” His body was held tight and I had a sense that he was trying to keep himself from giving in. “Will you take him anyway and disregard my feelings again? I have very little control in this relationship, Vervain. Do you know how difficult that is for a Froekn? My bones and blood tell me it should just be you and I but your magic has changed that, made me accept another way. Even that I could have lived with but when you gave yourself to Anubis, you took the tiny bit of control I did have and slapped me in the face with it.”
 
      “I know, I…”
 
      “No, you have no idea, Vervain,” he growled. “That’s one of the biggest problems. You can’t see past your lust. I forgave you for Odin because of your past together but Anubis I can’t forgive you for, for the very same reason. He stole you from me, he raped you, and almost killed me by simply keeping you locked in Duat. He took control of your body and made you do humiliating things. How could you ever let him touch you again, much less kiss you? This is just one twisted, fucked up mess and I can’t be a part of it anymore.”
 
      He turned and walked into the shadows, disappearing as I called after him. I was doing that a lot lately, calling after him as he walked out of my life. How many times would I have to watch him leave? How many times would I ask him to come home and hear him refuse me? It felt like my heart was being destroyed over and over. 
 
      “I'm a twisted, fucked up mess?” I whispered, feeling a new level of destroyed. “What the fuck was up with that hair? Shaving your head seems like a pretty twisted thing to do just because you're mad at your girlfriend.”
 
      No, no more, I was done with werewolf insanity. 
 
      I took a deep breath, hardened my heart, and walked back into the church. When I got to the dining area, I saw Fenrir watching the door anxiously. As soon as he saw my face, his crumpled. He left his seat and came to me, wrapping his arms around me and whispering that it would be alright, Trevor would realize that he loved me too much to be apart from me, he’d come around.
 
      I nodded but deep inside, I knew he was wrong.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
      As soon as the door shut behind us, I was on Kirill. He stumbled a little from my arduous attack but quickly gained his footing and lifted me off mine. I felt the growl rise up my throat as I tore at his clothes and he answered me with one of his own. We didn’t make it to the bedroom; he pulled me down to the living room floor instead.
 
      I felt the thick silk of the Persian carpets caress my back, making me aware of my sudden nudity. Distractedly, I noticed the strips of black that used to be my dress, littering the floor. I didn’t even care about the wasted fashion, that’s how gone I was. I writhed up to meet his naked body, lost in pleasure.
 
      His hand clenched in my hair and pulled my face up to his. I gasped at the intensity in his eyes and for a second, I worried that he’d regressed to the point I’d first found him, a savage animal. But then his mouth descended on mine and I knew it was passion not insanity that filled him.
 
      “Vervain,” he growled when he finally pulled away. “I don’t vant to hurt you.”
 
      “You won’t,” I pulled him back, “I'm a goddess now, remember? Give me everything, I need this as much as you.”
 
     Then he was inside me and my hands were gripping his shoulders. The carpet provided enough traction to keep me in one place thankfully, or we would have been sliding all over the floor from the force of his thrusts. I craved that ferocity though and moved my feet up, planting them firmly on the ground so I could lift my hips to meet his.
 
      Snarling and growling mixed with the furious slams of our skin and I had never been more turned on. His hand was still in my hair and he used it to viciously pull my head to the side so he could sink his teeth into my shoulder. I shouted out my pleasure, my body shaking through the first pulses of passion as he dropped to his elbow so he could use his free hand to work my breast.
 
      It was so rough, a normal human would have been left bruised but I was a goddess now and I didn't care. I wanted the wild mating, I needed to claim and be claimed by someone wonderful. Someone I loved. My heart needed to be burned by Kirill’s passion so it could rise from the ashes and feel whole again. I needed the physical representation that life would go on. That this too would pass.
 
      Kirill shouted out his pleasure as I felt him jerk inside me, setting off my own completion. He slumped to the side, pulling me with him and I found myself lying across his chest, playing with the long braid he’d made of his hair for the evening. I undid it slowly, spreading the heavy silk of it over us, and running my fingers through it over and over. 
 
      I loved Kirill’s hair. Shiny black, it hung past his ass in a glory any woman would envy but it never seemed feminine on him. Hell, Kirill could dress in drag and still look all male.
 
      I studied his face. Square jaw, lightly stubbled. Strong, long nose. Sharp cheekbones beneath wide, deep blue eyes. Ebony lashes curling out, their color echoed in the sweeping brows that could be so expressive on him. His forehead was high, regal looking, pulling it all together in a complete picture of rough beauty.
 
      “Vervain,” ah… that Russian accent didn’t hurt either. “I feel somezing.”
 
      “Me too, baby,” I giggled and began to kiss my way down his chest, “I’m getting to it, give me a second.”
 
      “No,” he laughed a little but quickly sobered. “There’s an energy fading from  porch. Someone vas here.”
 
      “What?” I sat up and crawled over to the window.
 
      Pulling aside the fabric that lined not only the window but the walls of my tented living room, I peered cautiously outside. No one was there but something was sitting in front of my door. I let the fabric fall back and stood.
 
      “I think someone just left another arrangement on the steps,” I opened the door and sure enough, there was a vase of flowers. I froze. 
 
      “Vervain?” Kirill came up behind me.
 
      The simple crystal vase was overflowing with the most beautiful roses and jasmine, the likes of which this world has never seen. But I’d seen them before… in Duat, the Egyptian Underworld.
 
      “It’s from Anubis,” I picked up the vase as I scanned the front lawn but he was gone now, I was sure of it. “Did you sense a presence while we…?” The thought of Anubis standing on my porch while I made love to my lion was disturbing, to say the least.
 
      “No,” Kirill pulled me back inside and shut the door, locking it with an ominous click. “I zink he delivered zem after ve’d finished and then he just left.”
 
      I noticed the card tucked into the monstrous blooms and plucked it out. The elegant script seemed a mockery to the message it conveyed. Although maybe it was my paranoia making the words seem more menacing than they actually were.
 
      “Never fear Death, nor mourn his arrival,” I read aloud, “for Death is just another life, another man patiently waiting for your company. When you grow tired of the pain, Vervain, I will gladly end it for you. Love always, Anubis.”
 
      Kirill started to growl but I just shook my head and crumpled the note. I had a crazy stalker who just so happened to be Death. Nothing to worry about, nothing unusual here, just another day in the life of Vervain Lavine. It didn't help that I'd kissed him, he'd probably found that a bit encouraging. Sigh.
 
      I couldn’t bring myself to toss away the beautiful flowers, I never threw away any of Anubis’ gifts actually. I didn’t like to waste. In fact, I'd been able to sell off some of the jewelry I'd been wearing the day we were supposed to be married. The diamonds had brought in more than I imagined they were worth. I was set for life and could now support my lions if need be. All thanks to Anubis' generosity. So at least some good came from him.
 
      I put the flowers on the dining table, where they immediately dominated the other arrangements. Not surprising that Anubis’ blooms would be the most impressive, even amongst other god given flowers. The Jackal God was never one to be outdone, dominating was part of his repertoire. I shivered a little as I turned away and remembered the way he had tried to dominate me.
 
      Kirill would have none of that though and I soon found myself in his thick arms, being carried down the hallway. I tried to lose myself in the magic of my lion, I kissed him as he snuggled into the bed beside me, but as I lay there listening to his strong heartbeat, I felt again, the weight of the collar on my neck, drawn down heavily by the length of chain that had bound me to Anubis. I reached a hand up to rub at the skin it used to cover, sometimes it felt like it was still there.
 
      Would it always be this way or was this a normal healing process for victims? Sometimes I thought it was worse for me because I was such a fighter. Anubis' control over me, the things he made me do, were all choreographed to cause the most damage to my psyche. It was a brilliant plan and it triumphed spectacularly. At the end, I'd felt broken, a powerless pawn. It was my greatest nightmare and even though Anubis had fallen for me and begged my forgiveness, I still wore the scars of his torture on my heart. I still felt the collar on my neck.
 
      Trevor was right, I was twisted to have kissed him.
 
      I closed my eyes tighter, scared as I burrowed deeper into my lion's side, not because I feared Anubis would ever chain me again but because in some ways I missed it. I missed the simplicity of being bound without choice, without option. No battles to fight, no decisions to make… and to be really honest with myself, I missed Anubis too.
 
      What the hell was I going to do about the God of the Dead?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
      It was August eighth, my birthday.
 
      My Mom had said I'd been born on a very fortunate day, the number eight being the number of perfection and magic, but bad things had a tendency of happening around my birthday and I was coming to think that maybe I'd been a harbinger of doom. I'm not just talking about bad things in my life either. Lots of natural disasters liked to happen close to my special day. This year, I decided I wasn't going to celebrate it.
 
      Instead, I'd gone to lunch with my Mom, Kirill, Odin, and our sons, and we spent some time becoming more familiar with our new family situation. It had gone well, which was more than I had hoped for this inauspicious day, and I was content when I opened the door to my house.
 
      The low, Moroccan table in the living room was covered with presents. My friends, god and otherwise, had been dropping them off for days. I really appreciated their thoughtfulness but I couldn't bring myself to open presents now. I was going to save them for a time when I felt like celebrating.
 
      “You should go see Odin tomorrow,” Kirill suggested as we went toward the bedroom.
 
      “Yeah, if for no other reason than to get more antibiotic,” I grimaced.
 
      “Let me make bath for you, Tima,” he kissed my cheek and went into the bathroom.
 
      I smiled as I removed my clothes. A hot bath was just what I needed and Kirill was so good at that lately, anticipating my needs. I pulled the heavy chain with the emerald pendant on it, over my head and laid it gently in the bottom drawer of my Chinese, carved jewelry box. I loved the box, had in fact purchased it to match my bed, and it went really well in the room. I glanced at the stone jewelry box that Anubis had given me. It seemed out of place, as out of place as my affection for him was. Maybe I should get rid of it.
 
      “Vervain,” Kirill called from the bathroom that was attached to my master bedroom, “vater's ready.”
 
      I went in, happily forgetting about Anubis for the moment, and smiled at Kirill as he helped me into the water. It was wonderful, so soothing on my aching muscles and wounded heart. I leaned back and let my hair get soaked. Kirill kissed me on the cheek and left me to have some alone time. See, just what I needed.
 
      I soaked away my blues until the water got cold and finally got out, pruned but happy. I dried off, wrapped my hair up in a towel, and took my time rubbing some lotion in. By the time I was done, my hair was dry enough to take down. It still hung in damp strands down my back but it wasn't dripping anymore. I ended up piling it on my head with a claw clip.
 
      I came out of the bathroom wearing just my satin bathrobe, and found Kirill sitting at the foot of the bed, in the single opening of the bed's walls. In his hands was a small cheesecake with a single candle on it. The little light burned bright, sending beams through the carved walls of the bed and casting shadows over Kirill's face.
 
      “Happy Birthday, Vervain,” he smiled gently and shrugged. “Just a small celebration with you and I. Ve don't have to tell anyone.”
 
      I swallowed hard, blinking back the threatening tears. In that moment, I wanted no other man in my life. I wanted to tell Trevor and Odin both to take a flying leap, that I'd found the only man who could truly make me happy. If only I could, I huffed a small overwhelmed sound from my chest and went forward to stand in front of him. He stood up and held the cake with one hand, between us.
 
      “Make vish,” he brushed a stray strand off my cheek, “and make it good because I vant to see you smile.”
 
      “Kirill,” I lost hold of a single tear that snaked its way down my cheek.
 
      “I said smile,” he wiped it away, “not cry. Vhy you alvays have to be so stubborn?”
 
      “I love you so much,” I whispered and looked down at that single candle.
 
      It seemed to take on so much meaning for such a skinny little thing. A turning point rested in the tiny flame, a wish that could change my life it it were fulfilled. What would it be? Should I wish for Trevor to come home or should I be more pragmatic and wish for Xi Wangmu to be defeated? Maybe I should wish for Anubis to find a lover and leave me alone or that the lioness magic be kept happy with the three lovers I already had. In the end, I made a very simple wish. No, I can't tell you. Then it won't come true.
 
      I blew out the candle and smiled. Kirill smiled back at me in the sudden dark, his eyes shining like a cat's. He put the cake down on my dresser and flipped on the overhead light. There was a blue satin pouch sitting next to my birthday cake and he picked it up and handed it to me.
 
      “One present to open,” he gestured toward the bed and I sat.
 
      He put the pouch in my hands and I held it a moment, just looking over the soft material and wondering what Kirill could have possibly chosen for me. I opened it and emptied the contents into my palm, then felt my face go slack. In amazement, I held up the set of hair combs to the light so I could admire the craftsmanship better. 
 
      I knew Kirill carved wood, I'd cleared off the desk in his room so he'd have a work station for just that purpose. I also knew he was good, I'd seen plenty of his work, but these combs were beyond what I thought he was capable of.
 
      The wood shone like gold, sweeping down into wide spaced teeth that would gently hold my hair in place. At the top of one was an intricate carving of a lion's head, looking so lifelike, I expected him to shake out his mane at any second. His eyes stared at me softly, a gentle beast. The other comb was topped with the head of a lioness, as lifelike as her mate, she too stared at me in quiet satisfaction. Worked into the wood of each comb were gold wires, highlighting the scrollwork he'd carved to surround the animals. They were breathtaking.
 
      “Kirill,” I pulled him down into a hug. “Thank you. They are so beautiful.”
 
      “You're velcome, Vervain,” he kissed me while I held his gifts against my heart. “Now ve eat cake, da?”
 
      “Da,” I smiled and laughed, scooting myself back into the bed as he grabbed the cake and the two forks he had ready.
 
      I put the combs up on one of the shelves built into the walls of my bed and waited for my lion to bring me cheesecake. Maybe my birthday wasn't so bad afterall. 
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
      “Thanks,” I tucked the fresh syringes of antibiotic away in my purse and when I turned back, I found Odin eying Kirill and Vidar.
 
      “Vali said he'd meet us by the lake,” Vidar said with a knowing smile.
 
      “I vould like to best him at fishing too,” Kirill grinned back and followed my son from the room without a single word to me.
 
      Odin directed his piercing peacock eye at me and I shivered. We hadn't been alone together since before Trevor had left and the separation suddenly hit me. I started toward him but barely made it a step before he was picking me up and carrying me to the stairs leading to our room.
 
      He was kissing me as he shut the door, his hands holding me tight as his magic formed other hands to roam my body. He set me on my feet near the mammoth bed, only to remove my clothes before throwing me down on the furs. There were invisible mouths sucking and licking at me before Odin even lowered his body to mine and I sighed, wondering how I could live without this god's magical love making.
 
      “Sweet Raven,” I whispered before he covered my lips with his. I was wet and ready for him, the feel of a tongue bringing me pleasure below even as his real tongue tangled with mine. Ghost hands stroked my hot skin, lifting me for his thrust, spreading my legs wider and carrying their weight for me. 
 
      Sex with Odin was like having sex with a harem of men, all wanting only to pleasure you while they took nothing for themselves. It was amazing.
 
      But when I opened my eyes, it was only Odin's massive body above me, only Odin inside me. It was his beautiful peacock colored eye that I lost myself in, so enthralling with its vivid changes from green to blue to purple, that I barely even noticed the leather patch covering the spot where his other eye should have been. The eye he'd given up for the knowledge to bring me back. His love for me was humbling.
 
      “Vervain,” he whispered and then, as if he'd heard my thoughts, “I love you.”
 
      I held him to me as he filled me with that love till it overflowed in a shout of completion. As the last tremors shook my body, he rolled to the side and pulled me against him, tucking his face into my neck. His neatly trimmed beard tickled me and I shifted with a smile. He kissed the soft spot below my ear as his hands began to wander and I moaned.
 
      “Already?” I felt him hard against my back.
 
      “It's been over a month since I've had you,” his hand slid between my legs. “That was just the appetizer.”
 
      “Definitely too long,” I smiled back at him, then groaned as his finger sank into me.
 
     “Oathbreaker!” The shout reverberated through the room, successfully cooling my ardor. I knew that voice and the sound of it raised in anger was chilling.
 
      “That's...” I sat up.
 
      “Fenrir,” Odin finished as he climbed out of bed.
 
      “Get your ass down here!”
 
      “Oh shit,” I groaned as I hurried into my clothes and chased after Odin, who had raced out the door after barely getting his pants on.
 
      I took the stairs two at a time but my lover still made it to the hall before me. I flew into the room to find him faced off with a towering column of rage in the form of a wolf god. 
 
      Fenrir was snarling and Odin was lowering himself into a fighting stance. I slid between them, pushing Odin back as I launched myself at Fenrir. He instinctively caught me and I took his face in my hands, pouring my love magic into him. I hoped Aphrodite's old power had enough juice to soothe the savage beast.
 
      “Little Frami?” Fenrir's eyes cleared as he focused on me.
 
      “Hey,” I whispered as I frowned in concern. “What's this all about?” I smoothed his wild hair back from his face and stroked the thick scars running down his cheek.
 
      “He's gone,” a tear escaped the restraint of his eye.
 
      “Who?” I asked even though I knew with stomach clenching surety who it was, who it had to be.
 
      “VéulfR,” Trevor's given name left Fenrir's lips on a ragged breath while he leaned his forehead to my shoulder. “He's left us. He's left the living.”
 
      “What?!” I jerked his face back up. “No, he can't be dead. I'd feel it if he was dead. I'd know.”
 
      “He's not dead,” Fenrir carried me to a chair near the fireplace and sat heavily while Odin followed hesitantly. “He's gone to live with the dead.”
 
      “Dad,” I shook his shoulders. “You're gonna have to spell this out for me. Where exactly did Trevor go?”
 
      “To Niflheim, to be with my sister,” another tear made a mad dash down his face.
 
      “No,” Odin gasped from my right.
 
      “What does that mean?” I looked to Odin for answers.
 
      “Niflheim is the Viking underworld,” Odin spoke quietly. “Hel's realm.”
 
      “Trevor's Aunty Hel?” I frowned. “Yeah, he's told me about her. So he's visiting his Aunt, what's the big deal? I've been to Duat and I came home just fine.”
 
      “Duat is Anubis' realm and even though it is technically the Egyptian Underworld,” Odin frowned, “it's more of a gateway to the afterlife... more like Purgatory. Niflheim is where the Viking souls go when they die outside of battle. I get to claim the warriors but I agreed to let Hel claim the rest.”
 
      “Hel won't hurt Trevor,” Fenrir's arms tightened around me, “she loves him.”
 
      “Who are you trying to convince?” I pulled away from his dangerous embrace. “You're upset for a reason so just tell me what it is.”
 
      “I think I can explain,” Odin said gently when Fenrir just stared at me hopelessly.
 
      “Please,” I waved at Odin, “tell me something, I'm about to strangle Fenrir.”
 
      “Hel doesn't leave her realm much,” Odin frowned, “as in, never. Visitors are rare, especially loved ones. Trevor may have gone seeking sanctuary but it's a good probability that he'll end up a pampered prisoner.”
 
      “You think his Aunt would hold him captive?” I shot a horrified look at Fenrir, who just nodded.
 
      “It's not just that,” Fenrir gave a loud snuffle. “You forget, Odin, what happens to life when it enters Niflheim.”
 
       “It stops,” Odin's eye got round. “That's why he went there,” he harumphed loudly as he shook his head. “It's quite brilliant actually, except for the possibility that he may never get a chance to leave.”
 
      “What do you mean it stops?” I got off of Fenrir's lap and went to stand in front of Odin. “Life stopping means death and you guys said Hel wouldn't hurt Trevor.”
 
       “If you're alive when you enter Niflheim,” Odin took my hand and gently pulled me down into a chair beside him, “you're not one of the bound dead, Hel does not own you, but you cannot remain alive there either. Life is paused once you step past its boundaries, you go into a sort of stasis. You can move, speak, function, but your body's needs stop. You may fulfill them if you choose; eating, sleeping, and such but its unnecessary. You cease to age. Life just stops. Hel doesn't even need to eat the apples of immortality, as long as she doesn't leave Niflheim.”
 
      “So Trevor's need for me?” I felt a cold slip over me and the small part of Trevor I carried inside me curled up and whimpered.
 
      “He'll have no need for you while he remains,” Odin said gently. “At least not physically. He can't escape his emotions there but he can escape the consequences of being without his bonded mate.”
 
      “He wanted to be free of me that badly?” I whispered as I turned away from the men and stared into the flames. There was a cold, gnawing ache starting in my belly. “So badly that he rather live in Hell... with Hel, than with me.” 
 
      A tear slid down my cheek, the fire blurring before my gaze as more filled my eyes and overflowed. I was numb despite the waterworks, I barely even blinked as I cried. I didn't make a sound besides an occasional sigh. I was just too tired to give Trevor a proper mourning. It felt like I'd been mourning him for weeks already, this was just the apex, hopefully it was all downhill from here.
 
      “Vervain,” Fenrir was kneeling on the ground beside me but his head was still above my shoulders. “I know you love him. He's your mate but he's my son. I raised him, helped shape him into the man he is. He's a part of me, my firstborn. I can't lose him to my sister. I need you to be strong, little Frami. I need you to prove to VéulfR how much you love him by going into Hell itself for him and bringing him back.”
 
      “Is this a test?” I blinked away my tears and looked over at Fenrir in horror. “Did he go to Niflheim, knowing he may not get out, just to see if I'd come rescue him?”
 
      “No,” Fenrir frowned too. “I can't believe he planned that. I don't think he even intended for you to know.”
 
      “So he wanted to just leave me here wondering where he was,” my anger was swiftly replacing my pain, “wondering if he was holed up dying someplace out of sheer stubbornness? Because that's what I would have thought if you hadn't come to me. I would have thought he was committing suicide and I would have searched futilely for him.”
 
      “He's not thinking straight,” Odin took my hand and tugged gently to get my attention. “Maybe in his heart he hoped you'd come for him but in his head he just wanted to take back a little control over his life. Normal people can run away after a break up, they can avoid their exes and lick their wounds in private. Trevor doesn't have that option. He's forced to see you, touch you monthly, or he dies. Makes it a little hard to get over someone.”
 
      “That's because he's not supposed to get over me,” now I was raging, the strength of my voice vibrating through my body. “I'm his god damned mate!”
 
      Vidar, Vali, and Kirill came running into the hall, looks of concern etched over their faces. I glared at them as they stopped before us. Kirill braved my wrath, coming to me, much as I had approached Fenrir, taking my face into his hands and searching my eyes.
 
      “Tell me,” he said simply. 
 
      “Trevor is a fool,” I ground out.
 
      “Da,” his accent grew thicker with his worry, “ve know zis already.”
 
      “Can we stay here a bit?” Faced with Kirill's concern, my anger suddenly left me and I felt completely drained.
 
     “Of course, Tima,” he gathered me into a hug, “vatever you vish.”
 
      I pulled back and looked over at Fenrir's stricken expression. 
 
      “I'm sorry, Dad,” I shook my head. “Trevor's gonna have to wait. I got too much on my plate right now to be running after him. Maybe once I've resolved this thing with Xi Wangmu, I can chase after my wayward lover but right now, he's on his own.”
 
      “Vervain,” Fenrir's face fell.
 
      “He made his decision,” I sighed. “I tried to make up with him. I almost died and then my Grandpa did die but neither of those things were enough to bring him home. Death does not sway him, so maybe he should keep the dead company for awhile. It might do him some good.”
 
      “Vat are you talking about?” Kirill took my arm.
 
      “Trevor,” I watched Fenrir turn away and leave the hall with hunched shoulders, “he's gone to Hel and my only regret is that I wasn't the one to suggest it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
      “Vervain,” Odin came into the hall where I was sitting with my sons and Kirill. “You need to come with me.
 
      “Alright,” I put my mug of mead down and waved Kirill back when he started to get up. “I'll be fine.”
 
      I followed Odin out the door to the right at the end of the hall and then through another door on the right. It opened onto stairs, going up. We followed them for awhile before I realized we must have surpassed the second floor of the hall and that was all the hall had, two floors.
 
      “How is it we are still climbing stairs?” I pulled at Odin's tunic. “We've gone up higher than the hall and I've never noticed a tower from outside.”
 
      “You wouldn't,” he smiled down at me, “it's hidden from view. I'm taking you to see Hlidskjalf.”
 
      “The Santa TV?” I smiled brightly. I had been wanting to see it for awhile and kept forgetting to ask him.
 
      “Yes,” he groaned and resumed his climbing, “Santa TV.”
 
      Odin had told me once that he had an Atlantean device which allowed him to see anywhere in the realms. It also caught cable. I'd been fascinated and delighted when I realized the similarities between Odin and Santa. So I'd dubbed it Santa TV. I picked up my pace, I couldn't wait to see it.
 
      We finally exited into a huge round room with a circular couch in the center of it. The couch faced out, the center hole it formed filled with a platform where two mugs were waiting along with a plate of food. Awesome, entertainment and snacks. 
 
      The floorboards were covered with thick carpets but other than that, there wasn't any other furniture in the room. Anything else was unnecessary because once you took a look at the walls, you wouldn't need or desire any distractions. I didn't actually know if walls were the proper term for them though. They looked more like windows, the only solid panel being the piece that framed the door we had just come through.
 
      Besides the door section, the rest of the room was surrounded by giant arches which framed shimmering, transparent glowing panels that seemed to be moving but nonetheless gave the impression that they were solid. They were like living sheets of glass. I went forward, reaching out a hand to one of them.
 
      “Probably best not to disturb it,” Odin caught my hand before I could touch.
 
      “What is it?” I peered over the writhing surface and saw Asgard laid out before me, through the mist. Glancing around me, I saw the image continued fully through all panels. It wasn't an image the glass was showing me, simply what lied behind it.
 
      “It's magic,” he smiled and led me back to the couch. “Now let me show you what it does. Pride Palace, home of the Intare, common room.”
 
      The window before us coalesced, the remaining windows going dark and turning the room into a theater. The glow brightened, little facets forming in it and revolving until they found their proper place and slid back into a solid picture. There were my lions, playing xbox, pool, and just lounging around.
 
      “Wow,” I breathed, getting up again and staring at the panel like a three year old does a TV.
 
      “Vervain,” Odin laughed, “Come sit down, you'll be able to see better.”
 
      “Oh, right,” I went back and sat next to him, taking the piece of fruit he held out to me. I crunched on the apple slice as he gave another order to the magic TV.
 
      “Niflheim, Hel's realm, Eljudni.”
 
      The panel shifted again as I frowned, facets turning and sliding back into place in a scurry of movement. When they were done, I saw Trevor sitting on a throne next to a scary looking woman in a larger throne. She was terrifying, half black and half white(literally), but it was Trevor's face I was focused on.
 
      He looked so miserable. Normally his honey colored eyes shown with the sheen of a wolf's in the dark but they weren't shining anymore. They were dull, focused on some kind of frivolity being played out before him but not really seeing anything at all. His skin looked sallow, his cheeks sunken, and as I watched, he frowned and swallowed hard, turning aside from whatever was before him to rub a hand over his forehead.
 
      “Trevor,” I whispered and sat forward.
 
      “He doesn't look so good,” Odin patted my back. “You know he's not my favorite person but I know you love him and he's been fair enough in his dealings with me. I'm grateful he let me into your life. So I thought I might repay the favor by showing you this. He needs you, sweetheart. As much as I hate the idea of you going into Niflheim, I think it must be done.”
 
      “How?”
 
      “I don't know,” he scratched at his beard. “I doubt Hel will approve a request for entrance made by any of us. She's probably guarding her nephew like a dragon with his hoard. I'll look into it though, I owe it to you both.”
 
      “Thank you, Odin,” I looked back at the shadow Trevor had become and felt my hope sink. 
 
      If anyone could find a way, it was Odin but I had a horrible feeling that his magic wouldn't save us this time. If Hel wanted to hold on to Trevor, she could probably do a really good job of it. I knew firsthand how hard it was to escape an Underworld and that was Duat, not an actual realm of the dead. I wasn't sure I'd be able to win this fight.
 
      Trevor's eyes seemed to focus on mine for a second and they burned into me like they could sense my fatalistic attitude. He sat in that throne like a wild king, cold expression and shaved head adding another harsh layer to his visage. I sat up straighter, determined to save him, and  knew that image of him would haunt me until I succeeded.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
      I don't know what smell was worse, the rancid pork fat coating the pile of dirty dishes in the deep steel sink or the unwashed, dying man covered in black boils of blood and gangrenous skin. I walked through the commercial kitchen of China Sea Noodle House and into the living area of the owner. He was passed out on a white pleather sofa, breathing raggedly, a fine sheen of sweat covering him.
 
      Xi Wangmu had come this way no more than ten minutes ago but now she was gone. Looking down at her victim, I suspected she'd been leading me a merry chase the whole time. I obviously hadn't been as covert as I hoped. Somewhere through the dirty back streets of Chinatown, I'd been made, even though me and Kirill had split up and I'd been following her alone, under the god magic of invisibility.
 
      Now I was standing over a plague victim as he took his final breaths. Yep, there he goes, that was definitely a death rattle. I sighed as the poor man gasped one last time and stilled. I was reaching for my cell phone to call the police, when something started to feel off. Well, even more off.
 
      There was a pressure change in the air, a sudden need to pop my ears, and a flash of darkness. I know, how can darkness flash? There's no other description for it. The dark seemed to coalesce and flash a brighter black. My claw blades were already sprung by the time that darkness took form and I crouched into a defensive posture to face whatever was coming.
 
      I thought I was ready for anything. I thought I was beyond feeling surprise. I've faced numerous gods, lived with them in their realms, listened to their stories and rode their mythical beasts. I was currently in pursuit of a tiger goddess, while I was in love with a werewolf, a shapeshifting god, and a werelion, and had recently returned home from Asgard where I'd made love to my husband from a previous life who also happened to be the head god of the Vikings. Strange was the norm for me. It took a lot to turn my head... or so I thought.
 
      Turns out, all it took was an angel.
 
      Why it never occurred to me that angels existed, is beyond me. After all, I'd recently befriended Christ and if he existed, then it would stand to reason that other creatures of Christianity would as well. They're all Atlanteans after all, just men and women assuming roles they used to collect power from us. All I can say in my defense is, I've been a little distracted lately by other pantheons.
 
      At least I wasn't stupid enough to drop my guard. Anyone who's seen any of the Prophecy movies would know better than to trust an angel, and I especially knew not to trust anything related to the Divine until it was proven, without a doubt, that it was on my side of this war. So even though my jaw unhinged and dropped, I kept my hands up and my stance ready.
 
      The angel turned, glanced at me, down at the dead man, then back at me again with a quick shocked movement. His eyes widened as he turned away from the body to face me fully. His throat worked convulsively, his mouth opening and closing a few times before he was able to make an attempt at speech.
 
      “You can see me?” He asked.
 
     “Yeah,” I frowned and dropped my invisibility spell, “And evidently you can see me too.”
 
      “Who are you?” His voice was soft and raspy, as if it wasn't used often.
 
      “You first,” I looked over his simple clothes; worn jeans and a Grateful Dead T-shirt with black leather boots polished to a high sheen. He would have fit in at any mall in America, if it weren't for those massive, black, feathered wings sweeping up from his shoulders.
 
      “How can you see me?” The feathers in his wings shivered in agitation. “Are you a god?”
 
      “Yes, I am,” I smiled smugly. I learned a long time ago to always answer that question with a yes, even if it wasn't true but now it seemed that I wouldn't have to lie anymore. “I'm a goddess and a hunter of gods. I was chasing Xi Wangmu. She came running through here and disappeared. Obviously her dirty work is done,” I waved a hand at the corpse, “but then you appeared. So I ask again... who are you? What are you? Are you,” I swallowed nervously, “an angel?”
 
     “How is it that you're a goddess but are unfamiliar with the Host?” He turned his head and the light from the kitchen shifted across his face. 
 
      I caught my breath. 
 
     Now as I've recently mentioned, I've seen a lot of amazing things. Incredibly sexy men, gods, and assorted shapeshifters included. All of my lions were hand picked by the last Lion Goddess based mainly on their looks and Kirill was her favorite, so I don't think I have to explain to you how beautiful my black lion is. Trevor is a prime piece of werewolf flesh, muscled, tall and darkly handsome with honey colored eyes. Odin has a whole flock of Valkyries who are loyal only to him and those women don't just follow him around because it's their job, they follow him around because it's the best view in Asgard. I've seen and slept with some of the most gorgeous men in the world... in both of the worlds.
 
      None of them prepared me for the sight of this dark angel.
 
      If I dissected his looks in an effort to explain to you why he was so appealing, I would undoubtedly come up with a pile of average man pieces... attractive pieces but still no different from any other good looking male. His nose was just a nose, elegant and strong in shape but nothing unusual. His lips were on the thin side but looked soft and inviting, yet I couldn't say why it was that I wanted to kiss them so badly. 
 
      His jaw was firm, angled sharply, as were his cheekbones but these were no better than any chiseled face gracing the silver screen. His hair was so black, it seemed to leech every color out of his surroundings and pull them into those silky strands but still it was just hair, hair that was cut in a short serviceable style that shouldn't have appealed to me at all. I preferred long hair on men... hell, Kirill's hair hung past his ass and I thought it was his sexiest attribute.
 
     Wide shoulders flexed under his mundane shirt but Trevor's shoulders were wider, his arms thicker than those of this angel before me. The angel was by no means skinny though. He had the body of a water polo player, strong, buff, but not overdone. It was very clear that he could throw down with the best of them but I'd seen the best and this wasn't it. So why did I feel like I was witnessing male perfection for the first time in my life? 
 
      I drew my gaze back up to his face, trying desperately to swim out of dangerous waters, but I ended up drowning anyway in the twin seas of his eyes. I pulled myself back but just barely, becoming fascinated with another sexy attribute: a beautiful, intricate symbol tattooed on his left cheek. It seemed to glow, swirl, then spark before settling into black again.
 
      He was staring at me, as I was at him, and I had no idea how long we'd been gazing at each other. However long it was, we'd finally both come back to where we started. His eyes were a blue so light, they looked silver and they glittered in the dark. Not just a little shimmer of caught light, I mean the whole surface of his irises seemed to be made of tiny, shimmering particles, which refracted the light in waves. They flashed iridescent colors over his face and across the slick sheen of his hair. Altogether, his eyes were the only truly unusual thing about him, besides the wings of course, but put it all together and he was sublime.
 
      “And how is it that I don't know your name?” He continued as if we hadn't just been ogling each other for the past century, or two minutes, whatever. 
 
      “I'm still waiting on yours,” I finally straightened out of my battle stance and I flushed as he gave my body another look.
 
      “I am Azrael,” he took a step toward me, then frowned and cursed in an unknown language under his breath. “And you have just made me forget my duties for the first time in two thousand years.”
 
      He turned back to the body and that's when I noticed the scythe. You would think someone who fought gods all the time would have seen the massive curved blade that was attached to a pole the length of Azrael's body but somehow I'd missed it till right then... when he plunged it through the corpse without making a single cut. He pulled it back and the blade glowed white for a second, the intricate carvings along the blade darkening to black before he swung the scythe in a half circle and it disappeared as if he'd simply tucked the weapon away.
 
      He returned his attention to me, his wings folding down, down, down, till they disappeared as well. His eyes flashed once, then were simply light blue... a creepy, silvery, light blue but still just a color.
 
      “Now you will tell me your name and status please,” he stood before me and I had to seriously concentrate on his words to get past the feelings that his nearness was causing in my limbs. Wow, this was worse than the first time I met Re.
 
     “I'm Vervain,” I swallowed hard. What the hell was my last name? “Lavine,” I chocked out. “I... status?”
 
      “I am Azrael,” he said gently, “my status is Archangel of Death, ruler of Shehaquim, the third Heaven. You are Vervain Lavine, Goddess of?”
 
      “Oh,” I blushed hotter. “I'm sorry, I'm new to this.”
 
      “New?” He frowned again and his scent hit me... vanilla orchids. The Angel of Death smelled like beautiful, delicate flowers. Huh.
 
      “I wasn't born a goddess,” I looked down at my knives, wondering if I should pull them up. “I was human, a witch. I hunted gods to protect my people and then I became one, sort of by accident.”
 
      “You can't become a god by accident,” there was no anger to his voice, only confusion.
 
      “Trust me,” I smiled, “you can. Now I'm the Goddess of Love and Lions.”
 
      “That's quite a combination,” he smiled back.
 
      “Wait a minute,” I was starting to remember how to think. “Archangel of Death, scythe, corpse... you're the guy they fashioned the Grim Reaper after.”
 
      “I'm one of Death's aspects,” he said softly.
 
      “So you're not here because of Xi Wangmu?”
 
      “No, I'm merely doing my job,” he waved a hand toward the body.
 
      “But you're an angel,” I tried to work it all out. “That means you're part of the Christian mythos.”
 
      “Yes,” he was so patient. Most of my men would have been practically shaking me by now. “But I am also part of the Islamic and Sikh traditions. They all stem from the same place, you know.”
 
      “Yes but, uh, he's Chinese,” I pointed at the dead man with an accusing finger.
 
      Azrael laughed. It was so loud, it filled my head, my whole body, but it was more emotion than sound. It didn't hurt with its volume, it simply soaked into me and shared its pure joy with me. I couldn't help but laugh with him, even though I had no idea what he was laughing about. Then he stopped with a sudden shocked silence and stared at me, like I'd done something even more fascinating than changing from human to god.
 
      “I'd forgotten,” he whispered.
 
      “What?”
 
      “What laughing was like,” he smiled gently, in control again. “It's a lovely feeling, I must remember to read more humorous books when I get home. As far as your observance goes, just because a man is Chinese, doesn't mean he can't believe in Christ.”
 
      “Oh, right,” I laughed a little at myself. “Of course. So he was a Christian.”
 
      “No, he was a Buddhist,” Azrael's face was serious for two seconds before it altered vibrantly and he started to laugh again. “Yes, he was Christian,” he wiped at his tears. 
 
      “Did you just make a joke?” I giggled like a girl. “Is the Angel of Death supposed to crack jokes? I hardly think that's appropriate.”
 
      “No,” he laughed again, “and I never do but then there's rarely anyone to tell them to. I don't think I've even spoke this much in years.”
 
      “You don't have any friends?” I felt bad for this gorgeous man who couldn't even have the basic human comfort of sharing laughter with another person.
 
      “I've always been more into study than interaction,” his smile faded. “I thought I interacted enough with the dead and mine is not a position conducive to making friends.”
 
      “No, I guess not,” I finally pulled the little levers that sheathed my claws. “You wanna go grab a cup of coffee?”
 
      “What?”
 
      “Coffee,” I smiled and gestured to the door. “You do drink coffee right? I could actually go for some food too. How about it, feel like changing your opinion on social interaction?”
 
      “I think I'm about to change my views on all interactions,” his eyes flashed once as he took my arm and led me out into the light.
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
      “Vervain?”
 
      I looked up to find Kirill towering over our courtyard table with a dark frown. Azrael merely looked curious as he sipped his white chocolate mocha. We'd been sitting there talking for who knows how long about everything and anything. He now knew the whole history of my current quest and my rise to goddesshood, including my ability to take back the power humans had sacrificed to Atlanteans. In return, I knew how much Azrael loved books and learning, how he prized his solitude, how he technically ruled a level of Heaven though he barely did any ruling to speak of, and how enslaved he felt to his job. 
 
      “Kirill,” I smiled as my heart sped up, like I'd been caught doing something wrong... which I hadn't of course. 
 
     “Vat are you doing?” Kirill continued to glare at me. “Ve're supposed to be looking for someone.” 
 
      “I know,” I shook my head a little and began to frown myself. What was wrong with me? “I did find her and we need to talk. Take a seat, baby.”
 
     Kirill's expression became confused as he pulled a chair out between me and the angel, then sat down. Azrael looked him over silently and Kirill gave him the same stoic perusal.
 
     “Kirill, this is Azrael,” I gestured to the angel, “as in, the Archangel of Death, Azrael. Az, this is Kirill, my Ganza, and my boyfriend.”
 
      “A lion?” Azrael looked over at Kirill with more interest.
 
      “An angel?” Kirill stared back.
 
      “The plague has progressed,” I pulled both of their attention back to me. “I met Azrael when he was collecting the first victim's soul. Well, hopefully he was the first. Anyway, I called the police and reported it but I lost Xi Wangmu.”
 
      “You should have called me,” Kirill was back to frowning and so was I.
 
      “Yeah, I should have,” I shook my head again and took a deep breath. “Did you do some sort of juju on me?” I leveled my stare on Azrael.
 
      “Pardon?” He lifted one brow.
 
      “I feel an uncommon attraction to you,” I blurted out. “I think it's dangerously distracting. I'm not one to forget about my Ganza.”
 
      “You allowed zis man to distract you,” Kirill now looked hurt, “so much zat you forget me?”
 
      “Which is not usual for me, right?” I looked at him straight until he smiled grimly, nodded, and turned his stare onto Azrael as well.
 
      “Vat did you do to her?” That's my lion, right to the point.
 
     “Nothing,” Azrael spread his hands harmlessly. “I've barely spoken to another living being in years. I would hardly wish to bespell the first one I get a chance to speak to. What I can say, is that I find you equally appealing and I may venture to hypothesize that there could be outside influences at work here... if it's anything so nefarious at all.”
 
      “If?” Kirill growled. “My Tima doesn't allow men to distract her from courtesy, especially not courtesy to me.”
 
     “I'm merely saying there may be a much more simple explanation,” Azrael smiled gently and everything else faded away for me. 
 
      I could hear the pounding of my heart clearly, then there was a rushing sound like the beating of thousands of wings. My butterflies, it was the love magic rising inside me, filling me with the flapping of delicate wings. Part of me recognized how terrible this was, a new lover was the last thing I needed right now, but the larger part of me knew I absolutely did need this man and I wouldn't be satisfied till I had him. It wasn't just the love magic that wanted him, it was the lioness, and she wouldn't be ignored.
 
      “Oh fuck,” I whispered. “I think he's right.”
 
      “Vat is right?” Kirill took my hand and I tore my attention away from Az to focus on him.
 
      “My magic recognizes him,” I couldn't seem to make my voice rise above a whisper. “Maybe this is plain old attraction but now that I'm a love goddess, it goes to a whole new level.” 
 
      “No,” Kirill shook his head. “You vould have noticed before. Besides, I've never seen you so taken vith someone, so fast.”
 
      “Is there a reason you would be attracted to Death?” Azrael sipped his coffee serenely as both mine and Kirill's eyes got big and we stared at each other in horror. “Ah, that seems to have struck a chord.”
 
      “She vas taken by Death recently,” Kirill was the first to recover, “kidnapped by Anubis and imprisoned in Duat.”
 
      “But you escaped,” a small wrinkle appeared between Azrael's eyes and I stared at it in fascination.
 
      “Yes,” I swallowed hard, “with help. In fact, it was Jesus who gave me a sip from the Grayel, relieving me of Anubis' mark and making me a goddess, all in one shot.”
 
      “Jesus helped you?” Azrael leaned forward. “I'm impressed, he doesn't give just anyone a drink from that thing.”
 
      “I think Fenrir had some influence,” I smiled.
 
      “Mmm,” Azrael pondered this a moment. “I could see how a request from the Wolf God might make Jesus take notice but what did Anubis do to you to necessitate a sip from the Grayel?”
 
      “I don't really want to go into it,” I looked away as blood rushed into my cheeks and flashes of my time spent with Anubis went through my head. “Basically, he stabbed me and it established a connection with him that allowed him to find and get to me wherever I was. A sip from the Grayel was the only way to cut the link.”
 
      “Linked to Death,” Azrael mused. “It could explain our strange fascination for each other. All aspects of Death share a bond. We're siblings of a sort. The Afterlife is different for each pantheon but Death is the same. You had a bond with Death and it sounds as if he had a strong attraction to you.”
 
      “He said he loved me,” I whispered. “He still says it. I used to think it was a twisted kind of love but I'm not so sure anymore. I think he truly does love me, in his own way.”
 
      “Then, in a sense,” Azrael's eyes found mine, “I have loved you.”
 
      “So you're attracted to me because of magic,” I made a soft hmph. “Yeah, I get that a lot.”
 
      “Tima,” Kirill frowned and took my hand. “Ve've talked about zis. You're loved for who you are, the magic just adds to it.”
 
      “I know, baby,” I smiled at him but I felt Azrael's eyes on us and when I looked over, his gaze was striking and intense.
 
      “How many men do you have, Vervain?” Azrael's gaze darted back and forth between us.
 
      “It's the magic of the Intare,” I sighed. “I have to take multiple lovers to satisfy it. My alpha happens to be a werewolf, Fenrir's eldest, and we're having issues right now because of it. Actually, Anubis kind of started this horrible mess. Trevor, my alpha, has gone to stay with his Aunt in Niflheim to avoid the restrictions of our bond.”
 
      “You mean your lover has gone to Hel to escape you,” Azrael sat back in his seat, with a raised brow.
 
     “You could put it like that,” I patted Kirill's hand when I heard his soft growl. “Like I said, it's complicated. His father wants me to go after him. He's afraid Hel won't let him go now that she has him in her territory.”
 
     “She's lonely,” Azrael swallowed hard. “We all are. It is the nature of the office, I imagine. We death deities sacrifice much for our power.” Those light eyes of his sparked once as he looked up.
 
      “So you agree with Fenrir,” my pulse sped up. Part of me was in extreme denial I guess. I kind of hoped Trevor would make it out on his own. “You think she'll keep him?”
 
      “I think it's highly probable.” He steepled his fingers, pressing his lips to their tops. “But I don't agree with Fenrir.”
 
      “You don't?” I looked over at Kirill with surprised hope, before looking back at my, I mean the, angel.
 
      “No,” he leaned forward, once again intent. “I don't think you should go alone into Hel's territory. You'd die there if you did.”
 
      “Oh,” my voice was the barest whisper. The wolf inside me rolled and whimpered. She'd been sleeping a lot, ever since Trevor had gone to his Aunt, a sort of hibernation I guess.
 
      “But I will go with you,” Azrael's firm declaration raised both my and Kirill's heads with a snap.
 
      “Vhy vould you?” Kirill got right to the point.
 
      “I don't know,” he blinked and then his face cleared and settled into an expression I was very familiar with.
 
      “No,” I said as I swallowed against my racing pulse. “Not that I wouldn't love to but no. The possibility of more lovers is what got me into this mess in the first place. I'd get Trevor free, just to lose him again.”
 
      “And if I made it a requirement?” Azrael arched an elegant brow and smiled lusciously.
 
      “Vat are you two talking about?” Kirill demanded.
 
     “I can't,” my voice was back to being barely audible. The butterflies were zipping through me, the lioness roaring her desire.
 
      “How much do you love your wolf?” The Angel of Death sat across from me in the middle of downtown Honolulu but it was as if he were sitting on a throne judging me. His words carried a weight that closed us off from the businessmen and women bustling back and forth, with their overpriced beverages and yuppie sandwiches. It was only Kirill, him, and I, and we all waited for my answer.
 
      “How much do I love Trevor?” I closed my eyes against the other two pairs that seemed intent on piercing my soul. Inside me, I felt my lioness curl protectively around the sleeping wolf. They had fought at first but soon my cat had come to love Trevor as much as I and she had claimed that small part of him for herself. I felt her grooming the she-wolf as she slept on, a note of disapproval in her manner toward me.
 
      I know, it sounds schizophrenic but this was what my life had become. I was never alone, not even in my own body. Hosting magic had made my body into a temple, literally. A house for god energy. The love magic was butterflies, the lion was obviously my lioness, and my bond with Trevor had given me a part of his soul, his wolf, but I had changed it to female. To top it all off, I had an animal twin, my Nahual who was, in essence, me. She was a white jaguar who ruled and joined the three; butterflies, lioness, and wolf, together. Between those four and my ever increasing memories of Sabine's, I wasn't sure who I even was half the time.
 
      “Tima,” Kirill broke into my musings. “Trevor vould understand zis. You know vhy he vas upset about Anubis. But if zis man... zis angel can bring Trevor home, maybe you should zink about it. I only say zis because I know you. Being vith angel vouldn't be hardship for you.”
 
     “No,” I looked gently into Kirill's understanding eyes and wondered again how I got to be so lucky to be loved by so many wonderful men, “it wouldn't be a hardship.” I looked over at Azrael. “What exactly do you want in exchange for helping us? I've learned to be specific.”
 
      “Good,” Azrael laughed a little, “very wise of you. I haven't really thought it through. I've been running on instinct from the moment I met you. Something in me wants to hold on to you as long as possible and it seems that I'm going to grasp at any opportunity to do so. How very strange.”
 
      “This is all very odd,” I looked him over again, my hormones going crazy at the thought of even being able to touch his silky skin, much less take a part of him inside me. Whoa, I had to take a deep breath. I couldn't look at the guy without my thoughts turning to sex. “I kind of get your weird attraction to me but what I don't understand is why I want you so much. I was never attracted to Anubis like this.”
 
      “He must have struck a chord in you,” those pale eyes were glittering again. “Something in you wanted something in him and I'm guessing that something was the Death magic.”
 
      “Ok,” I shook my head. “I'm attracted to Death, I still don't see why it's a stronger pull to you.”
 
      “You're not attracted to death,” he smiled gently and spread out his hands. “You're a goddess, filled with magic... numerous types if I understand correctly?” After I nodded, he continued. “Well Death is a type of magic and for some reason it calls out to you, you resonate with it, for lack of a better word.”
 
     “So that explains why even after the horrendous way Anubis treated me, I still find him beautiful,” I mused and saw Kirill's face go slack in shock. I'd never confessed my continued attraction for Anubis, to Kirill. I kind of thought he'd known, after that kiss in the car. “But why would you be ten times more beautiful to me?”
 
      “I haven't heard someone call me beautiful in a long time,” the angel's face practically glowed with pleasure. “I would hazard to say it's all a question of measurements. Anubis is a god of many things, not just death. I have my studies, things to keep my mind busy, but they're not a part of me, like the jackals are for Anubis. I am Death, completely, wholeheartedly. As you said earlier, I am the archetype, the creature humans have patterned the Grim Reaper after, Death incarnate. I am Death undiluted and I think it may have overwhelmed you a bit.”
 
      “A bit,” I swallowed as the ramifications hit me. It made perfect sense. I'd always been a witch, a child of magic, but now I was magic and it would stand to reason that I would be influenced by magic. Why not in the way I viewed others? Magic was a huge part of my sex life already. Then there was the little bit about me being the Godhunter. I killed in my spare time, so much that I earned a nickname among the gods. And let's not forget how I shouldn't even be alive. If not for Odin, I would still be dead. It really wasn't all that surprising, me being attracted to Death.
 
      “So name terms,” Kirill had recovered from his shock in the interim of my musings. He stared hard at Azrael.
 
      “Fair enough,” the angel nodded and I had the uncomfortable impression that my life was totally out of my hands. “I would not be a demanding lover. I have a rather full set of responsibilities already,” he chuckled a little under his breath, then shook his head as if the laughter confused him. “I would like the chance to court you, to see you once in awhile and continue our talks. If it leads to more, I think I would be pleased to become more to you. Your arrangement with your other lovers doesn't bother me, as I haven't the time or means to dedicate myself to a full relationship. It seems you would be perfect for me and I would perhaps fit into your world too, being less invasive than another man would be.”
 
      “He makes a good argument,” I looked at Kirill and he grunted.
 
      “Da,” Kirill said, “and I believe Trevor vould be villing to try it. Is fair, he doesn't simply expect sex.”
 
      “Then we are in accord?” The angel held out his hand and I shook it. Yep, just another business deal in the life of Vervain Lavine.
 
      “When do we leave?” I pulled my hand back slowly.
 
      “I think a good night's rest is in order before going into Hel's domain,” Azrael smiled and my world shifted for just a second. I had a feeling this was one of those pivotal moments in my life.
 
      “That bad huh?” I grimaced.
 
      “She's a woman,” Az shrugged, “she can be temperamental.”
 
      “Hmph,” I snorted. “Alright, so you wanna join us for dinner then? You can sleep in Kirill's room and we can leave in the morning.”
 
     “You would allow me into your home?” The angel sounded intrigued.
 
      “Should I not?”
 
      “I promise to bring no harm to you or yours intentionally,” he said seriously.
 
      “Then there's no problem,” I stood and the men followed. “Let's go home.”
 
      When I started forward, I nearly bumped into my cousin. “Connie!” I yelled and jumped back.
 
      “Vervain,” she smiled sweetly, pushing up her glasses. I truly liked her, she was the only cousin who had come out on her own dime.
 
      “What are you doing here,” I looked around for the rest of them.
 
      “Just wandering around with James and Jacob,” she shrugged and looked over at Kirill. “Hey, Kirill, how are you?”
 
      “Good, Connie,” he nodded, “you?”
 
      “I'm good,” she looked away shyly but then saw Azrael. “Who's this?”
 
      “This is my friend Az,” I gestured to the angel. “Az, my cousin Connie.”
 
      “Nice to meet you,” he shook her hand.
 
      “You too,” she smiled but I cut her off.
 
      “How long are you planning to be out here?”
 
      “Uh, I don't know,” she looked up and focused on something over my shoulder. “Oh, there's Dad.” She started to wave but I caught her hand.
 
      “Sorry, I don't have time right now to visit,” I smiled to soften the sting. “But you guys need to leave Chinatown, now.”
 
      “Why?”
 
      “Uh, a friend of mine who works for the city just called me and said there was a sewage line that broke nearby,” I shrugged. “The streets are going to be filled with filth in no time. That's why we're on our way out.”
 
      “Oh, no,” she wrinkled her nose, “that's disgusting. I better go tell Mom and Dad.”
 
      “Yeah, probably not a good idea to come back anytime soon either,” I shook my head. “It might stink for awhile.”
 
      “It's good I ran into you, then,” she gave me a quick hug and ran off.
 
       “Yeah,” I grimaced. “You have no idea how lucky you are.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
      I had an angel in my house and he was eating Korean food at my Chinese table with my Russian lion. There was a joke in there somewhere, I was just too exhausted to look for it. Instead, I bit into my mandoo and studied the new man in my life. I wasn't about to deny that Azrael was going to be a part of my life. I've been a witch too long to ignore my intuition. This man, this angel, was going to be important to me.
 
      “I go vith you,” Kirill stated for the thousandth time.
 
      “Baby,” I brushed the stray hairs back from his face. “You can't. We've already discussed this. Azrael has to fly me most of the way and he can't carry both of us. I wish you could go but honestly, a part of me is relieved that you'll be safe at home when I confront Hel. Plus, I need you to keep an eye out for Xi Wangmu. I wanted to take care of this thing with her before I went after Trevor but now that we have Azrael to help us, I think we should take him up on his offer as soon as possible. ”              
 
      “Da, I agree and I'm glad you're going after Trevor but I'm Ganza,” he growled and stared down into his plate morosely. “It's my job, my right, to protect you. I should be zere.”
 
      “Yes,” I nodded, “but you won't and that's that. Eat your kalbi.”
 
      He sighed and stabbed a tender piece of meat. I winced as he shoved it into his mouth and chewed violently.
 
      “Thank you for the meal,” Azrael wiped his mouth and stood. “I have to send word to Hel now and I don't want to do it inside your home. May I use your back yard?”
 
      “Of course,” I frowned. “We're going to warn her of our arrival?”
 
      “I'm able to pass into her lands undetected,” he pushed in his chair carefully and I heard a strange ruffling sound like wings shifting, even though I couldn't see them. “But to do so would be rude and leave my own lands open to her to be treated similarly. I don't think she'll refuse my request and then we may go into her hall without fear of being molested.”
 
      “Right,” I made a face, “it's going to be leaving in one piece that'll take some finesse.”
 
      “As you say,” he smiled gently. “Please don't wait for me, go to bed. I'll see you both in the morning.”
 
      “Ok,” I stood and took my plate into the kitchen as Az headed out the back door. “Goodnight,” I called and he closed it with a smile.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
      Cool a/c drifted through the carved walls of my bed, making me snuggle deeper into Kirill's side and sigh contentedly. I needed the cold to sleep as well as the white noise of the unit humming away. I couldn't sleep in complete silence. I needed something to drown out the night noises or I'd be jumping at every little creak. That didn't mean the a/c covered every sound though. For instance, I had clearly heard my bedroom door open more than ten minutes ago and just now my lioness enhanced hearing was picking up the acceleration of a heartbeat.
 
      I'd known immediately who was in the room and there was a certain irony to Kirill being in bed with me because the last time someone had come to me in the middle of the night and enticed me away from the arms of my lover, it had been Kirill. Tonight it was an angel.
 
      I finally opened my eyes when it became evident that he wasn't going to leave or try to wake me. I searched the shadows through the carved walls of my bed and finally found his eyes glittering in the dark. I lifted my head slowly, so I wouldn't disturb Kirill.
 
      “What is it?” I whispered.
 
      “I tried to sleep in your lion's den,” he walked slowly to the opening at the foot of the bed, trailing his fingertips along the polished wood of the bed walls. “But it seems the longer I am near you, the more aware of you I become.” He closed his eyes a moment and took a deep breath. “I hear your soft sounds, smell your skin,” he grasped both sides of the bed's opening and leaned in to me. I had come to a kneeling position without realizing it and his movement brought our faces within inches of each other. “I can't sleep when you're so close but yet so completely out of my reach. I needed to at least see you, watch you take breath, see the way you slide your legs when you sleep.”
 
      “Who said I'm completely out of your reach?” I touched his cheek gently and he closed his eyes on a sigh. “Here I am, all you have to do is extend your hand.”
 
      “Don't I have to help you win back your wolf first?” When he opened his eyes again, they were casting off sparks in the dark. 
 
      “You and I both know I would have never agreed to this bargain if I didn't want you in the first place,” my gaze flew over his face, so much more beautiful close up. The man didn't even have pores. He was like a porcelain doll. How was that even possible? “Waiting goes against everything I'm feeling right now.”
 
      “I thought women like to get to know a man before they allow him to touch them intimately?” He still hadn't touched me but he might as well have, his voice was sinking to levels way more intimate than his hands could reach.
 
      “They do and normally, so do I, but with you I feel like, I don't know, like I've known you for years,” I leaned infinitesimally closer and then shook my head and made a self-deprecating sound. “I hate the way that sounds, so cliché, but it's the truth. I feel like I've been with you already, I know how good we'll be together and I just want to get it back. Does that make any sense?”
 
      “Probably not to anyone else,” he ran a hand through his short hair, smoothing back an errant lock, “but I understand completely because it's exactly how I feel. I think this connection you have with Death is compounded by an attraction that would have existed between us normally and the result is...”
 
      “Irresistible,” I whispered and leaned in closer.
 
      “No,” he pulled back, his chest heaving. “If I touch you, I will take you here and that is not fair to your lion.”
 
      “Kirill,” I looked over at my sleeping lover and blanched. I had completely forgotten him in my lust haze for Azrael. “You're right, I can't do that to him. What the hell is wrong with me?”
 
      “You really love him?” Az was slowly making his way back to me, as if gravity itself was working against him.
 
      “I do,” I smiled. “I would never hurt him deliberately.”
 
      “Then we must wait,” he smiled back grimly. “I must confess I'd prefer our first time to be alone.”
 
      “As would I,” I shifted back in the bed.
 
      “Although,” he mused, looking from Kirill to me. “I would like to try an experiment.”
 
      “An experiment?”
 
      “I haven't had a lover in centuries,” his eyes heated. “I've told you already how precious little time I have to give. So I thought this arrangement would be perfect for me. What I didn't consider was the possibility that I would become jealous.”
 
      “Will that be a problem?” I swallowed hard. It was perfectly understandable and I had been exceedingly lucky that all my alpha type males had been able to overcome their need to have monogamy but this man was new to the scene. Was this such a good idea after all?
 
      “I'm not sure,” he looked me over again. “I think my desire for you is enough to outweigh any possessiveness but who can predict the ways of the heart?”
 
      “So what do you propose?”
 
      “Make love to your lion,” His voice dropped an octave and had my lioness perking up in interest. “Let me watch, hidden in the shadows. I'll know then if I can handle sharing you.”
 
      “You want us to perform for you?” I was horrified... and just a little thrilled.
 
      “Not perform,” his hand reached for my face but just hovered over my skin. “Just be with him, pretend I'm not here. You don't have to tell him. He won't see me, I'll only reveal myself to you.”
 
      “And if you can't deal?”
 
      “I will still help you rescue your wolf but I will walk away after it's done.”
 
      “Without anything in return?” I let the sheet slip from my fingers and was rewarded with a sharp intake of breath. “Are you sure?”
 
      “I am,” he said firmly. “You have my word.”
 
      “So be it,” I whispered and he faded back into the shadows, only the slight glimmer of his eyes betraying his presence.
 
      I slipped my panties off and slid up against Kirill's already naked frame. He sighed and turned toward me in his sleep. I closed my eyes and kissed him gently, covering him with my suddenly hot hands, seeking his growing need that was rapidly rising between us.
 
      “Tima?” He woke with a blink of eyelids.
 
      “Baby,” I purred, “I need you.”
 
      It was all I had to say. He was instantly awake and above me with a passionate growl. My mouth was filled with his seeking tongue, my body covered by his large hands as he tried to touch me everywhere at once. I moaned as his mouth moved to my neck, then down to crest my breast. He sucked gently, then bit and I cried out, wrapping my legs around him.
 
      He laughed low in his throat as he made his way to the other breast, laving his tongue over and over it till my hands reached back for his thick braid of hair and pulled him tighter to me. Then he was roaming over my stomach, shifting my legs apart and diving between them with animal abandon. His strong hands lifted my hips to meet his mouth halfway and the first lick sent me screaming in delight.
 
      My eyes opened as I tossed my head in ecstasy but I froze when I caught the sheen of glittering eyes at the foot of the bed. The sight of Azrael, staring at me intensely, sent me over the edge and I screamed out another orgasm as I kept my eyes pinned to his. More of his face revealed itself to me, then his chest and his legs. I almost panicked but I remembered what he said about Kirill being unable to see him. So I relaxed back while my lion continued to send me skyrocketing into delight.
 
      “I want to taste you,” I whispered, unsure of who I was speaking to.
 
      “Nyet,” Kirill lifted his face long enough to growl at me, his eyes flashing blue. “I vant to vorship my goddess tonight and you vill give me zis, Vervain. You vill let me have zis one night vith you, to do vhat I vant before Trevor comes back and I must share you again.”
 
      “Kirill,” my heart clenched and I pulled on his arms till he crawled back up me. “I love you just as much as I love Trevor.”
 
      “No, Tima,” his blue eyes filled with tears, “don't lie to me, just give me zis.”
 
      “I never lie to you,” I took his face in my hands. “You're a part of me and nothing anyone does will change that. I will bring Trevor home if I can but I won't give you up. I will not give this up. Things are gonna have to change. We'll alternate who sleeps in here with me.”
 
      “Trevor will never...”
 
      “Fuck Trevor!” I said vehemently and Kirill's eyes got round. “I told you, you're just as important to me. Trevor will understand or he can go back to Hel for all I care.”
 
      Kirill fell on me with ravenous passion, eating at my lips as his cock nudged my entrance. I squirmed and pulled back, trying to get him inside me. He growled and flipped backwards so that I was straddling his chest. It also brought me face to face with Azrael. I flushed. How had I forgotten he was there? He licked his lips and I followed his tongue with my eyes. The his hand lowered and silently unzipped his jeans. His cock sprang free, the head already slick, and his hand lowered to it.
 
      “I want you inside me,” I groaned as I watched his hand start to move.
 
      “I know, Tima,” Kirill's hands moved to my hips and I returned my attention to my lion.
 
      I sank down his shaft, the slick sounds of sex starting to fill the room as I lifted up and sank back down again. My hips worked instinctively, undulating against his hips and making Kirill cry out and squeeze me tighter. Then his hands lifted and took my breasts firmly, playing with my hardened nipples and kneading the flesh. I wanted to throw my head back to fully enjoy the pleasure but I couldn't tear my eyes away from Azrael.
 
      His body was beautiful but it was his eyes, his expression that held me hostage. There was no jealousy there, only lust, pure amazing lust. If I just leaned forward, I could take him into my mouth but was that fair to Kirill? It was already pushing the boundaries of morality to put us on display without his knowledge. Could I actually bring another man into our lovemaking without his consent? 
 
     I moaned and leaned down, getting myself away from temptation. Kirill immediately sucked a nipple into his mouth and started making contented little purring sounds, I looked up and Az was there, his hand snaked through my hair quickly and then was gone. He faded back into the darkness.
 
      Kirill continued to busy himself with my breasts and I couldn't help searching the shadows for Azrael. As if he knew I wanted to watch him too, he came forward just enough for me to see him. He was working his cock fast, his face tight with desire as his eyes wandered over every inch of me. It was so unbelievably erotic and horribly scandalous to my already damaged sensibilities. As if having three men wasn't enough, here I was auditioning for a fourth and loving every second of it. 
 
      It felt wickedly hedonistic, making love to Kirill while seeing how much it affected Azrael, and knowing I couldn't have the angel yet. This aching want for Azrael was filling my body, threatening to become an obsession, while I was simultaneously having my need for Kirill satisfied. It was like having your cake and eating it too, finding satisfaction while still wanting a different flavor entirely.
 
      I sat back up and Kirill gripped me around the waist, turning and lifting till I was on my hands and knees before him. He'd reached the point where he stopped being human and was all lion. I felt my hair pushed aside while he pounded against my hips, his hands holding them still. Then his pace quickened and he shot forward, biting the back of my neck powerfully as he emptied himself into me. It was more than my lioness could take. I cried out, shuddering around him as I came, then fell to the bed with him atop me.
 
      The last thing I heard before I passed out, was the soft click of the bedroom door. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
      Hel is not hot, it's cold.
 
      Niflheim spread out before me in picturesque misty softness. Azrael flew us over the pristine plateaus, his massive wings easily bearing both of our weight. 
 
      He had helped me pick out my clothes that morning and I was thankful he had. My usual fighting gear of black leather vest and pants would have left me freezing, especially with the wind chill factored in. So he'd had me add a few more layers to my ensemble, including a fur lined coat which he'd produced from the bag that had simply shown up on my doorstep that morning. 
 
     The bag was over my shoulder, holding yet another coat for Trevor, since we'd have to leave Niflheim by foot and even werewolf heat wouldn't be able to take that.
 
     Yes, Azrael was full of surprises and after last night, I was looking forward to discovering them all. He'd already been awake when Kirill and I had stumbled out of bed. Coffee was made and as soon as we'd had a few fortifying sips, he informed me that Hel had approved his request and we were on schedule for take off... quite literally.
 
      After tracing into the outskirts of Niflheim, where the only trace points could be found, he'd taken me in his arms, spread out his wings and took to the sky. I was pressed face to chest with him, my coat wrapped tight and his arms around me like a lover's. I was supremely comfortable even though I was extremely afraid of heights. Every now and then, I'd look over my shoulder to survey our progress but never once did I feel that awful sinking feeling in my gut that high places always produced in me. In Azrael's arms, I felt completely safe.
 
      It was like a drug, that safe feeling. Some women like dangerous men, some like poets, or guys in uniform. My weakness was a man who made me feel safe. In my line of work, safety and the feeling of sublime security was rare. A few months ago, Anubis had assaulted me in my own shower, with Trevor and Kirill in the next room. He'd even been able to get to me in Pride Palace, my territory in the God Realm where I lived with my lions when I visited them. In Asgard, I was stolen right out of the room I share with Odin, by his very son, no less. Trevor had been taken hostage from Moonshine one night when he was working alone. I'd even been abducted by Blue right out in my herb garden. There was nowhere left for me to feel safe anymore except, it seemed, in Azrael's embrace.
 
      I felt a knot of guilt build up that my other men didn't make me feel like this. It wasn't their fault. All of them had fought for me at one time or another. They were incredible warriors, prime examples of men and they all had made me feel something similar to this once, but they also had all failed to save me at one time or another. I didn't blame them for it, it's not like that. I just ended up alone most times, impossible to even get to, much less save. I just accepted it as a fact of life.
 
      I've always said that life is no fairy tale. There's no such thing as happily ever after, there are no white knights on fiery steeds just sitting around waiting to save you. In real life, Snow White stays dead and Rapunzel grows old, alone in her tower. In real life, you gotta have enough sense to stay away from ugly bitches trying to give you shiny apples and have enough moxie to cut off your own hair and use it as a ladder if needs be. In real life, you have to save yourself.
 
      But when Azrael held me, I forgot gods could be human, that they could fail. In his arms, nothing could touch me because you are untouchable when Death has you. It was then that I realized why I was so attracted to Death magic. Death was peace; no more decisions, no more battles. Death could take my weapons from me for good. He could save me from myself.
 
      Beneath my cheek, Azrael's heart beat strong and steady but every time I shifted, or breathed against his skin, or squeezed him tighter, it would speed up. I entertained myself with it on the long flight through Niflheim until I finally went too far and felt him rising hard between us.
 
      “You're going to be the death of me,” Az spoke into my ear, “You will go down in history as the woman who killed Death.”
 
      “If you wanted me to stop,” I rubbed my nose against his ear as I spoke, “all you had to do was ask.”
 
      “That's just it,” he leaned in and kissed my cheek. “I don't want you to stop. I want to fly like this with you forever and maybe discover a new sexual position.”
 
      “And a new definition for the Mile High Club,” I laughed.
 
      “When this is all over,” he nuzzled my cheek, “I'll take you flying again.”
 
      “I'll hold you to it,” I turned my face determinedly away from him.
 
      I tried to concentrate on the landscape. Like I previously mentioned, Hel is not hot at all but icy. Muspeheim, on the other hand, was quite hot. It was the realm of the fire giants and since it was smack dab next to Niflheim, the result was a massive amount of steam. So although Niflheim was an ice land, it was not necessarily a dry one. The mist hung low to the ground, creating a sort of dreamy, wet world of constantly dripping icicles, weeping trees, and melting snowdrifts. The mist shifted and swirled, appearing to take forms and choreograph full musical numbers with wraith dancers.
 
      I turned back to Azrael and ran a finger down his cheek. “What does your tattoo mean?” 
 
      “It's my name in Angelic Script,” he smiled faintly. “It means Whom God Helps, although I haven't seen the top dog in awhile.”
 
      “Well,” I kissed the delicate whorls, “it's beautiful and I don't think you need any help.”
 
      “Thank you,” his eyes focused on something over my shoulder. “Look, we're here.”
 
      Before us rose massive walls, the stone covered in the slick, dripping ice, so that it shone brilliantly in the frigid sun. I could see a shambling city behind the gates, rising in the center to showcase a creepy looking castle. Behind the castle, the city spread out again but then ended abruptly in a dark chasm.
 
      “What is that?” I pointed toward the canyon, larger and much scarier than the one in Arizona. 
 
      “Ginnungagap,” Azrael grimaced. “The void. Don't look too long at it. It can lure the living.”
 
      “Oh okay,” I whispered and gave it one last look. 
 
      Void, by its very definition, meant empty. That dark space should have been nothing but walls of rock. It was far from empty though, even from a distance I could see that. The darkness it contained was deep black but occasional bolts of lightning zipped through it, illuminating writhing forms that I couldn't quite make out from so far away. I got the sense that those shifting forms  filled the void, that they were the emptiness, a hunger eternally reaching for something to ease it. Whaat would happen if you got too close? 
 
      I shivered and looked down toward the walls we were approaching.
 
      Silver gates parted for us, swinging wide like the arms of an Norse maiden welcoming home her Viking lover. We could have just soared over them but Azrael brought us down, whispering something about it being bad manners to flaunt one's abilities to surmount a god's defenses.
 
      So I walked into Helheim on the arm of the Angel of Death and I felt no fear, not because he was with me but because I was a goddess and I was there for my alpha, the firstborn of Fenrir, with an invitation from Hel herself to walk through these gates. That huge void at the back of Helheim didn't even bother me. Ok, so maybe it was because Az was with me.
 
      Inside the gates the city was massive. It spread to the right and left of us as far as I could see. The buildings were an assortment of every time period you could think of. There were simple log cottages next door to massive edifices of cement and steel. It was odd but it seemed to work. The people roaming the streets were just as colorful... no, not colorful, diverse. They were, in fact, rather drab, being the color of the mists we had passed through. I don't mean they were ghost-like either. They had substance, they were just very pale and gray.
 
      And all of them stopped to stare at us.
 
      We stood out like a beacon of light in a foggy night. I tried not to stare back at them but I lost the battle. They were just too fascinating. Ladies dressed in Victorian dresses strolled with men in leather jackets and jeans. Tunic wearing Vikings stood beside children in the garters and hose of the Renaissance. It was a little like wandering onto the back lot of Universal Pictures. A few reached out to touch us but Azrael hissed at them and they quickly withdrew.
 
      The street we were on didn't curve, it didn't wind through town or lead us past architectural diversions like statuary or fountains, it marched straight up to the Gothic castle in the center. Black polished stone didn't reflect the sunlight so much as swallow it up. The walls appeared seamless and impossible to scale. They clawed at the sky like a caged beast, powerfully enraged but helpless to do anything about it. Yet at the same time, the monstrosity dominated the landscape and I had a horrible feeling that at any moment it might turn it's attention and frustration towards me.
 
      I wanted nothing more than to turn around and leave. No, that wasn't true. I wanted my Wolf Prince more and it looked like Fenrir would get his wish. I was about to go through Hell to get Trevor back. Or at least go and talk to Hel, which was looking like it would pretty much be the same thing. 
 
      I took a deep breath and walked through a black hole of a door with Azrael beside me. There were iron gates thrown back to either side of it, giving the impression that they might snap close at any second, ensuring that our stay in Helheim be permanent.
 
      “Lo though I walk through the Gates of Hel, I fear no evil,” I whispered and turned to Az. “For you are with me. Your scythe and your wings comfort me.”
 
      “I think maybe Behold, I see my father and mother would be more appropriate,” he laughed.
 
      “A Michael Criton fan, are we?”
 
      “Who?” He scrunched his brow at me.
 
      “13th Warrior,” I laughed, “It's a movie based on his book. Before they go into battle, the Vikings chant it, although it can't be accurate because it goes on to say that they wait in Valhalla and everyone knows Valhalla is only for warriors slain in battle.”
 
      “Ah, that's why you shouldn't quote a movie concerning Viking myths, as fact,” his eyes twinkled. “The chant is not for warriors at all, it's a chant a slave girl sings before she is slain to be with her dead master. It's from the book Ibn Fadlan and the Rsiyyah. It's kind of a horrifying account of this poor girl's death and oddly enough, they call the woman who kills her, the Angel of Death. It's one of the reasons it stuck with me.”
 
      “So Criton got it wrong,” I huffed.
 
      “It sounds like he used artistic license and just made it up,” he chucked me beneath the chin.
 
      “How do you know so much about it?”
 
      “I told you, I like to study,” he guided me past silent gray guards and up massive steps. “Besides, the chant is about Death. It's kind of my thing.”
 
      “Your area of expertise,” I grinned.
 
      “As well as yours, Godhunter,” a raspy voice growled, turning my head toward the sound.
 
      I felt my jaw go slack as Azrael stepped before me, his wings whoshing open to form another barrier between me and my possible assailant. I was touched by the gesture but I ducked beneath the massive wing-span and faced the newcomer without impediment. I had to know for sure.
 
      Azrael's scythe was out. Taller than him, it was black with golden script that matched his tattoo, swirling over it. I could see it so much better than I had in that dark room in Chinatown. It was impressive and normally I would have gaped at it for more than a second but currently, I had something else to gape at, or rather, someone. 
 
      Balder. 
 
      Odin's son stood before me, as gray as everyone else in Niflheim. He was obviously dead so I relaxed a little. I didn't relax completely because I was partially responsible for making him dead. What I couldn't believe was that I hadn't thought of the possibility of him being there. Where else would a dead Viking god go?
 
      “You died in battle,” I narrowed my eyes on him.
 
      “Yes, well, there was some debate over that,” Balder's beautiful mouth twisted. “See, I was fighting you but it was Loki who killed me. Because I wasn't fighting Loki, it was deemed murder. Then there was the little issue of Odin refusing me entry to Valhalla.”
 
      “Hmph,” I nodded, “I didn't think of that. I guess he wouldn't take too kindly to you after you tried to kill his wife.”
 
      “You're not his wife anymore,” he snarled.
 
      “Then why did you try to kill me?” I growled back as Azrael looked helplessly back and forth between us.
 
      “Balder!” A voice boomed through the room, stopping Balder in his tracks and turning him even grayer.
 
      “Yes?” His voice trembled.
 
      “Escort our guests in,” the voice took on a feminine lilt. 
 
     Balder's jaw clenched but he inclined his head slightly and gestured to a doorway on our right. Tall enough for a mammoth to enter and wide enough that Azrael's wings didn't have a chance of touching, even were he to extend them fully, the opening was guarded by massive, twisted pillars on either side. One white and one black. We strode through them like visiting dignitaries and I hoped we'd be treated with the same respect.
 
     Once through the door, I nearly stopped in my tracks, only Azrael's hand on my arm kept me moving. I wanted to stand and gape like a child at the magnificence of Hel's Hall. 
 
      Now I've been lucky enough to see some amazing places. I've traveled the world and seen quite a bit of the God Realm as well but Hel had a unique beauty. Like a dream of winter, not the reality but rather what winter wishes it could be, with just a touch of danger lurking beneath the ice.
 
      There was a frozen river running down the center of the hall like an aisle. It sparkled in the light of the thousands of candles nestled in the bare branches of trees scattered along both sides. As we walked over the glassy surface, I stared harder at the trees, trying to figure out what was so strange about them. They were white with a coating of ice that made them into jeweled works of art. So beautiful but still so strange. Why did the branches seem to be jointed? They couldn't possibly be real trees.
 
      In between the trees, I glimpsed walls but they were black and so far away, they made the room seem endless. I glimpsed movement back in the darkness but no matter how much I strained my eyes, I couldn't catch the definition of any recognizable shapes. It was creepy, sending shivers racing down my spine, so I turned my face determinedly away, to face the dais looming before us. 
 
     There, at the end of the hall, was the river's source. A mesmerizing frozen waterfall sprouted from the top of the far wall and flowed to the floor in sparkling glory. It formed the dais and curved into steps before flattening out to become the river.
 
      On the dais were two thrones, a large obsidian masterpiece with intricate spirals cut into it, and a smaller chair of the same stone, more discrete but still grand. Hel sat on the larger of the two, straight backed and frighteningly beautiful. The left half of her body was pure white and practically glowed. The right half was blacker than her throne, a perfect jet which shone with a more subdued softness than it's counterpart. The colors continued into her straight, waist-length hair, which seemed to know exactly which side it belonged to and allowed no fraternizing with the other. Her eyes were ice blue, very similar to Azrael's but much, much colder, without any spark to light their chill. They looked at me with wary curiosity, then darted over to her right.
 
      To where Trevor was sitting, on the other throne.
 
      His eyes were fastened on me like I was an oasis mirage, longed for but about to disappear at any second. I held his gaze gently, trying to reassure him but all it accomplished was filling those honey eyes with tears. 
 
      He looked like the Prince he was, dressed in a bright blue tunic and black leather pants. He had a sword belted at his waist and a narrow crown over his military-short hair. I'd never seen him look so regal, like a warrior king ready for battle. 
 
      We stopped before the bottom step and Azrael inclined his head to Hel as he spread his wings with a great rustling and enfolded one around me like a companionable arm. I looked at him askance but this was his area of expertise and I'd trust him to make the proper moves.
 
      “Lady Hel,” he greeted. “It's been too long since I've been blessed by your beauty.”
 
      “Lord Azrael, welcome to Eljudni,” her red lips seemed to caress the words as she spoke them. “I'd forgotten the charms of the Angelic Host. It's a shame you're such a lone wolf.” She purred out the last word and glanced at Trevor with a low chuckle. “But it seems the wolf has found a reason to run with the pack again and it's the same reason that sent my wolf running to me.” She reached out a thin hand and ran a fingertip over Trevor's arm.
 
      I clenched my teeth and fought back my urge to kill Trevor's Aunt.
 
      “May I present Vervain Lavine?” Azrael drew me forward with his wing while retaining it as a shield over me. “Goddess of Love and Lions.”
 
      “And VéulfR's estranged mate,” Hel added snidely. Go figure, she'd use his given name. Uptight bitch.
 
      I looked to Trevor but he said nothing, just kept staring at me with desperate eyes.
 
      “Alas, that is why we've come,” Azrael spread his hands.
 
      “My nephew entered Niflheim willingly,” Hel peered at me curiously. “He was eager for the respite I could offer him, a sanctuary from love's harsh embrace. I don't hold him here prisoner. He is free to leave with you if he wishes,” she looked over at him smugly, “but I doubt highly that he'll choose your bitter affection over my lasting relief.”
 
      Trevor's jaw clenched but still he remained silent.
 
      “Then I have your word that he can leave with us if he chooses?” I stepped out of Azrael's protective embrace. 
 
      “As I said,” she frowned at me and the angles sent her bi-colored face into a fun house rictus. “VéulfR is free to leave if he wishes but he expressed certain conditions upon entering my hall and those conditions must be met.”
 
      “What do you mean?” I started to move closer but Az grabbed my hand and held me back.
 
      “VéulfR was very upset when he came to me,” Hel sighed. “You have sorely abused the good nature of my brother's eldest son.”
 
      I looked over at Trevor and watched his jaw clench, his hands grip the arms of his throne. He looked down into his lap and refused to meet my gaze.
 
      “I've made a few mistakes,” I agreed.
 
      “Mistakes?” She smiled but it was harsh, just a twist of lips. “Yes, he mentioned your shortcomings. Upon arrival, VéulfR announced that he would remain here until there was a specific occurrence involving you. That is all the help I will give you involving his removal and I gift it you only because you're in the company of my Brother Death.”
 
      “So you're saying you really are holding him hostage until certain demands are met?” My fingers itched, my lion claws longing to make an entrance.
 
      “Absolutely not,” Hel raised her chin till I could see straight up her nose. “My territory is magic, some of the oldest magic there is, and anything said within it is made more real just for simply being spoken here. When my sweet VéulfR uttered those words, he created a spell. The magic of Hel has cemented his oath and it must be appeased before he can leave. I have no control over it.”
 
      “But you're not going to tell me what I need to do either,” I narrowed my eyes on her, then swung my hard gaze to my wolf.
 
      “He won't help you,” she said gleefully. “The oath won't allow it. You must meet his requirement by simply knowing what he needs. You are supposed to be his mate after all. So prove it, prove it to me and prove it to VéulfR. Show him that you can give him what he needs. Be his mate in truth.”
 
      Crap. I almost turned around and walked out. Trevor should have known better than to get himself into this mess. Now I was standing in Helheim with no idea of what to do to free him. I'd literally gone through Hell to save him and he couldn't even look at me. Wait. Something twinged inside my belly, a twisting, turning, roll of soft fur, a whimper of sound.
 
      I was his mate.
 
     I carried a part of Trevor inside me. I would know what he needed because he was always with me. He didn't need to speak to me. I just needed to reach inside to hear him. My face must have shown some of my revelation because Hel sat straighter in her seat and narrowed her eyes on me. I closed mine and blocked her out.
 
      The sound of rustling feathers filled my ears as I felt Azrael's wings enfold me. I smiled a little, it was always a turn on when a man had my back. Knowing I was safe, I went further into myself, searching for Trevor, and finally I touched my wolf. Normally I could feel him close to my lioness, almost intertwined with her wild magic, but now my wolf was hiding. She'd slunk off into a corner and curled up to hibernate while Trevor hibernated in Hel's winter.
 
      I touched her gently and she stirred, looked up, and stared right into my soul. I was overwhelmed by a tide of memories. Coming home to find Trevor asleep on the couch and making love to him for the first time. Trevor being pulled away from me, weak but still fighting, when Anubis was trying to force me to marry him. Trevor accepting Kirill into our life, as a brother and my new lover. Trevor watching me pack to visit Odin, sad but resigned. My wolf had been a true mate to me and I had failed him.
 
      I gently pushed out of Azrael's embrace and began to climb the dais. I stared straight at Trevor. I couldn't care less what Hel did now. She could go to... well, I guess she was already there. I stopped in front of him, one step down from his throne, and waited for him to look up at me. When he did, I was shocked to find hope filling his eyes.
 
      “I was wrong,” I said simply and the hope spread over his entire face, changing into joy as it went.
 
      “No,” Hel's whisper floated over to us but we both ignored it.
 
      “How did you know?” He finally spoke and his voice was filled with amazement.
 
      “I'm your mate,” I smiled but my tears were flowing over my lips, making my happiness salty. “I know your heart because its mine.”
 
      He jumped down the last step separating us and lifted me into his embrace, burying his face in my neck and breathing deeply. My inner wolf jumped as well, circling and leaping in joy. Then his lips were on mine and I was home. Deep in Hel's realm, I was home because my wolf held me and I knew everything was going to be alright.
 
      “I thought it was hopeless,” Trevor finally pulled back to look at me. “I thought you might apologize, maybe even give some long, pretty speech, but I never thought in a million years you'd ever say those three words.”
 
      “Am I that stubborn?” I laughed at his expression. “I can admit when I'm wrong. It's just hard for me to keep up. It happens so often, especially with you.”
 
      “Minn Elska,” he whispered as he pulled me closer. “You are seldom wrong but,” he smiled wider, “when you are, you're so very, completely wrong.”
 
      “Anubis is in the past,” I held his face between my hands. “You are my future. I promise from now on, to leave the past in the past and focus on my future. Besides, it's hard to look back when the view in front of me is so damn good.”
 
      “If he ever touches you again,” Trevor's eyes began to glow, “I will tear his limbs off slowly and throw them to his jackals.”
 
      “Fair enough,” I smiled gently and he began to laugh.
 
     I basked in that laugh. It had been so long since I'd heard it. Trevor's laugh was like his eyes, warm and golden, honey sweet, and seductive. It relaxed my tense muscles, sending little spasms of delight running along my spine and making me wish we were somewhere a little more private, so I could run my tongue along his spine.
 
      “Can we go home now?” It felt like I'd waited forever for this moment, to have my lost wolf come home again.
 
      “Yes,” he smiled down at me.
 
      “No,” Hel stood up and stalked over to us. “She just walks up to you and says she's wrong and that's it? You're going back to her?”
 
      “Aunt Hel,” Trevor turned toward her, sliding me behind his back. Why did everyone think I needed protection from this woman? I had goddess status now too. “She said the words I needed to hear. She fulfilled my oath. I've been separated from my mate long enough. I want to go home.”
 
      “Let them go,” I had completely forgotten Balder until he spoke. “You have me, why do you need him?”
 
      “He's alive,” Hel growled at Balder and he paled as much as was possible for a dead man to pale.
 
      “You had your fun,” I frowned at her around Trevor's shoulder. “You made your point and I got it, I understand. Trevor is precious to me and I need to treat him as such. I get the family loyalty thing and I'd be pissed if someone treated my nephew badly too but I think I've proved that I am his mate and I do love him. I came into Helheim to get him after all. Now keep your word and let him go.”
 
      “Fine,” she waved her long black arm at us. “Go, leave here and never return again, Godhunter. You are no longer welcome.”
 
      “Thank you for your hospitality, Aunt,” Trevor went to her and kissed her white cheek, then her black. “I love you, despite how rude you're being to my mate.”
 
      “Oh, VeulfR,” she stroked his cheek gently. “You have so much of your father in you. Tell my brother I miss him and I hope he fares well.”
 
      “I will, Lady Hel, and fare you well,” he smiled and returned to me, to take my hand and lead me from Hel's hall with the Angel of Death as our rear guard.
 
      The trees shivered as we passed, the tinkling sounding like warning bells in my ears. I peered from side to side, wondering where the attack would come from, utterly trusting my instincts that there would be one. Yet nothing leaped through the strange forest, nothing stalked us through the icy dark. The attack, when it came, was from the back.
 
      A moaning scream was all the warning we had that Balder was flying at us from behind. It wasn't the most thought out move, nor the best idea on his part, as he had to go through Azrael to get to either me or Trevor. As it happened, Azrael was an excellent rear guard, especially in the case of an attacking dead man.
 
      All I saw was a flash of Balder's enraged face a second before Azrael's impressive wingspan obliterated it from view. I heard a thunderous crack and though Azrael barely moved an inch, when he lowered his wings, Balder was laying sprawled against the dais steps.
 
      “You having a problem controlling your wards, Hel?” Azrael appeared completely unfazed as he looked over his shoulder at Hel. “I hate to infringe on your territory but he did attack me.”
 
      “I will handle this,” she said as she lifted a hand towards Balder. Balder's body lifted limply in the air and started to spin. He twisted and lengthened, his limbs extending and multiplying. His torso became a trunk, his legs roots, and his arms were branches. A shiny, new tree was lining the path.
 
      “Holy fuck,” I whispered. As I watched, frost started to coat its limbs and then ice.
 
      The rustling of Azrael's wings broke the stunned silence and set us on a forward path once more. I was practically running by the time we hit the front door and began our trek through the city. Hel may not be a fiery inferno but it sure was creepy and deadly in a very Tim Burton way. I couldn't wait to leave.
 
      As we walked through the twisting streets, the dead pulled back, gazing at us with wide eyes. Evidently, it was one thing to watch the living enter Hel's Halls but it was quite another to watch them leave. Azrael's wings were unfolded behind him, a banner basically shouting to the denizens that fucking with us would be a very bad idea. After all, we hadn't just made it through Hel's presence to be killed by one of the dead.
 
      “Are we walking home?” Trevor was still holding my hand and it was amazing how that simple touch revived us both.
 
      “Do you care?” I smiled up at him and had a blissful moment of pure happiness. Nothing mattered but his hand in mine, his heart finally belonging to me again.
 
      “Not really,” he laughed and it was his free laugh, the laugh that showed his wild werewolf soul. It was so wondrous, it stopped me in my tracks and I felt my eyes water. “Minn Elska,” Trevor took my face in his hands.
 
      “You deserve so much better than me,” I whispered, blinking furiously.
 
      “No,” I watched him swallow convulsively. “What I deserve is you... behaving better.”
 
      “I'll try my best,” I saw Azrael turn away, his wings lifted to give us a modicum of privacy and I had a fleeting moment to appreciate this new man in my life. My own personal angel. Then I was back to my returned wolf and the weight of my life fell on me.
 
      “Don't,” Trevor must have seen my despair. “Don't do that. We will make it work. We have to because I learned something down here.”
 
      “That the only way to escape me is to go to Hel?” I smiled sardonically.
 
      “No,” he kissed the tip of my nose. “I learned that I may be physically able to exist without you but I'm not able to live without you. Without you, life is not life, it's a pale imitation, like drinking a nasty diet drink when all you want is the strong and sweet bite of the real thing.”
 
      “So I'm the real thing?” I smiled more enthusiastically at him
 
      “You're the only thing, Minn Elska,” he pulled me closer, “you're my everything.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
      “So you wanna tell me who this guy with the bulletproof wings is,” Trevor raised a brow at me, “and why he's helping me break out of Niflheim?”
 
      “Trevor, this is Azrael, the Angel of Death,” I said as I pulled the coat we'd brought for Trevor out of the bag and handed it to him. “Az, this is my alpha, VéulfR, Firstborn son of Fenrir, but you can call him Trevor.”
 
      “Nice to meet you,” he shook Azrael's hand before shrugging on the coat.
 
      “You too, Wolf Prince,” Az looked back over our shoulders and frowned, “but I think we should save pleasantries and explanations for later. Hel may have granted me safe passage here but she said nothing of the return trip.”
 
      “Right,” Trevor glanced over his shoulder before grabbing my hand and breaking into a run.
 
      Gray people shot out of our way, pulling back in surprise and fascination. We clamored down the dark streets, me and Trevor in the lead with Azrael once again watching our backs. We made it through the city gates without incident and soon we were running over snow and ice, having to slow a little to prevent falling.
 
      The city of the dead was far behind us and we were making a nice headway when I started to relax. We actually slowed down to a walk and were able to catch our breaths. Even gods can't run forever.
 
      The mist swirled around our feet, some of it even trailing up my body like it was sentient and trying to make contact. My heaving breath formed a mist of its own and the fog of Niflheim snaked around it before consuming it and assimilating my breath into Hell.
 
      The we heard the howl.
 
      “What the hell is that?” My head shot back around.
 
      “Exactly,” Azrael looked grim. 
 
      “It's Garm,” Trevor actually looked surprised. “She's sent her hell hound after us. Why would she do that?”
 
      “Maybe because she really doesn't want you to leave?” I looked back and forth between the men. “Do we fight or run?”
 
      “Run,” they said simultaneously.
 
      So we ran, and ran, and ran with that horrible howling chasing us. The running actually helped with the cold a bit. What it didn't help with was breathing. I finally stopped in my tracks, bending over double with my hands on my knees. The men came back to guard me, they were breathing heavily too so I didn't feel so bad.
 
      Another howl echoed off the pale mountains surrounding us, making it impossible to judge which direction it was coming from.
 
      “There,” Azrael point to a large, ice covered hill.
 
      He took one of my arms while Trevor took the other and they ran me over to the cover. There were smaller rocks in front of the hill, big enough for us to duck behind. When we got nestled in though, we discovered a deep hole in the hillside, large enough for the three of us. We scampered in, Azrael coming in last and unfurling his wings to shield the door.
 
      “Won't he smell us?” I whispered.
 
      “Not beyond my wings,” Az winked at me like it was all a great adventure for him. 
 
      “Oh, okay then,” I leaned back into Trevor and he wrapped his arms around me, allowing me to get comfortable enough to rest a little.
 
      I ended up staring at Azrael for a couple of reasons. First, it was too difficult to twist my head around to look at Trevor and second, the hole was pitch black except for the glow of Azrael's eyes. They were glittering again, sending dancing lights over the slick walls and our bodies. It made his face seem ethereal and demonic all at once, with the glittering highlights and deep shadows. I found that I liked them both on him, the shadows and the light.
 
      Then I heard the howling again. It was closer, much closer. Within minutes, we heard a scrambling outside the hole and then a light sniffing sound. There was a pause in which we all held our breaths, and then the unmistakable sounds of a giant animal departing. We all exhaled our relief.
 
      We stayed in the hole for a little while longer, just to be sure the beast was gone, then Azrael climbed out to go have a look. He came back quickly and motioned us out. We emerged into a slightly different landscape. Not that a lot of icy rocks and mountains weren't hard to mistake for each other but I was pretty certain there were different formations outside of our particular hill before we went and hid in it.
 
      “Is it just me or has the land changed?” I asked as it became apparent that the men were confused too.
 
      “It's changed,”Azrael shook out his wings and shot into the sky. He came back down in moments and looked irritated. “Somehow, she's altered our surroundings. We are now about three miles off course.”
 
      “Right,” Trevor shook his head. “It's because we went into that rock. Once inside a construct of hers, we're subject to her influence.”
 
      “That's bizarre,” I looked around in disbelief.
 
      “Well, this is her territory,” Azrael starting walking and we followed. “It's kind of comforting though. Setting us off course is a minor irritation compared to what she could have done.”
 
      “Yes, I think you're right,” Trevor took my hand as he nodded to Az. “I think she's just venting some of her frustration now. She doesn't really want to hurt us.”
 
      “No, just scare us a bit and make us really uncomfortable,” I ground out.
 
      “At least we're on our way out,” Trevor's face came alive with his grin. “I can't wait to get home.”
 
      “Me either,” I squeezed his hand. Then I glanced over to the right. “Um... sooner rather than later.”
 
      Trevor looked over and flinched. “It's Náströnd, the Strand of Corpses. Don't worry, they won't bother us.”
 
      “I think I'm already bothered.” I stared with horror as our path brought us closer and the scene became clearer.
 
      A low keening filled the air, moans and whimpers, all sounds of despair from the dead men who didn't seem so dead to me. They were in a building but it was unlike any building I'd ever seen. The walls and ceiling were made out of snakes. Slick, scaly bodies writhed, shining acid green and putrid yellow, while adding a horrible scratching sound to the moans of the dead.
 
      When we got closer, I could see right into the open door and I gasped, jerking back into Trevor, who caught me with reassuring hands. The large hall was full of gray men, jerking and flinging themselves spasmodically around while splashing through a pool of viscous liquid that flowed out and around the building. The heads from the snakes who made up the walls and ceiling were all inside the dark space and something dripped from their open mouths onto the tormented men.
 
      “What is this all about?” I looked back at my wolf who was rubbing my shoulders, trying to comfort me.
 
      “The men you see are murderers and oath breakers, they are being punished,” Trevor flinched as one of the dead broke free and ran for the door, only to fall into the pool and start screaming. “The river is made from snake venom.”
 
      “That's twisted,” I grimaced and let Trevor lead me away.
 
      “It's what they signed up for,” Trevor shook his head. “Humans come up with the most unusual tortures.”
 
      I nodded and trudged on through the snow, trying to block out the sounds of agony. Trevor was right, Niflheim, like all forms of afterlife, was the creation of human belief. That terrifying hall wasn't thought up by Hel, she merely ruled here. It was human magic that brought it into being, human minds that created it. I guess hardship is easier to endure if you know that those who have wronged you will be horribly punished after death. Or maybe we were all a bunch of bloodthirsty monsters.
 
      “Look,” Azrael pointed to his left.
 
      “Is that a dragon?” I backed up in the opposite direction.
 
      I loved dragons. They're huge, shiny, fire-breathing creatures who could fly, cook their dinner without a stove, and were hoarders in a good way. How can you knock a critter for loving treasure? I've always thought dragons were the best mythical creatures. Mythical. As in, they don't really exist. Finding out that they were real put a new spin on things.
 
      “That's Nidhogg,” Trevor answered. “Yes, he's a dragon but he won't harm you. He's only interested in guarding Hvergelmir.”
 
      “Who's Hvergelmir?” I started toward the dragon, curious now that Trevor told me I didn't have to be afraid.
 
      “Not who, what,” Azrael stopped me from getting any closer to the sleeping dragon. “It's best to leave Nidhogg be. When he's awake, he likes to snack on those poor fellows in the snake hall.”
 
      Yeah, I guess it's best to let sleeping dragons lie but he was so beautiful, from what I could see of him. He was all bright red scales and alabaster wings, his breath sending up fountains of mist and making him look even more mystical. Behind him was a large stone wall, glittering and curving into a circle. As I watched, a large drop of water fell from the sky, shimmering blue and sparking once before falling into that circle of stone. 
 
      “Hvergelmir is the well of souls,” Azrael continued, “one of the depositories for unclaimed souls to take refuge in when their bodies have died.”
 
      “You mean unclaimed by gods, like the souls of people who were atheists?” I was finally getting some answers to my afterlife questions and I was fascinated.
 
      “Exactly,” Az nodded. “Your alpha's people believed that it was the place where all souls originated.”
 
      “Wait,” something was tickling my memory. “Odin said he pulled me out of the well of souls. Was it this well?”
 
      “Most likely,” Trevor frowned. 
 
      I didn't blame him. It probably wasn't easy to know another man had a lifetime of loving your woman, under his belt. Add to that the fact that Odin sacrificed his eye to bring me back, and it could really sting.
 
      “How long did you spend in the well?” Azrael looked like a dog who'd just heard a suspicious rustling.
 
      “A few centuries I think,” I shrugged. “I'd have to ask Odin, it's not like I remember it.”
 
      But then suddenly I did. I felt the warmth of the water around me. Streams of light, no of souls, twining with me. There were so many others there. It felt safe and peaceful. I had liked it. No problems, nothing to figure out or get angry about. I just floated, happy and calm, brushing against other happy and calm souls who shared their company with me so that I never felt lonely.
 
      There was no sense of time, so I still couldn't answer Azrael's question, but there were distinct moments I remembered. Like when Odin dove through my peaceful waters and gathered my soul in his hands. I had tried to fight him but I had nothing to fight with. Then I tried to reason with him but he couldn't hear me. All I could do was hold on to the well, defy his magic and cling to what I believed was right. It wasn't my time, my soul wasn't ready yet. The whole purpose of the well was to wash away memories so you could start fresh in the next life but my memories were still there. 
 
      The others in the well screamed for me, screamed at him, and clung to me as I did to them. I remembered the bright flashes of the souls gripping me, how our light had wound around each other. But then I saw Odin's face, the determination and the misery, my brave husband was missing an eye and I knew it was for this. He couldn't stand the grief of my absence any longer. I had to go back to him with my memories in tact, without the clean slate which would have given us a fresh start. So I stopped holding on. I let go of the well and the other souls. I let him pull me back into the harsh reality of life.
 
      “And you weren't reborn in the natural manner,” Azrael's eyes were searching my face, as if he'd seen the vision come over me.
 
      “No, Odin pulled me out,” a part of me still cringed at this, even after experiencing the vision. “Before the well could wash away my memories. I retained all of who I'd been.”
 
      As Sabine, I'd known that there was a cycle to things. I'd pulled a Terminator and told Odin I'd be back, that all he had to do was wait and watch for me. He had a device which could see everywhere, it wasn't like watching would be all that hard for him. But he mourned me for years and couldn't take the misery any longer. He decided to trade his eye to Mimir in exchange for the knowledge of how to bring me back.
 
      So I was back, a little sooner than I was meant to be. Living a life that should have belonged to a different soul. Damn, I'd never thought of that before. Was there some poor soul waiting longer than necessary to be reborn because I'd taken her place? Odin really messed with things he shouldn't have when he brought me back but I always said lovers were the most selfish people.
 
      Wait, why did this make a difference to Azrael?
 
      “Why does it matter how I came back?” I asked him. “Am I going to have some karmic payment coming due soon?”
 
      “No,” Azrael finally shifted his eyes back to me and the intensity in them scared me a little, even though his words were reassuring. “No karma. I just think this may explain your fascination with death deities. You just said it yourself, you never had a proper cleansing. That should include your memories of death. I bet if you concentrated hard enough, you'd remember how you came to be in the well.”
 
      I tried to think, to remember the time between dying and being put in the well. Did I have a religion? I had just assumed I hadn't since I'd been married to a deity. Why would I believe in an afterlife, in a specific Heaven or Underworld when I'd lived near one of them? But then I had a twinge, a small jolt of remembrance.
 
      Sabine's family had been Christian, just as mine were now. I remembered them wailing, praying for my soul, behind Odin, who ignored them steadfastly. It was amazing he'd even let them in to sit at my deathbed. He knew how silly I thought they were. I mean Sabine thought they were. Then I saw him.
 
      Azrael. He'd been there, had come to comfort my family, and had decided to ease my way as well. I recalled the feeling of his scythe gathering my soul, how it was warm and comfortable even though I'd expected it to hurt. I remembered his gentle eyes and the way Odin had stood abruptly, knowing Azrael was there but unable to see him.
 
      Odin had faced off with Azrael over me, yelling at him that I wasn't to be taken to the Christian Heaven. I was a Pagan, I was his, and I belonged in Hvergelmir. He threatened Azrael until the angel finally showed himself and told Odin to be calm, that he respected him as a fellow death deity and there was no reason for him to be angered. He'd meant only to help ease my journey, not to steal me away from Odin. 
 
      Azrael agreed to place me in the well, since Odin couldn't accept me into Valhalla and he didn't want me in Helheim. I saw Odin's face one last time before Azrael's blocked it out. Odin's beautiful eyes were filled with tears and worry, lines etched into his perfect skin. I recalled the look so clearly but I also remembered Azrael's face, the way his eyes sparked, the light seeming to travel across his cheek and into his tattoo. Then the angel had tucked away his scythe and I knew no more until I was in the waters of the well. 
 
      I looked at Azrael with round eyes and I knew he remembered me as well. It must have been an unusual occurrence, even for him, to take the soul of an atheist and not release it into Heaven or Hell but into a Viking well. If nothing else, he'd remember fighting with Odin. 
 
      Azrael nodded to me with an expression that I was sure matched mine, pure shock with a hint of awe and a smattering of fate. Talk about coming full circle, I had just found my beginning.
 
      How ironic that Odin had fought to keep Death from stealing me away and now, by bringing me back, he'd only placed me into Death's arms more securely.
 
     “Like Anubis?” Trevor was still pondering the comment about me being fascinated with Death. I was so beyond that conversation, it took me a second to realize what he was talking about. “That would explain why you'd kiss him after all the things he did.”
 
     “Indeed,” Azrael started walking again, most likely using the opportunity to compose himself.
 
     “Hold on,” Trevor kept pace with the angel. “You said deities, as in plural. Who else is she fascinated with?”
 
      “Can we talk about this when we get home?” I took his hand again.  
 
      “It's him, isn't it?” Trevor jerked the thumb of his other hand at Azrael. “You like this guy?”
 
      “Yeah, I like him,” I sighed and knew I could never reveal this new connection I'd just discovered between Az and I, to Trevor. “I kind of said I'd spend some time getting to know him, in exchange for him helping me rescue you.”
 
      “Excuse me?”
 
      “I know,” I drug a hand across my face. “I know, but he's got his own life, or death rather. A relationship with him would be similar to the one I have with Odin, you'd never see it. It would be a perfect situation for us and he was my only option for getting you out of Hell.”
 
      “Have you...” he was so still, it was a little frightening.
 
      “No,” Azrael answered for me. “I too would have preferred we have this conversation someplace else but since we've already started, let me finish this. I feel an irresistible pull to your mate. When she told me of your situation and of your unique relationship, I'm afraid I used it to my advantage. In my defense, the offer I made was to help her free you from Niflheim in exchange for a chance to court her. I didn't make sex part of the agreement. I will bow out if you disapprove but I must point out that I'm a good friend to have. There are advantages to knowing an angel.”
 
      Suddenly, I saw Azrael's face above me, heard his voice, as he lowered me into the well. Rest now, beloved of gods. Maybe we shall meet again. I'd clung to the memory of his face while I swam those waters of forgetfulness, my soul longing for another sight of it, even while the well did its job and divested me of all mortal needs and wants. I lost my ache for Odin, for my sons, my family, but I never lost the desire to see the angel again.
 
      “Fair enough,” Trevor huffed a low laugh and held his hand out to Azrael as I tried to recover from yet another memory bomb. “I'll stand behind her bargain with you and I'll support her decision to either take you as a new lover or not. This one time, I'll give up my right to veto.” 
 
      “Thank you,” Azrael shook his hand with a relieved grin and a knowing look which he fastened on me.
 
      “Trevor?” I was so shocked, I almost fell back into a snowdrift.
 
      “I think it's time I started trusting you more,” he kissed my cheek and I felt my gut clench. Maybe I should tell him about the memories. I looked over his serene face and decided that confession wasn't always an act of love. If I loved Trevor, it would be best to leave this unsaid. It didn't hurt him to be left in the dark while cluing him in would.
 
      Then a familiar howl broke our peace. We looked back toward the Strand of Corpses and saw something even more horrifying. A monstrous beast was fast approaching us, his thick legs eating up the distance like a locomotive. He was covered in ratty black fur but you could still easily make out the definition of powerful muscles beneath his hide. His head was a little too large for his body and though it was dog-like, I would not have called this thing a hound. Yet that's exactly what it was, a hell hound.
 
      “Garm,” Trevor whispered and looked around us frantically. “Can you take Vervain up, away from him?” He pushed me towards Azrael.
 
      “I can but I think I have a better idea,” Az spared one last look for the demon dog before taking my hand. “Follow me.”
 
      We raced across the misty ground, straight towards the sleeping dragon. My eyes got bigger as we approached and I was able to fully comprehend the size of the creature. It was huge, his head alone was the size of my car. His ruby scales shone like glass, reflecting hundreds of tiny images of us as we skidded to a halt in front of him.
 
     “Now what?” I whispered and the cream colored skin of Nidhogg's wings shivered.
 
      “Nidhogg,” Azrael called as he stepped toward the dragon's head. “Death summons you. Awake!”
 
      Air rushed into the large nostrils as a rumbling started and the dragon's eyes popped open. I gasped, they were beautiful. Bright yellow with hints of spring green in their depths, they had slitted pupils that widened as the eyes focused on us. But it wasn't the colors that had struck me, or even the fact that those reptilian eyes  focused on me, it was the memory of them. I'd seen those eyes before.
 
      The emerald at my neck pulsed, almost as if in greeting, and the giant head shifted, snaking around Azrael to look at me. Yes, those were the eyes the emerald had showed me, the eyes I couldn't fully remember until that very moment. Dragon eyes.
 
      I held my ground as the dragon's snout brushed me, great gusts of air moving my heavy coat as he breathed deep. He gave a last huff, the draft moving me back a little, before he swung his head so that he could peer at me again. I stared back calmly, something resonating inside me with awareness. Nidhogg wouldn't hurt me.
 
      “Ssssissster,” a deep voice flowed from the dragon.
 
      “Do we know each other?” My hand lifted all on its own, to touch the glassy cheek of the dragon.
 
      “There isss knowing,” the dragon lifted his head suddenly, focusing on something over my shoulder, and I turned to look. It was Garm, he was almost upon us. “Thisss isss what you call me for, Death Angel?”
 
      “Yes,” Azrael was staring back and forth between me and the dragon, utterly confused. He didn't even spare a glance for the approaching hell hound. “Will you help us?”
 
      “Yessssss,” Nidhogg raised his head lazily, arching it over and beyond me, his wide chest filling my view. I was fascinated with it for a moment, how the dark red of his scales lightened to a rosy blush on his belly.
 
      Then I turned as he inhaled, feeling the temperature raise, and watched as a ribbon of flame shot from Nidhogg's mouth, drawing a line between us and Garm. The hound yelped, stopping abruptly and backpedaling a few feet. He glared at the wall of fire that burned despite the lack of fuel.
 
      “Off now, doggie,” Nidhogg hissed and Garm's ears perked forward. 
 
      The hell hound howled and ran in the opposite direction. I took a relieved breath but it was too soon because Garm was just giving himself space to run. He made a wide turn and came racing back toward us, leaping over the flames at the last second.
 
      “Son of a bitch,” I swore and eased toward Azrael and Trevor.
 
      “Yesssss,” Nidhogg made a raspy, rumbling sound that I'm pretty sure was a laugh. “Definitely bitch.”
 
      The dragon's wings flared open with a great whooshing flap of air as he reared up onto his hind legs imposingly. Garm skidded to a stop before him, snarling and snapping its huge jaws at the dragon as it leaped in an effort to reach him. I was a little impressed by the courage of the beast, Nidhogg was ten times his size.
 
      Hmph, I guess even hell hounds can have small dog syndrome.
 
      The dragon snapped its wide jaws in warning, coming close to Garm's hide and the hound growled, lashing out with a massive paw. His claws skidded over the dragon scales, causing no damage at all except for making a horrible screeching sound, and finally driving home to the dog that he'd met his match. Nidhogg lowered his face to the level of Garm's and gave the beast a lifting nudge that sent him flying back over the slowly diminishing fire wall.
 
      Garm rolled, shook himself out and gave us one last hard stare before leaving for good. Nidhogg turned around, his tail swishing out and circling the large stone well at his back. He settled back down to the ground, shimmying his body till he found a comfortable spot, and laid his head down on his forearms.
 
      “Thank you, Nidhogg,” I went to stand before him.
 
      “My pleasssure, ssssmall sssssissster,” he grinned sleepily and started to drift off.
 
      “Nidhogg,” Azrael came up on my left to address the dragon.
 
      “You again,” Nidhogg opened one eye to look Azrael over. “Weren't you just here? You left little sssissster in my well.”
 
      “Yes,” Azrael smiled, “that was me. Thank you for allowing me passage then and thank you for aiding us now.”
 
      “I obey Death, asss you know,” Nidhogg huffed a gust of warm air over us, blowing away the gathering mist.
 
      “So that's why you call her sister,” Az smiled and looked up as a massive, glowing drop of liquid fell from the sky and made a splash inside the well. “She was one of yours.”
 
      “Oh,” I smiled in relief as it all fell together. 
 
      That's why the emerald had shown me dragon eyes, to let me know that I could trust Nidhogg when I needed his help. It all made sense, the dragon felt protective of one of his old wards. I looked at the massive wall of the well where I'd spent hundreds of years and felt a little of its peace reach out and touch me. I guess it remembered me too.
 
      “Yessss,” Nidhogg smiled at me and I smiled back. “Sssshe'sss one of mine. Now hurry, little onessss. My Lady Death isssss coming and I mussst bow to her will above yoursss.”
 
      “Thank you again,” I impulsively kissed his shiny cheek and a happy rumble followed us as we made our way back to our original path.
 
      “Even in Niflheim,” Trevor shook his head, “a strange land all on its own, you find a way to make things even stranger.”
 
      “Yes,” laughed Azrael, “you do seem to attract the unusual.” He turned away, with an enigmatic smile, and began to lead us out of Hell.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
      “I must bid you farewell for now,”Azrael kissed my hand and then went to shake both Trevor and Kirill's. “I've neglected my duties for about as long as I can.”
 
      “Oh, I didn't even think about that,” I frowned. “Does that mean people's souls were trapped in their bodies while we were off saving Trevor?”
 
      “Not trapped, no,” Azrael assured me. “If I'm not there to claim them, they hang around the body. It's how you get some hauntings actually. There's times when I'm just incapable of collecting souls immediately and times when I need to recover and actually live a little,” he grinned and shrugged. “So the souls will wait for me, at least the Christian and Islamic ones will. It doesn't hurt them, I'm really just a guide. I carry them to either Heaven or Hell.”
 
      Or to Hvergelmir, if you were the wife of a god.
 
     “My grandfather just passed away and he was Christian,” I mused. “ Would you have been his guide?”
 
      “I'm sure I was,” he put a hand to my shoulder. “I'm so sorry for your loss.”
 
      “Thank you,” how many times had I come close to meeting him? If I had got to my grandmother's house sooner, would I have seen him then? “The J-man said he's groovin in his heaven now, so I'm good with that.”
 
      “Jesus,” Az laughed, “that guy is something else, huh? He thinks he's a freakin' Beetle or something.”
 
      “Yeah,” I giggled, “those glasses are a dead giveaway.”
 
      “That and his whole peace thing,” he shook his head. “He hasn't said the word goodbye to me in ages. It's always, peace, my brother. I just want to tell him, okay already, we get it, you're enlightened.”
 
      “I like it,” I thought back to how Jesus had saved me, and not in the have you been saved, kind of way.
 
      “Yeah, guess it could be worse,” he shrugged. “Can you imagine if he had got into Punk?”
 
      “That's why I'm here,” I winked at him. “In case gods go bad.”
 
      “I'm looking forward to being bad then,” he cleared his throat when the silence from my men got thicker. “I better go before I really embarrass myself. Goodnight, everyone.”
 
      “Peace,” I said as he traced out and his laughter echoed back to me, clinging to my home even after his body was gone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
      “I'm so tired,” Trevor started to head back to our bedroom but I stopped him with a hand on his arm.
 
      “Hold on, Honey-Eyes,” I bit my lip. “Let's have a seat. Kirill and I have to talk to you first.”
 
      “Oh, what the fuck is it now?” He groaned and I laughed as we made our way to the low sofas in my Moroccan themed living room.
 
      “Tima, zis can vait,” Kirill followed us.
 
      “No, I meant what I said and I want to get it all out now,” I looked steadily at Kirill until he sat down. 
 
      “What is this about?” Trevor's hackles were rising for real.
 
      “Nothing horrible,” I waved him back. “It's just that it was only Kirill and I for awhile there and I realized how much Kirill gets pushed aside. I don't think it's right to treat him like that but more importantly, I love him and want to be with him. We need to come up with a way that I can spend some alone time with both of you.”
 
      “Huh,” Trevor fell back against his sofa. “I hadn't thought of that. Okay, what do you suggest?”
 
      “Okay?” I looked over to Kirill, who had a matching expression of shock.
 
      “Yeah, okay,” Trevor shrugged. “I love Kirill too, you know that. I don't want him to feel less important than he is. If you need some alone time with him, I understand. Maybe I can spend a night or two at Moonshine during the week, or go visit Dad and get my Froekn on.”
 
     “Holy Werewolf Prince!” I swore. “You're fucking amazing. Have I told you that lately? I love you.”
 
      “I love you too,” he leaned forward and kissed me quick, “And yes, I am amazing but no you haven't told me. So get to the telling, back there,” he pointed to the bedroom.
 
      “Seriously,” I shook my head at this new, improved Trevor, “what gives?”
 
      “Da,” Kirill looked over Trevor cautiously. “Vat gives?”
 
      “I had a lot of time to think,” Trevor's face got more serious and I almost wished I hadn't said anything, “and all I could think about was you, both of you. Our lives, this strange situation we're in and how we're all in it together. This isn't just about me and you anymore and I think I've finally realized what it all means. With Kirill it was easy, the magic helped me see that he wasn't a threat, just another man who wanted to help me protect you, but with Odin it was more difficult. I had to face some issues that the magic had previously eased me through. By the time I caught you with Anubis, I was totally unprepared for the life you had made me a part of. I freaked out.”
 
      “Da,” Kirill agreed. “You were much a freak.”
 
     “Alright, buddy,” Trevor laughed, “don't push your luck. In Niflheim, I was able to work things out. Without you there, I could see it more clearly, understand the benefits as well as the negatives. In the end, I decided that I loved you for a reason. You're an amazing woman; passionate, enchanting, strong, loyal, and very smart. I have to believe in you and in my love for you. This wasn't something you went out and chose. Like the Binding, this is something that chose you. You were so great about accepting the magic I made you a part of but I didn't accept the magic you made me a part of and I've finally realized how unfair that was. If I love you, I should support you, help you through this latest challenge. That's what being a mate is all about.”
 
      He dropped onto the carpet in front of me, gripping my hands and staring up at me with those beautiful, amber, wolf eyes.
 
      “I've been a horrible mate lately and I'm so sorry, Minn Elska. I've left you to deal with this all on your own. I abandoned you and fled to Hel to escape my ties with you. What kind of a wolf does that?” He shook his head. “From now on, we're in this together. I won't give up my position as your alpha but I will try my best to control my jealousy and work through problems with you instead of running away from them.”
 
      “Trevor,” I kissed him gently. “Thank you. You don't know how much it means to me to hear that from you. I have to tell you something about that day with Anubis though.”
 
      “It's done,” Trevor shook his head. “You're forgiven.”
 
      “I know, baby,” I smiled, “ but I want you to know about our suspicions, mine and Kirill's.”
 
      “Suspicions?”
 
      “Tima does not get so drunk as zat so quickly,” Kirill had wanted to confront Anubis we just hadn't had the time. 
 
      “I think Anubis may have slipped something into my drink.”
 
      “What?”
 
     “I can't prove anything,” I placed a placating hand on his shoulder. “I'm not even sure if I'm just grasping at straws here in an effort to divert the blame but I really don't think I would have reacted that way to Anubis without some outside influence. I have no desire to be with him again.”
 
     “There are potions that can be made,” Trevor's eyes were narrowing.
 
      “And Anubis vould know zem, da?”
 
      “Most likely,” Trevor grimaced.
 
      “I don't want you to be angry,” I touched my hand to Trevor's cheek. “I only told you so you would know what we suspected in case it ever comes out as the truth.”
 
     “How can I not be angry?” Trevor growled. “If you're right, Anubis nearly succeeded in tearing us apart again and I blamed you for something that wasn't your fault.”
 
      “Maybe,” I shrugged, “but I look at it more like he failed again and now I'll be more wary of him. Look, I'll confront Anubis about this all in good time but right now, I just want to be happy with my wolf, who it feels like has been away from me forever.”
 
      “I'm good with that,” Trevor grinned and picked me up. “Then we can get to the part where you start showing me how amazing you think I am.” We were halfway down the hallway when he yelled back to Kirill. “Aren't you coming?”
 
      The soft pad of eager feet echoed toward us.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
      “Plague comes to Paradise!” The news reporter announced in horrified glee. “A total of four cases have been verified but local authorities are concerned that there may be several more victims who were unable to make it to a hospital for treatment.”
 
      “Oh shit,” I breathed out as I sat down in front of the TV.
 
     “The CDC has been working hard to find the source of these outbreaks and they believe them to be connected to infected rodents in the Chinatown area. They advise residents to be wary of contact with any rodent in or outside of Chinatown and to handle dead animals with the greatest care. If you find a dead rat, use gloves or a tool to collect the body and then turn it in to your local police department or hospital for proper disposal. You may also turn in the bodies to the Hawaiian Humane Society, where they can safely dispose of the remains.”
 
      “Crap, crap, crap,” I jumped up and looked over at Kirill and Trevor. They were wearing matching expressions of dismay. “What do we do?”
 
      “Should we call someone?” Trevor asked.
 
      “Who vill ve call?” Kirill shook his head.
 
      “Ghostbusters?” I couldn't help it, had to be said. “Yeah, okay, okay, we better call in the God Squad.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
      Pride Palace was the perfect place for a god meeting. The dining room was huge, as were most of the public rooms, so we could seat everyone comfortably. We had lots of food to offer and I had to visit my lions anyway. It was a win-win situation.
 
     Most of the palace was done in a very Ralph Lauren, British safari style, with lots of polished mahogany, accented with some bamboo pieces, and topped off with a lot of mosquito netting. There were no mosquitos in the God Realm, I had no idea why we needed so much netting but then I hadn't been the one who designed the place, that was Nyavirezi. May she suffer eternal damnation and never rest in peace.
 
      Anyway, the dining table was a beautiful, shiny, mahogany,  set with crystal candelabras and fine china. The room was painted a light khaki with bamboo side rails, and large bay windows that curved out toward the breathtaking view of an African-like landscape.
 
      I was staring out those large windows at a herd of elegant, long-legged antelope gathered near the lake, so I didn't hear my name at first.
 
      “Vervain?” Trevor nudged me.
 
      “Oh, sorry,” I looked back at all my gathered friends. “Things just seem a little hopeless with Xi Wangmu, I'm losing focus.”
 
      “It's never hopeless,” Teharon smiled gently at me.
 
      “There must be something we can do,” Persephone gnawed at her lip and then turned to her husband, Hades. “Can't you just burn all the rats, Sizzle-Butt?”
 
      “No,” I waved my hands wildly. “Chinatown has a bad track record with fire. The last time the plague was here, the government thought they'd only burn a section of Chinatown down but the fire spread and everything went up in smoke. I can just see a bunch of burning rats running through the streets like little furry arsonists intent on repeating history. Not a good idea.”
 
      “Plus, they'd never get the smell out.” Horus sniffed.
 
      “There are some parts of Chinatown that might be improved by the smell of burning rodent,” Ull grimaced.
 
      “Most of it's pretty clean now,” I shook my head at Thor's stepson. “It's just hard to keep it that way when there are so many bars and homeless in the area.”
 
      “Whatever the state of the town may be,” Pan smoothed his T shirt so that the arrow pointing to his crotch was straight. Above it, were the words: A deed without a name. “We need to do something, and fast.”
 
      “If only there were some kind of rat god who could pull a Pied Piper for us,” I harumphed.
 
      “Hold the presses,” Brahma sat up straight in his chair. “There is a rat goddess.”
 
      “You're kidding me,” I gaped at him.
 
      “No, and I happen to know her,” he started grinning like he knew her really well. Or, as was most likely the case, he wanted to get to know her better. “She's a Hindu goddess and her name is Karni Mata. She doesn't involve herself in the war because she still has tons of followers.”
 
      “The Rat Goddess has lots of followers?” I was starting to get a little squidged out. “Dare I ask how they worship her?”
 
      “Oh the usual,” Brahma waved his hand. “We'll have to go to India to see her though. She hardly ever leaves the temple, she really likes it there.”
 
      “Okay, I'm willing to do anything at this point,” I shrugged. “You all gonna come along?”
 
      There was some coughing and shuffling while the rest of the God Squad looked away, anywhere but at my face. I narrowed my eyes on everyone as I started to have a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. How bad could this lady be, that no one wanted to go see her?
 
     “Okay, what gives?” I finally got someone to meet my gaze. Surprise, surprise, it was Thor.
 
      “It's the obvious reason,” Thor grimaced. “I've never met the woman and I don't think anyone else but Brahma has either.” The rest of them nodded and started meeting my eyes once again. “I'm sure she's delightful but come on, Vervain. She's the Rat Goddess, what do you think is going to be inside her temple?”
 
      “Oh, right,” I sighed. “I hate rats. I mean, I'm an animal lover and I don't want to go out and kill them all or anything but I really don't like them. They give me the heebee jeebees. I think it's the eyes and those hairless tails. Tails shouldn't be hairless unless the whole animal is hairless.”
 
      “Exactly why no one wants to go with you,” Trevor laughed. He was the only one, well him and Kirill, who hadn't freaked out. “They're just animals. Really tiny ones. Nothing to be afraid of. Sounds like snack time to me.”
 
      “Don't even think about it, wolf,” Brahma warned in a serious voice. “Kill one of her rats and you'll face her wrath. She's very protective, especially of the white ones, says they're her tribe or something like that.”
 
      “Her tribe?” I had this horrible image of someone trying to mate with a rat. Impossible. Right? Yeah, gross and impossible. Oh, I was starting to feel sick.
 
      “I can't remember the whole story,” Brahma frowned, “but I think it was something to do with a dead child. She wanted to save him and Yama said he'd already been reincarnated, so she couldn't have him back.”
 
      “Yama?” Mr. T asked.
 
     “He's a death god,” Brahma waved it off as if the death god wasn't important. I hoped he stayed that way, I really didn't want to meet another god of the dead. “So she bartered with Yama that all her tribe would be reborn as rats until they could be reborn back into the tribe.”
 
      “What the hell?” I looked over at Kirill and he just shrugged. “Why rats? Why not cats? Sounds similar but in reality, it's so much better. Cats live pampered lives, rats not so much.”
 
      “Who knows?” Brahma shrugged. “You can ask her yourself but I wouldn't recommend it. She gets offended when anyone speaks disparagingly of her rats.”
 
      “Okay so no smack talk about the rodents,” I nodded. “Anything else we should know before we go? And we're all going, by the way. You little chicken shits are not leaving me to do this alone.”
 
      “But, Vervain,” Pan whined.
 
      “I'm a falcon god,” Horus smirked. “I'll go but I won't guarantee my good behavior.”
 
      “Yes you will, Feather Face,” I glared at Horus. “We can not fuck this up. We need this woman's help and you will all be on your best behavior. Do you all understand me?” 
 
     I glared at everyone and was rewarded by a chorus of, yes, ma'ams. 
 
      “Zis is silly,” Kirill shook his head. “How bad can be?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
      “It's beautiful,” I was standing in front of the Karni Mata temple in Deshnok, Rajasthan, India.
 
      It was a rectangular building with a square room sticking out from it's center as the obvious entrance. On top of the square was a covered balcony with gorgeous marble railings that spread out to crown the whole building. There were arches everywhere, marble carved with intricate designs, and the courtyard in front of the temple was tiled.
 
      There were also a lot of pigeons. I don't know why that shocked me, I should have expected it. I always referred to the birds as flying rats. It kind of made sense that they'd hang out together.
 
      “Just wait,” Brahma led us through the tourists and temple-goers milling about. 
 
      We went inside, which proved to be an immediate relief from the heat, and I was once again overwhelmed by the beauty of the place. There was sculptural relief artwork everywhere, carved right into the walls. Delicate designs covered entire sections of wall  built with projecting arches and framework. There were silver and gold inlaid into the marble and incredible pictures of the goddess cut out of the stone.
 
      I was so focused on the beauty, I almost ran into Brahma's back when he suddenly stopped. He was having an argument with a little Indian man. They were both gesticulating wildly until Brahma waved a hand over the man's face and he walked quietly away.
 
      “What was all that about?” I asked.
 
      “He wanted us to remove our shoes,” Brahma gestured to his immaculate loafers. Then he surprised me by doing a Vervain impersonation. “That's so not happening.”
 
      I laughed and followed him further into the temple. He was right though, I wasn't about to remove my shoes in this place. It was clean, I'll give them that. I didn't even see any rats but still, the thought of one running over my bare foot was enough to keep my shoes on. 
 
     I was enjoying more of the artwork when I finally saw them. Rats, they weren't swarming over my feet or anything, but they were there. Every dark corner or hidey-hole had dark eyes peering out of it. They watched us warily as we passed and sniffed the air like they knew who we were. Then we came to the inner courtyard.
 
      Again, so beautiful. It hard a drop-down floor tiled in a black and white checkered pattern. Outlining its perimeter were intricate wrought iron railings and huge marble pillars. In the center of the floor were gigantic bowls of what looked to be milk and some bright yellow rice dish. All along the rims of the bowls were rats. They were leaning over the sides and eating the food or drinking the milk. Some were even going for a swim in the milk. Amidst all this, sat a man in a red turban, covered in rodents. He was smiling and petting them like they were treasured pets.
 
      I gasped a little and pulled back. That's when I noticed that the railings weren't empty either. Hundreds of rat bodies infested the iron, climbing in and out, weaving their furriness through the delicate scroll work. Some just hung on the metal, staring at us. 
 
      Then the worst part. A family walked into the courtyard, said something to the man seated there, who in turn nodded and gestured to the bowls of rats and food. The visitors went over to the bowl of rice, reached a hand in to take some, and ate the rice. They ate the rat rice!
 
      “Oh great, googli moogli,” I stepped back even further and Kirill caught me.
 
      “It's okay,” he whispered. “They are just animals. Leave them be and they will leave you be.”
 
      “Right, right,” I was feeling a little light-headed. I wasn't eating rat rice, no matter what this goddess could do for us.
 
      “This way,” Brahma led us to an empty wall. He placed his palm on the wall and said some words under his breath. A panel opened. “Let me go talk to her first and ask permission for all of you to enter.”
 
      He disappeared without another word and we all looked at each other with varying degrees of disgust. Persephone made a small surprised yip and suddenly Hades was holding her in his arms with a smirk on his face.
 
      “One ran over my foot,” she squealed. “Don't you dare put me down, Hot Stuff.”
 
      “I got you, Bunny-Nose,” Hades said gently. “Don't look down. It's okay.”
 
      “Alright,” Brahma peeked back out. “Come on in. Why is Hades holding Sephy?”
 
     “Don't ask,” I shook my head and followed Brahma into a corridor.
 
      The corridor was shockingly white. There were no carvings or any kind of relief to the brightness. Just white and more white until we reached the end. It opened out onto a huge room with a domed ceiling. Sunlight streamed in from small openings all over the dome, lighting the room completely and shimmering off the placid pool in the center. Around the bright blue water(probably due to the tiles in the bottom and not the water itself) were plush carpets and divans laden with colorful pillows. Potted trees were placed intermittently around and bolts of beautiful, shimmering fabrics hung in mid-air, strung ingeniously on wires from the ceiling. They acted as room dividers of a sort and swung lazily in a breeze.
 
      “Welcome,” A lean lady with golden brown skin stood from one of the divans to greet us. She had bright white hair that fell down to her waist in a straight sheen and she was dressed in a simple, white, unadorned, cotton sari. When she got closer, I had to stifle a gasp, her eyes were entirely black. She held a hand out to me and I automatically shook it.
 
      “Thank you, Lady Karni Mata,” I nodded. “I'm Vervain,” I went on to introduce the entire squad. “We appreciate you seeing us without notice.”
 
      “Please,” she smiled and I was relieved to see her teeth were normal. “Call me Karni, and come, have a seat.” She turned and went back to her divan as we all spread out on the others. “I hear you're having a problem with Xi Wangmu.”
 
      “Yes, precisely,” I looked around but the Squad seemed alright with me being the spokesperson. “I've been hunting her without luck and now we're on the verge of an outbreak of bubonic plague. Brahma suggested that you may be able to help us with the rats, which I believe Xi Wangmu has infected.”
 
      “That horrible bitch,” Karni hissed. “Why must she use them as her instruments?”
 
      “I totally agree,” I grimaced. “She doesn't fight fair and it makes it difficult to oppose her. Is there anything you can do to help us? I'm willing to negotiate some kind of payment if you'd like. I know you're neutral in this war.”
 
      “Not necessary,” she waved her hand regally. “This is a job I'm happy to do. I believe I can help you eliminate most of the risk and protect my kabbas, my little children, as well. It's my pleasure and my duty to be of assistance.”
 
      “I can't thank you enough,” I stood when she did and shook her hand again.
 
     “Now, where are we going?” She put her hands on her hips determinedly.
 
      “Hawaii,” I smiled grimly. “There's always some kind of trouble in paradise.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
      Chinatown after dark was a completely different scene from Chinatown in the daylight. There was so much color during the day, shops with golden statues and jade jewelry, crystal suncatchers, multicolored clothing, fresh vegetables and shining fish. At night the colors seemed to disappear in the glare of fluorescent bar signs and the garish outfits of the clubbers. The dark alleys swallowed even those, creating mini abysses in the bustling city.
 
      We headed into one of these abysses since what we had to do was best left unseen. Karni Mata had pulled her hair back into a long braid but other than that, she was the same as when we'd first  met. I, however, had traced home and changed into my fighting gear, just in case a certain plague goddess showed up.
 
      Kirill and Trevor took up positions guarding the entrance to the alley as Karni centered herself and began to work. She had her eyes closed, her hands casually out to the sides, and her graceful fingers fluttering. I saw a slight glow on her fingertips and that was all the warning I had before the furry hoard of little scurrying bodies flowed toward her. They came from all directions, filling the alley and clamoring over each other to get to her.
 
      “Holy rat turds!” I exclaimed softly.
 
      “Don't move,” Brahma whispered to us all. 
 
      It was a good thing I'd allowed most of the Squad to go home because I don't think Sephy could have handled it. There was only Brahma, Kirill, Trevor, Teharon, Thor, and I left, besides the Rat Goddess herself. It was also good more people weren't there because it was doubtful that many more of us could have fit into the alley without being overrun by rodents.
 
      Karni held her hands above the scurrying bodies, a soft light spreading over her face, down her arms, and out over the furry congregation. They stilled immediately, even ceasing their high pitched squeakings, and just stared at her. Pretty much all of us were staring at her though. It was hard to look away, she was just so damn beautiful right then.
 
      She began to cry and my heart broke to see it. This glowing goddess, golden brown skin turned into a citrine jewel by her light, had an expression of such deep sorrow on her face, it was hard not to sympathize. I almost went over to give her a hug but then she started to speak.
 
      “So many,” she whispered as her tears continued to fall. “So many of them are sick. Oh my poor little ones, what has she done to you?” She swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “Come here, you with pain, come to me and I will take it away.”
 
      Part of the mass backed away while others moved forward, resulting in this strange, rocking, furry movement, til Karni Mata had a thick circle of infected rodents at her feet. The others pulled back even further, creating a definite line between them, as if they knew something awful was about to happen.
 
      “The time for this life has come to an end,” she said gently as she bent down and brushed her hands over the little bodies. “Now you can move on, be reborn back into the world. Your sacrifice will be noted, I promise, and you shall ascend to a higher level. I can't save you but I can give you a peaceful journey.”
 
      The glow intensified, became blindingly white, and spread over the infected rats. It encompassed all of them and pulsed once. When it receded, the rats were simply gone. The uninfected ones spilled forward to take their place though and it looked as if nothing had changed. There were just so many of them.
 
      “Receive my blessing and protection, children,” she said sweetly. “Disease shall not find you in this life.”
 
      She held her hands out again and once more, the glow started but this time it was red. Bright, shockingly red. It spread over the rats and seeped into their fur, darkening once before disappearing. When the glow settled, Karni Mata stood back up and waved her hands at the rats in a gently shooing motion.
 
      “Be well now, children. The plague bringer can't touch you now.”
 
      They scurried away, squeaking happily as they climbed into holes and pipes, flowed into cracks and drainage openings. When they were completely gone, Karni swooned and Teharon caught her. She stared up at him with her dark eyes and he smiled. I knew then, he was a goner. My sweet healer was falling for the rat lady. Go figure.
 
      “Are you alright,” he asked her as he took her weight easily.
 
      “Yes,” she smiled back at him. “I feel much better now.”
 
      “You were incredible,” I interrupted their budding romance. “Were those all the rats in Chinatown?”
 
      “Yes, those that were infected have been destroyed,” she laid a hand on Teharon's arm casually but I saw his smile grow. “Those that were free of infection, I have placed a protection on. Xi Wangmu will not be able to touch them. I think I'm able to stand now. Thank you, Teharon.”
 
      “My pleasure, Karni.”
 
      “Pleased with yourselves in all sorts of ways, I see,” Xi Wangmu stepped out of the shadows as if she'd been there the whole time.
 
      I instantly lowered into a fighting stance and my men came up on either side of me to guard me. Xi Wangmu laughed, looking over us all with derision. Her tiger tail was swishing rapidly around her feet and I knew it was a bad sign. Nick always did that right before he was about to pounce.
 
      “You think you've thwarted me by protecting rats?” The Chinese goddess laughed again and it was all I could do not to smack her. “Humans are already infected. My plague will spread no matter what you do now, Godhunter and Godhunter minions.”
 
      “Minions?” Thor grimaced at her. “Not likely.”
 
      “Whatever,” her Chinese accent was getting thicker. “Dance around, play with little furry pests. It okay, I done now. Time to watch.”
 
      “Pests?” Karni Mata seemed to grow a little. “They are not pests, they are divine creatures, more intelligent than you give them credit for.”
 
      Karni's hand grew, her fingers lengthening and her nails growing into sharp, curved points. She reached out and swiped Xi Wangmu's face. Four long, ragged lines appeared, dripping with black blood, and Xi Wangmu screamed. She screamed like a little girl and held a hand to her face. While she was screaming, Karni stuck her claws into Xi Wangmu's side, creating another gaping wound.
 
      I shot forward, eager to get in on the attack but before I could get there, the Chinese bitch traced out. I comforted myself with her screams, which echoed off the walls. Then something occurred to me and I looked over at Karni Mata. Her claws had remnants of Xi Wangmu's blood on them.
 
      “Don't touch the blood,” I waved anxiously at her.
 
      “Tainted?” She raised a brow and looked over the black drops on her nails.
 
      “Allow me,” Teharon held out a hand and blue light coalesced over Karni's claws. When it faded, the blood was gone.
 
      “My thanks again, Native healer,” she waved her fingers and they went back to normal.
 
      “Oh nice,” I grinned. “An Indian woman and a Native American man.”
 
      “What's so nice about it,” Karni looked at me with a puzzled grin.
 
      “Dot and feather,” I held up my hands like it was obvious. “A matched set.”
 
      “Dot?” Karni looked over at Teharon for help.
 
      He placed a finger to her forehead. “Dot,” he said, even though she had no dot there. What kind of dot Indian was she? Then he held up the feather that always adorned his one, thin, side braid while the rest of his hair hung free. “Feather. Vervain is teasing us about being labeled Indians although we are entirely different races, so she separates us by a symbol our people use.”
 
      “Ah,” she laughed. “Very funny. Dot and feather. I like your feather.”
 
      “Thank you,” he brushed his finger over her cheek, “but you have no dot for me to admire.”
 
      “Yes, it is called a tilak,” she beamed at him, “and it's not my thing, as they say.”
 
      “Well, now that the rats are safe and the dots are named,” I shrugged. “How about some dinner at Moonshine?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
      “This is quite magnificent,” Karni looked around Moonshine's VIP level as she sipped her Mai Tai. “It really feels like we are dining in a forest.”
 
      “Thank you,” Trevor said as he laid an arm over the back of my chair.
 
      We were at one of the tables on the side balconies of the top floor. They were the only normal tables in the whole place. A flat-topped boulder made a great table but when you were trying to have a meal, a regular table with room for feet beneath it was better, so Trevor had placed some down each side, up there. There wasn't a lot of space between the table and the railing, so it was easy to look out over the club and enjoy the view.
 
      Currently, the view included Dark Horses, the horse shifter band that occasionally played at Moonshine to give us some live music. They were set up on a stage nestled in the trees on the first floor and the stage itself seemed to have grown from the forest. Live plants crept over the wooden beams, hiding the man-made elements well. The Moon overhead, which was actually a security system of Atlantean craftsmanship, was also a spotlight and it shone down on the band with gentle luminosity.
 
     I sipped my drink as we waited for our dinner to arrive and watched the show. Rain, the lead singer, was strutting around like he was Mick Jagger's hot, younger brother. He was doing a good job at it too. Women were screaming almost as loud as the music, waving frantically to him and throwing various items on stage. I was hoping none of them were panties.
 
      The music itself was primal. They always sounded so sexy and wild. It made you want to sway and maybe grab someone to grind against. Several couples were actually on the dance floor doing just that. I smiled at them, glad the club was doing so well but then Rain looked up and caught my gaze. I lost my smile.
 
      “I'll be the trembling in your breath,” he sang, “the trickle of blood on your flesh. I'll lift my darkness around us and protect you from the night.”
 
      “What's our next move then?” Thor pulled my attention back to the table.
 
      “I haven't the foggiest,” I frowned. “You don't think she was bluffing? I mean, without the rats to carry the disease, how far is this going to spread? People are more aware now, when they see the infection starting, they can simply go to a hospital to be treated. I think she's finished.”
 
      “She was so smug though,” Teharon was seated next to Karni Mata of course.
 
      “She was,” I ground my teeth. “It was really fucking irritating.”
 
      “Pardon me,” Huitzilopochtli stood a little down from our table.
 
      “Blue!” I stood and went to go give him a hug. “How are you? I'm so glad you're here.”
 
      “Thank you,” he smiled and hugged me back. “I'm glad to see you as well, little witch.”
 
      “Come meet Karni Mata,” I took his arm and steered him toward the table. “She just saved me a lot of headache.”
 
      “A pleasure to meet you,” he bowed over Karni's extended hand.
 
      “Nice to meet you as well,” she nodded.
 
      “How is it that you've prevented Vervain head pain?” He settled into a chair at the end of the table as I went back to my seat.
 
      “I removed some infected rats from Chinatown and protected the rest so that Xi Wangmu couldn't infect them with the plague.”
 
      “Rats?” Blue's eyebrows went up. “How did you manage that?”
 
      “I am the Goddess of Rats,” she said sweetly.
 
     “Of course,” Blue waved his hand like he'd been silly not to realize it sooner.
 
     “Now that this is done,” I spoke up. “And please don't take offense to this,” the men groaned, probably knowing where I was going. “But Brahma told us your story and I'm curious as to why you chose rats for the form your people would reincarnate into.”
 
      “What did you tell them?” She looked over at Brahma like he was a moron.
 
      He told her concisely what he'd told us and she laughed and hit him on the arm.
 
      “You never pay attention when a woman is talking,” she shook her head. “All your brain cells migrate and you can only focus on the female form.”
 
      “Well,” he smiled and shrugged. “It's how I'm built.”
 
      “No, it's how we're built. Now pay attention this time,” she sighed. “It was not just any child who died but my stepson, Laxman. He drowned and when I went to Yama, he said that Laxman had already be reincarnated... as a rat. Since he couldn't bring him back for me, he promised me that all my male descendants would be reborn as rats and upon the very next cycle, they would be made human again, reborn as my descendants once more.”
 
      “Oh,” I nodded. “So you didn't actually chose a rat.”
 
      “No,” she shrugged, “but I was not unsatisfied with the choice. Rats are highly intelligent creatures, with a language of their own. They are representations of the night, as well as foresight, prudence, and the sense of smell. In India, people view them as cute animals, similar to squirrels in the United States. Most Indians will not kill a rat if they find one in their home but instead, catch them and release them in nature. It would be like killing a bunny is for you.”
 
      “Wow,” I shook my head. “To each their own and all that. I don't think I could view them like bunnies.”
 
      “You have grown up with a different perspective,” she waved a hand delicately. “They are both rodents, you know.”
 
      “Indeed,” I laughed. “So were you a goddess before you became a rat goddess?”
 
      “Ah, yes,” she nodded. “I was Atlantean and I had migrated to India but I hadn't chosen my deity identity yet. All the other Atlanteans were becoming gods but I just wanted to live normally. So I lived amongst the Indian people in Deshnok and I became a sort of mystic. Kings would come to me for advice and I would help them choose sites to build upon. I became a goddess slowly, without even realizing it. People just admired me and then the thing with Laxman happened and I began to be worshiped.”
 
      “Why don't you like to leave your temple?” Yes, I can be pushy. I was just so curious about her.
 
      “I've seen the world,” she shrugged. “I know its secrets. I just want to relax in my sanctuary. Though I must say, I may have found a reason to venture out.”
 
      She and Teharon smiled at each other. Oh so sappy but I was excited for him. Teharon deserved love. As soon as the thought entered my head, my love magic rose up and discretely fluttered out of my chest and over to the couple, a single butterfly hovering between them. I smiled in delighted surprise. I'd never seen my magic behave like that before.
 
      It glowed a little but no one seemed to notice it, including the two people sitting with it between them. Then it sparkled, glowing brighter, until the glow grew large enough to enclose the two of them. It pulsed once and the butterfly disappeared, as if it had never been. A blessing, I knew it instantly. I'd just given my first blessing.
 
      Teharon looked over at me and smiled. I smiled back.
 
     “Vervain,” Blue caught my attention. “I actually came by because I wanted to pose a question to you and your Squad.”
 
      “Really?” I leaned forward in my seat. “Go on then.”
 
      “I find myself bored of late and I don't want to be at odds with you again,” he gave me a sheepish grin. “I was wondering if you, all of you, would allow me to join the group and help where I can.”
 
      “Holy Blood Biting, Blue,” I laughed. “Really? You gonna come over into the light for good?”
 
      “I'd like to try it.”
 
      “Well, I have to speak with the others,” I looked around at the members who were present and they nodded their approval, “but I'm sure they'd be happy to have you with us. We can use all the help we can get.”
 
      “Wonderful,” he smiled wide enough to flash his vampire fangs at me.
 
      “I think you're a little late to help with Xi Wangmu but I'll be sure you're in on the next piece of action,” I sat back in my chair to allow my Froekn waiter to put my dinner down.
 
      Blue was thrilled and I was glad to have him on board finally. It was a relief to know I'd never have to worry about fighting him again. He ordered some food too and we all ate in between bouts of companionable banter. It was so nice to have a night like this, happy, secure, and well fed. I was with good friends, sitting between two of my men, and eating good food in my own nightclub. It was time to take a breath.
 
     I got up to use the restroom and suddenly remembered my vampire stalkers.
 
      “Blue,” I tapped him on the shoulder. “Could I talk to you a sec?”
 
      “Sure,” he got up, folding his napkin precisely and hanging it over the back of his chair. He followed me along the railing and over to a hill. It was right next to the stream that flowed over the second story and down into the waterfall. I sat down and he followed.
 
      “I noticed awhile back, before we made up, that I was being tailed by vampires,” I took a breath to continue but he cut me off.
 
      “What? How many? When?”
 
      “Okay so that answers my question on whether you knew,” I frowned. “This was after we had our falling out and I figured you were just keeping an eye on me so you could get revenge or something but now I've been seeing them again, mainly cars with really dark windows following me suspiciously. I couldn't figure out why you'd still want to keep tabs on me, so I thought I'd ask you.”
 
      “It's not me,” he frowned thoughtfully, “but I'll definitely look into it. I don't like the sound of that, Vervain. Please be careful when you leave the house. Try not to go out alone.”
 
      “I can handle vampires,” I laughed. “I'm just curious as to what they want.”
 
      “You and me both,” he nodded.
 
      “Well, worry about it later,” I got up and he followed suit. “I need to go use the restroom. You go back and enjoy your dinner.”
 
      “Don't discount the viciousness of my children,” he warned as I walked away.
 
     “I won't Blue,” I smiled at his concern. “I'll be careful, I promise.”
 
      “Okay,” he headed back to the table, still frowning.
 
      I wandered down the stairs to the first floor. Halfway to the bathroom, Rain walked up and blocked my path. He had that look on his face, like he was going to mess with me. He must have had some sort of psychic vision and decided he was going to lay it on me in ridiculously difficult riddles again.
 
      “No,” I backed up. “Please, not tonight. I'm having a really good time and I just want to continue to enjoy my evening, Rain. Don't go Psycho Horse on me.”
 
      “Psychic, V,” Rain laughed, “not psycho ,and it's nothing really. Just a quick observation.”
 
      “No doom and gloom?” I watched him warily.
 
      “Nope.”
 
      “Promise?”
 
      “I pinky swear,” he held up his little finger.
 
      “You're an asshole.”
 
     “Yes,” his mouth stretched into a lazy, sexy smile, “But the women love that about me.”
 
      “Not this woman, now just spill already.”
 
      “No spilling,” he pouted. “Just an observation, like I told you.”
 
     “Fine,” I sighed. It was like pulling teeth. Huge horse teeth. “Observe.”
 
     “Well, you've seen Hell now,” he sighed back at me. “I just thought it might be about time you saw Heaven.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
      “What did Rain say to you tonight?” Trevor pulled off his shirt and threw it in the hamper.
 
      We had just got home from Moonshine. Kirill was staying in his room tonight so I could spend some quality time with Trevor. It felt strange not to have him there but I was looking forward to being alone with Trevor. 
 
      I glanced at the closed bedroom door and felt a little twinge in my chest. I wanted to be with Trevor, I just didn't want my lion to have to be alone. It was the first time I'd ever really felt the heartbreak involved in loving more than one man. I knew there was going to be difficulties, I just hadn't expected this to be one of them.
 
      “He told me that since I've seen Hell,” I smiled and sauntered over to my alpha lover, “it was time to go to Heaven. Wanna take me there?”
 
      “I'll try my best,” he grinned and peeled his jeans off.
 
      As he walked over to me, I looked him over thoroughly. I had missed this so much, just seeing him walking towards me, glorious in his nudity, with that smile on his face. He had that look he always got right before we made love. A kind of sexy excitement with an added twinkle of delight in his eyes. It screamed pleasure but it also sang softly of love.
 
      When he reached me, I felt his hands go to the hem of my dress but I kept my eyes on his face. The material lifted over me, breaking my line of sight for one annoying moment. Then he was working my bra free and sliding my panties off. I thought he'd move us to the bed then but he didn't. He kissed me, arms coming around me tightly and body pressed to mine. It went on and on, tongues and teeth and lips, a ferocious dance that was going to leave me marked but excessively happy.
 
      My hands were in his hair, pulling him even closer, and then his mouth was at my neck, biting, marking. He lifted my legs around him, rubbing against my center sensuously. I groaned and threw my head back, grinding against him. One of his hands trailed under my ass, delving between my legs and working me with gentle skill. He knew exactly where to touch me, exactly how.
 
      I rode his hand and my pleasure to its crest, screaming in completion and shaking against him till I collapsed in a weak heap against his chest. I felt him adjusting us, working himself into me and came out of my stupor. He slid in, so perfect, not too huge that I'd be stretched uncomfortably but big enough to fill me completely. That was my Trevor, a perfect fit.
 
      He slid an arm firmly under each of my thighs, lifting me up and bringing me down with ease. I clung to his shoulders in surprise. Soon the tempo was going and I got the hang of it, clenching my legs around him to help with the effort. I leaned back in rapture and his mouth found my breast, wet and hot over me. The sensation of being held in mid-air while he pumped into me and sucked at me, sent me reeling over the edge and I called out his name as I came again.
 
      He finally let me down but not all the way, merely bent me over the end of the bed, right in the opening with the walls framing me. I tried to get up but he just pushed me back down and held me there with a hand on my back. I felt him spread my legs wide and wedge himself between them.
 
      “You wanted me to take you to Heaven,” he growled as he leaned over me. “So let me do it.”
 
      Again, he was inside me, sliding through my body and satisfying all the magic inside me. I clawed at the sheets, pushing up a little and back into his thrusts. His hands transferred from my ass to my breasts, grabbing hold of them hard and kneading. Fingers found my nipples and squeezed them together, just shy of pain. I cried out and thrashed my hair back, away from my face. A hand left my breast and wrapped in my hair, pulling my head back and baring my throat.
 
      As his teeth bit into my neck, I knew what Heaven was.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
      A light knock sounded at my front door and both of my men rushed to get it. I knew who it was and so did they, which was explained the sudden rush. Azrael had sent a request a few days ago, in the form of a beautifully calligraphed letter. He wished to accompany me on a date tonight. He said to write my response on the back of the letter and leave it on my doorstep. I had responded with one word, yes, and the letter had disappeared as soon as I placed it on my porch.
 
      “Hey,” Trevor greeted the angel, leaning against the door frame, like he was some overprotective shotgun father. 
 
      “Hello,” came the calm reply.
 
      “Come on in, Azrael,” I called out from behind them.
 
      Kirill and Trevor parted, with twin looks of annoyance sent my way. I had ruined their fun. Azrael smiled at them, shaking his head a little as he passed. He looked amazing. He was in dark slacks, a dark blue silk knit shirt, and a tailored leather jacket. His short hair hung over his forehead in a choppy side sweep and his light blue eyes shimmered very slightly beneath. In his hands was a bouquet of delicate orchids.
 
      “For you,” he said and handed them over.
 
      “Thank you,” I brought them up to my nose and inhaled the scent of vanilla. He'd brought me flowers that smelled like him. I hid my smile behind the blooms. It was kind of evilly brilliant. I'd be thinking of him even after our date, with this smell in my house. “Have a seat while I put these in water.”
 
      He sat at the dining table, Kirill and Trevor sitting down across from him, as I went to find a vase in the kitchen. While I filled it with water, the boys made small talk, being surprisingly cordial to the angel. Trevor did look him over quite a bit but he seemed to decide that Azrael was passable because when I met his gaze, he gave me a brief nod.
 
      “Okay, I'm ready,” I placed the vase in the center of the table and Az got to his feet. “Goodnight, boys. I'll see you later.” I kissed each man on the cheek and turned to the angel.
 
      Azrael indicated we should go to the door, where we could trace, then put his arms around me. I focused on his glittering gaze as our bodies became thought and traveled through the Aether. We arrived in moments, in a dark paneled room that was actually quite bright. Two walls were open frames, black stone pillars connected by shiny black arches. They showcased a scene that could only exist in fantasy.
 
      I hardly noticed that we were in a sort of library, that in itself spoke volumes of the view. I barely glanced at the beautiful books which filled the shelves lining the walls. I walked by the comfortable stuffed chairs covered in wine colored velvet, briefly saw the marble topped tables and curio cabinets filled with curiosities. I drifted out onto the balcony with barely a thought for anything other than the scenery outside of Azrael's home.
 
      Spread out before me was a land of bright green grass, rolling hills, and four distinct rivers. Doesn't sound all that fantastical? Just wait. The rivers came from somewhere in the far distance and they were strangely colored. One was an opaque white, the second a golden amber, the third was a lighter gold, and the last was a rich red. They seemed to originate from one spot but then fanned out to spread across the land, stopping here and there to curve a little or splash down a slight decline.
 
      In the center of this vibrancy, were two magnificent trees. One was gold but didn't appear in any way to be manufactured. This was a living tree which happened to be gold in color. It was full of broad leaves and heavy with a plum-colored, round fruit. The other was silver, in the same manner that the last tree was gold, and from it hung crystalline colored fruits, shaped like teardrops. Around those trees, forming a loose half-circle, was a magnificent garden with brightly colored trees in the full spectrum. It was all the seasons at once in this garden, a clear section for each but with a gentle blending of one into the other.
 
      The white river ended in what was obviously Winter, the trees bare and covered with snow. Flowers were absent but the ice sparkling off the barren bushes and trees made the entire area seem like it was adorned with jewels. In the center of it was a pool of white, the river's end, crusted with crystallized formations all around it's edge.
 
      Next over from that was Spring. Trees just starting to burst with buds, flowers sprouting from the ground and little animals scurrying about. The transition from stark white to soft green was actually gentle, a gradual blending till you couldn't see the seam. In places on the Spring side that bordered Winter, there were patches of melting snow and Winter in turn, held patches of green shoots along this edge. In the center of Spring was a pool of light gold, the ending of a river.
 
      From Spring it went to Summer, a glorious, full-strength riot of color. Flowers were everywhere in full bloom, ivy climbed the lush trees, and bushes were heavy with berries. Fruits of red, yellow, orange, and dark purple, hung from the trees and the wildlife was extensive. Animals of every type walked through the scenery, sampling the offerings of Nature. In the center of all this, was the end to the deep red river. It looked right at home in Summer's harvest.
 
     Last was Autumn, finishing the semi-circle on the right. Everything was brown, red, and yellow in this part of the garden. Leaves littered the ground thickly and animals scurried beneath them, searching for food. The colors were vibrant but totally different from Summer, a warmer range that heralded the cold to come. In the center of this was a pool of dark amber. The river leading to it seemed to move thicker than the others.
 
      Beyond this garden were homes, elaborate houses in a range of styles. I saw Mediterranean influences next to stark adobe and Renaissance fretwork on modern metal. It all blended together like some crazed architect had run awry but somehow, it seemed to work together. To the left, far past the scattered dwellings, the sky went dark and a strange fear clutched my chest when I stared at the foggy land beneath it. I started to back away and ended up walking into Azrael.
 
      “Don't look there,” he gently guided my face back to the garden. “It's a necessary evil but evil nonetheless.”
 
      “What is it?” I turned to face him.
 
      “A sort of Hell,” he shrugged. “A place where wicked people are tormented.”
 
      “Ah,” I nodded and looked back to the garden. I hoped Nyavirezi was there.
 
   
  
 

   I didn't want to focus on Hell though, when I could gaze upon Heaven. Oh duh, frickin' Rain. I should have known he was talking about Azrael. Which meant I was right, Azrael was going to be important to me. Rain wouldn't have brought it up if he wasn't. 
 
   I peered down, over the railing. The air was full of a combination of scents, the crisp clean of Winter, the freshness of Spring, the sweet scent of fruit and flowers of Summer, and the wet earthiness of Autumn. It was incredible and my inner beasts were loving all this stimulation.
 
      Az came up behind me, maneuvered to the side at the last moment, and took up a spot on the railing next to me. I was a little disappointed that he hadn't put his arms around me but I guess this was our first date and that would have seemed overly familiar.
 
      He smiled at me like he knew what I was thinking. “Do you want me to tell you about Eden?”
 
     “Eden?” I looked back at the garden. “This is the Garden of Eden?”
 
      “Indeed,” he looked over it like he was seeing it anew. “The gold is the Tree of Life; the silver, the Tree of Knowledge.”
 
      “I never pictured the Garden to have seasons,” I mused.
 
      “It didn't at first,” he said. “We moved it here from Earth and changed it a little to remind us of where it had once been.”
 
      “And the rivers?” I gestured out to them. “What are they made of?”
 
      “Oh yes,” he perked up. “The white is milk, the light gold is oil, the dark red is wine, and the dark amber is honey.”
 
      “The land of milk and honey, eh?”
 
      “And oil and wine,” he laughed. “Would you like to go take a closer look?”
 
      “I'm allowed?”
 
      “I'm allowing it,” he laughed. “This is Shehaquim. I rule here.”
 
      “Then, hell yes,” I frowned. “I mean, heavens yes.”
 
     He laughed and took my arm. We went from the balcony, through the room, and out a doorway. From there, we were on a landing circling a central stairway. He escorted me down the stairs, wood paneling surrounding us there as well, and out into a foyer. Azrael opened the double doors for me and led me down the stone steps into the Garden of Eden.
 
     We entered Winter first and I shivered a bit, automatically pulling my arms around myself. I'd worn a simple black dress and heels. I had no idea I'd be tromping through a winter wonderland. Azrael immediately pulled off his leather jacket and put it around my shoulders. It was so sweet and such a normal date thing to do, I just stood and smiled at him a bit. I was standing in the Garden of Eden wearing an angel's leather jacket. If only my Momma could see me now. Or even better, my Christian grandmother. 
 
      We crunched through the snow and Azrael's hand reached for mine. I took it happily and trailed my free one out to touch the cold, shimmering barks of the sleeping trees. Soon, we came to the pool, with its river pouring slowly into it. I could smell the milk and I wasn't a big fan of it, so I pulled his hand to lead us to the next season.
 
      “I don't like milk,” I said to his questioning look. 
 
      “Really?” He cocked his head. “I don't either, it tastes like dirty water.”
 
      “Exactly!” I laughed. “It kinda smells funny too. I think I'll pass on the Cleopatra bath.”
 
      Then we were in Spring, still a light chill in the air but much warmer than Winter. I stopped to look at the buds sprouting from the trees. Az seemed content to just let me wander but he laughed when I gave the oily pool a wide berth. 
 
      How hard would it be to get out of that pool if you accidentally fell in? I can be a little klutzy sometimes and images of me slipping and sliding inside that pool while trying to get a hand hold, filled my head. It would be ridiculous and I hardly wanted to be ridiculous on my first date with an angel. I'll save the silliness for the second.
 
      I was finally right at home in Summer and I took the jacket off eagerly. Azrael took it from me so I could investigate. Now this pool I didn't mind in the least. If I fell in and couldn't get out, I could simply drink until I didn't care anymore. I'd just live there, become a wine mermaid... a winemaid... a wino... whatever.
 
      “Can I pick the fruit?” I looked over a ripe nectarine and then back at him.
 
      “Please,” he waved a hand.
 
      It was the most perfect nectarine I'd ever tasted. So sweet and firm with juices spilling out of my mouth. I laughed as they ran down my chin. Azrael reached a finger out and collected the trail, sticking his finger into his mouth to suck at the juice. It was shockingly erotic, though he'd barely touched me, and I had to stop myself from leaping on him. I was going to take this slow, get to know him, make sure he wasn't some freaky death god who wanted to chain me to his bed. Hmmm, maybe that wasn't such a bad idea.
 
      “Very sweet,” he said softly and I was lost.
 
      I dropped the fruit and went to him. His hands came up to hold my face as my arms went around his waist. He paused once, to look at me steadily, his eyes sparking rainbows across his cheeks, before he dropped his lips to mine.
 
     The kiss was absinthe and sugar, a drunken drowning of sweetness with a hint of bite. He poured it into my lips, to meld with the taste of the fruit, and it filled my body. It burned a little on the way down and I realized too late that this was magic, a type of marking. I tried to pull away but it was too late. Once again, I found myself marked by Death.
 
      “It's just a little claiming,” Azrael whispered against my lips. “Don't fret, you're still your own woman.”
 
      “Why?” I pulled back and looked at him, hoping I hadn't been wrong to trust him.
 
      “You know why,” his eyes were so serious. “I know you remember me now. You remember how I came for you and took you, even though you were not mine to take. You remember how Odin asked me to carry you to the well instead of Heaven. What you don't know, what you can't possibly realize, is how those acts affected not only you and Odin but I as well. I changed the rules for you, I plucked a string of magic and it resonated, sending vibrations outward to cause a ripple effect. You have haunted me and it has taken every ounce of willpower I have to not search for you but human lives should not be trifled with. I did not want to bring you any harm. Besides, how does one find a soul in a new body? I had no idea what to even look for.”
 
      “So you held back,” I swallowed hard, “even though you felt something for me?” What a difference between him and Odin, though Odin had loved me for a lifetime and it was probably unfair to compare him to the angel.
 
      “Felt something?” he laughed and it had a bitter edge to it. “You still don't understand. Did you feel anything for me when I placed you into the well? Do you feel anything now?”
 
      “Yes, I did,” I thought about how focused I was on his face and then more came back to me. “I couldn't forget your face. My life, Odin and my sons, I knew they'd be washed away but you, I wouldn't forget you. Yes, I feel something for you, I just don't understand it. How could your memory be stronger than those of the people I loved? Of my own children?”
 
      “This is why there are rules,” he didn't seem so upset that he'd broken them though. “When I carry the souls to Heaven or Hell, I have no physical contact with them. I remove the soul with my scythe and place the scythe into the territory the soul belongs in and the tool does the transfer for me. With you though, I wasn't transporting you to a place the scythe would recognize.”
 
     “So you had to remove me from the scythe yourself,” I whispered.
 
      “Yes,” he was still holding me, his hands running up and down my arms. “I touched your soul, quite literally, and that forbidden touch left its mark on both of us. I've tried to forget you, how bright you felt in my hands, how vibrant, like holding fire without the pain, but I couldn't. Your soul has been on my mind for centuries and I accepted that ache as penance for what I'd done.”
 
      “But then we met,” I remembered the look on his face, how we just stared at each other. My soul had recognized him.
 
      “And I knew,” he finished for me, “that this union is blessed. Despite my denial, my refusal to look for you, you were placed in my path. You could see me, when others could not, not even other gods. We were meant to find each other and I'll not let you go again.” 
 
      “I won't let you,” I whispered.
 
      He pulled back and drew me down, beside the pool of wine. From the air, he pulled a chalice, gold and covered with intricate designs. It reminded me of the one the Grayel poured its magic elixir into. The same kind of markings adorned it. Azrael dunked it into the pool, scooping up some wine and then holding it out for me to drink.
 
      “Will you drink of the sacred wine with me?” His eyes were so intense.
 
      “What does it mean?”
 
      “That we are committed to each other. It's a symbolic sharing of blood. I offer myself to you and you to me.”
 
      “Like a marriage?” Oh shit, Trevor would kill me.
 
      “Yes and no,” he smiled warmly. “It's a vow that you are mine and I am yours but it's not a binding. I don't need you to be bound to me, we obviously have a connection as deep as any magical bond that could be made. This ritual is more for us than anything else. So you know how important you are to me.”
 
      “And you know how important you are to me,” I tried to take the cup from him but he just wrapped his other hand over mine and tilted the cup to my lips. I took a sip and then drank deep. It tasted wonderful.
 
      Sharp but sweet, with hints of apples and strawberries. It was also dark, with a depth of vanilla and cherries. The cup lowered and Az looked at me over the rim. I pushed it in his direction, holding it to his mouth this time and feeling the click of ritual falling into place as he drank. 
 
      When the cup was empty, he tossed it aside and pushed me down into the thick grass. My body fit to his perfectly, legs spreading around him and arms pulling him in tight. His face hovered over mine and I traced the angles with my eyes. He was so beautiful, his choppy bangs falling forward a bit to touch my forehead.
 
      He seemed to be waiting for something, so I raised my head, connecting my mouth to his. This kiss was as wild as the first but even more wonderful without the bite of magic and with the added heaviness of his body over mine. My hands traced his upper back, feeling the muscles tightening as I explored and he pushed against me intimately. His slacks barely restrained him, he was hard and long against my center. I ground myself against him and he broke the kiss, groaning.
 
      “Vervain,” he panted. “Are you sure you're ready to take this step?”
 
      “I don't know,” we'd just made a commitment to each other but sex was big for me and he seemed to know that. 
 
      “I want more from you than this. We can wait a little longer,” he pushed away and got to his feet, much to my disappointment. “Please, I've prepared a meal for us.”
 
      “Really?” I took the hand he offered and let him pull me up.
 
     With his jacket flung over one shoulder and his other hand holding mine, we wandered into Autumn. There, beside the pool of honey, was a picnic. It was such an absurdly normal thing in this fantastical setting, that I laughed in delight. He smiled back and led me to the striped blanket. I sat down and trailed a finger into the river beside us. I lifted it to my mouth and tasted the most glorious honey I'd ever had. It was almost effervescent on my tongue.
 
      “Delicious,” I said as he started to empty the picnic basket.
 
      His hands stilled as he followed the movement of my lips on my finger. I licked it teasingly and his mouth fell open.
 
      “If you don't stop doing that,” he whispered. “I'm going to strip you naked and paint you with that honey, just so I can lick it off.”
 
      Visions of him doing just that, filled my head and my legs clenched in response. This was silly. We were two consenting adults and we knew where this was going. It wasn't like a normal first date where a woman should hold out because no man liked it easy. This was different, Azrael wanted to be with me, we'd already established that, and he knew exactly how he'd fit into my life. There was no reason to prolong this agony. I deliberately dipped my finger into the pool again and slowly, while he watched intently, brought it to my mouth.
 
      He was on me in seconds, eating the honey from my lips, sucking at my finger, and pulling at the hem of my dress. It was off and thrown into the trees in no time and I was lying before him in nothing but black lace. He took a deep breath, looking down my body and trailing a hand over my curves.
 
      “I...” he stammered, “you are so...”
 
      “I know,” I purred, “right back at you.”
 
      He reached behind my back and undid my bra, slowly dragging it over my skin. My whole body reacted, clenching and jerking up toward him. He stroked me, brushing the crest of each breast lightly before trailing his hand over to the pool and dipping his fingers in. He rubbed the honey into first one nipple and then the other, taking his time and massaging them like he wanted my skin to absorb it. It tingled a little, sensitizing my flesh even further. Then he put his finger to my lips and I sucked at him greedily as he lowered his face to my chest.
 
      I moaned around his finger, biting him lightly, as he suckled me with increasing intensity. He licked and bit till he was certain there was no honey left and then moved on to the other. It was sweet torture and my pelvis rocked against him automatically, needing more. My hair was tossed around me, my head rocking in abandon, when he pulled his finger from my mouth and sank lower.
 
      My panties went flying, my legs spread, and he settled himself between them but he paid no attention to the core of my pleasure yet. No, he was intent on exploring me first. More honey dripped across my belly and his mouth followed it, sucking it away with effective ease. He kneaded and rubbed, his hands sending little tingles through me, wherever he touched.
 
      Finally, oh gods, finally, his honey-laden finger touched me there. Splitting me in two, he rubbed it into my folds and then licked his own fingers clean. I watched him avidly as he lowered his head to me and licked me lightly. I threw my head back, the pleasure was unbelievably intense for such a gentle motion. He licked me more, his breath warm on me, the honey sparkling, and then covered me with his mouth and laved me clean. 
 
      I came over and over, my legs shaking around him as his arms held them tightly. When I had finally calmed, he quickly removed his clothes and lay back over me. I wanted to repay the favor and cover him in honey too but he held me back and just smiled down at me.
 
      “I can't wait any longer,” he said as his wings rose behind him, spreading out over us like a tent.
 
     “Then come inside me now,” I pulled him down to me and reached between us for the hard length of him, reaching out to me.
 
      I guided him to my opening and held his eyes as he slid against me. He inhaled sharply, body tensing at that first touch, and then his pelvis came forward an agonizing inch and he slid inside. I angled myself up, needing more, but he held out, prolonging the experience. Slowly he moved forward, savoring every centimeter. Finally he was all in, his pelvis flush to mine, and I felt the rapture of being complete.
 
      “Vervain,” he groaned into my ear. His face had fallen to my shoulder. “I feel so much when I'm with you,” he raised his head up and pulled out a little. “So much more than this,” he drove himself home and we both cried out. “But this is wondrous.”
 
      Then his pace quickened and he was driving into me full on. I cried out and wrapped my legs tighter around him as I came again. Suddenly, the ground was falling away and we were rising into the air. I gripped his shoulders in a panic.
 
      “What are you doing?” I watched the garden fall away beneath us.
 
      “I believe I promised you a ride,” he laughed and continued to slide into me as he flew us up higher and higher.
 
      His hands came to my ass, holding me still so he could drive deeper more easily. Clouds drifted around us, cooling my bare skin as my angel pleasured me in Heaven's sky. I looked down, the garden spread beneath me like a quilt, vibrant patches of color sewn to the green background of land. My hair drifted back in the breeze, the only cover I had falling away from me. It was one thing to make love in the cover of the garden but quite another to be out in the clear sky on display.
 
      But Azrael felt so good inside me and the thrill of clinging to him as he flew was unbelievable. I leaned back a little so I could see him sliding in and out of me with the backdrop of Heaven beneath us. It was the most amazing thing I've ever seen. My normal fear of heights was gone, replaced by an intense rush of excitement. Faster and faster, higher and higher, until we both finally crested together in a brilliant burst of passion. He yelled out his release and fell back, dropping us a few feet before he caught the currents again. I screamed and held on tighter, my whole body clenching around him.
 
      “Don't do that,” I yelled at him while he laughed, gently floating us back toward the ground.
 
      “Oh but you tightened so nicely when I did.” He nuzzled my neck.
 
      “Brat,” I slapped him as our feet met the earth and he smiled as he laid me back where we started.
 
      “Never trust an angel,” he kissed me again, with the laughter still on his lips.
 
      I felt him slide gently from me and he rolled to the side, one wing curving down over me protectively. His hand brushed down my face, and then my neck, before swirling over the top of my breasts. I sighed, content to let him touch me, feeling secure in the fold of his wing.
 
      “Are you hungry?” he whispered.
 
      “Starving,” I stared at his mouth and he knew immediately what I hungered for.
 
      The black of his wing curled lower as he leaned down to me, the food would have to wait.
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
      We made love three more times in the Garden of Eden before we were finally sated enough to eat the meal he'd prepared. Like everything else I'd found in Heaven, it was sublime. Now we were roaming his home and he was showing me of all the other things he was passionate about.
 
      Azrael was a connoisseur of fine art. Go figure. When I told him I was an artist, he was delighted. I had to promise to invite him to my next gallery show. Hopefully, it wouldn't be in Chinatown like my last one. It may be safer now but I still didn't want to visit for awhile.
 
      His collection was, of course, unbelievable. He had original works from all the great masters. Renoir, DaVinci, Rembrant, the list went on and on. He had long halls with walls covered in artwork. It was like walking through a private museum. Then there was the statues. They were plenty of angels but there were even more gods and I wasn't surprised to see the mix of pantheons he had collected. I'd learned to never limit gods by the myths humans created about them and I assumed angels were no different.
 
     Then we found a nice, comfy room, sat, and just talked. We talked for hours and hours. You ever have a deep conversation with a lover where it seems like it's all so kismit, that everything you love, they love, and that they share your opinions on everything of import? There's usually a lot of exactly and I feel that way too used. It's like the Universe made this person specifically to be with you. 
 
      That was the conversation I had with Azrael. 
 
      The more we talked, the more I knew I hadn't made a mistake. This was a man I'd have chosen for myself, without magic influences. We just clicked. I connected with him intellectually, much more than I had with any of my other lovers. In a way, it was an even deeper connection than the one I shared with Odin. I spent a lifetime with Odin, knew him like I knew myself, but we weren't of the same mind on most issues.
 
      I'm not saying my love for Odin was any less for this lack of similar thinking. Opposites attract and all that but there's something to be said for finding a kindred spirit. By the end of the night, I felt like I'd known him my entire life. And as similar as we were, there were distinct differences that attracted me too.
 
      He told me of his responsibilities and from the telling, I could see another side of him. He was so compassionate in his work, part of his duty was to comfort the bereaved who had lost a loved one, and he told me stories of wrapping his wings over grieving widows to help them cope, or laying a hand on a troubled child and helping them sleep. He shared their pain and aided them as best he could. It was this compassion that had led to him carrying my soul to Hvergelmir, without it I wouldn't be there. I wouldn't have been in the well for Odin to pull me out.
 
      But for all this human interaction, he was alone. He was never seen, never spoken to, except by others of his kind who had their own responsibilities and were often absent from Heaven. He mainly did his job and then came home, no sightseeing along the way, no talking to strangers. He did have an avid curiosity though and he watched, listened to, and read all about humans. He had a huge movie collection, a human wardrobe, and loved our music. Humanity was a great draw for him but he'd always been on the outside, looking in.
 
      Not anymore, if I could help it. I was going to pull this angel into my world and let him experience all those things for himself. Most of all, I wanted to introduce him to everyone. I wanted to end his loneliness, not just with my company but with lots of diverse company. There was no reason for him to be alone anymore.
 
      “I wish I had brought my sketchpad,” I looked him over from my perch on the couch next to him.
 
      “Why?” He looked so amazing, sitting there with his wings curled to the side, in nothing but a pair of jeans.
 
      “So I could sketch myself an angel.”
 
      He beamed at me, got up and rooted around in a drawer. Then he was back with a pad of paper and a pencil.
 
      “Will this do?”
 
      “Perfect,” I grabbed them and went to work. 
 
      I was almost done when we heard footsteps coming down the hall. I stopped and looked up at him in surprise. What happened to the whole alone thing? But he looked just as shocked as I and got up to investigate. A clear voice rang out, calling his name before he made it past the doorway, and Azrael's expression cleared.
 
      “In here,” he called, then looked at me. “It's my brother, Mike.”
 
      “The Archangel Michael, you mean?”
 
      “Yeah, Mike,” he shrugged and sat back down.
 
      “Azrael, you're gonna laugh but I could have sworn I just saw you flying while you were fu-u-u....o-o-oh hello,” Mike amended as he caught sight of me. “ Then again, maybe you won't laugh,” he looked over at Az with big eyes.
 
      “How are you?” Azrael gave Mike a hug.
 
      Michael's wings were hidden but I'm sure he had some, since Az did. He was wearing sweats and a T-shirt which read Holier Than Thou. His hair was blonde, his body nicely built, and he had a beautiful face but he did nothing for me. I didn't even feel a twinge of attraction. I was so relieved, maybe the lioness magic was finally satisfied.
 
      “This is Vervain Lavine, Goddess of Love and Lions,” Azrael introduced us and I put the sketch pad down to stand and offer him my hand.
 
      “Nice to meet you, Vervain,” he shook my hand and looked at Az with disbelief. “Since when are you dating?”
 
       “Since now,” Az grinned and took my hand.
 
      “And she's an artist,” Mike gestured to the sketch I'd made, “that's kind of perfect for you.”
 
      Azrael picked it up and looked it over, smiling. “Indeed, she is.”
 
      “Well, the Host is home,” Mike grinned and wagged his brows. “So you might wanna be a little more careful in your outdoor activities.” I felt my face start to heat and Mike quickly waved it off. “No, no, only I saw you, don't worry, and I only caught a glimpse.”
 
      “Oh, thank you,” I sighed.
 
      “No, thank you,” he chuckled as he went for the door. “It was a hell of a glimpse. See you in a few years, brother. Got to go torture some assholes.”
 
      “Keep flying,” Az called after him.
 
      “Well that was abrupt,” I raised a brow.
 
      “And now you see why I don't have a lot of social interaction,” he chuckled. “Angels generally have a lot to do, especially the archangels.”
 
      “At least you're able to take some free time for yourself every once in awhile.” 
 
      The more I spoke with Azrael, the more I admired him. The simple fact that he did his job at all was admirable. Just like Anubis, he'd been handed a heavy role and he didn't shirk it. Both of them could have just said, screw it, and gone their own ways but they didn't, no matter how difficult it made life for them. 
 
     Most of the gods I knew didn't really have a lot of responsibilities anymore. In fact, a lot of them had jobs among the humans. Thor had a line of cruise ships and Brahma sold luxury cars. Even Persephone owned a landscaping business, Little Western Flower. 
 
      Maybe it had something to do with the amount of followers they had. Christianity was huge right now, so Azrael's responsibilities were just as big. Whatever the case, it was always comforting to meet a god who truly cared about humanity. Anubis had just as much responsibility as Az, just as much honor, but I'm not sure if he truly cared about the people who came through Duat.
 
      “I think I'll be needing to make even more free time for myself,” Azrael took my hand and pulled me back against his chest, so that we were both sprawled out on the couch. “Mainly to spend with you.”
 
      He kissed my cheek and I felt all of sixteen again, snuggling with my first boyfriend and soaking up every compliment he dished out. The butterflies were tickling my stomach, just as happy as I. No need to work their magic, no need to save him, just so damn happy to be with him. I sighed and snuggled deeper into his arms.
 
      “This feels so right,” my head found a spot just under his chin, where it fit perfectly. “I don't want to leave.”
 
      “Do you have to?” He pulled his head to the side to look down at me anxiously.
 
      “Well, eventually,” I laughed, “I can't stay all night when the boys are expecting me home.”
 
      “You could send them a letter,” he pulled me closer. “I was hoping to spend the night with you.”
 
      “Oh, that sounds amazing,” I bit my lip as I thought it over. How wonderful it would be just to take a break from everything and spend one night in Heaven with Az. I really, really wanted to but I didn't want to hurt Trevor or Kirill's feelings and me spending the night with Azrael after our first date might do just that. “I can't. The guys would be upset since to them it would seem like we hardly know each other.”
 
      “I wouldn't say hardly,” he started stroking my hair and I closed my eyes to enjoy it. “And I assume you'll tell them we've gotten to know each other intimately.”
 
      “Maybe just one more intimate moment before I go home?” I kissed him softly.
 
      “Only if you promise me that next time, you'll stay the night.”
 
      “I promise,” I was already reaching for the button on his jeans.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
      “If you need to reach me,” Azrael held out a box to me, “write to me on one of these papers. Just fold it over and draw this symbol on the front,” he opened the box and showed me the copy of his tattoo that was carved on the inner lid, “and then place it on your doorstep. It's enchanted to come straight to me.”
 
      “Like the letter you sent me,” I smiled and took the box. “How wonderful.”
 
      “You can write me for any reason,” he ran a hand along my cheek, “even just to talk.”
 
      “I will,” I kissed him goodbye but made it quick since we were standing in my living room with a werewolf and a werelion audience.
 
      “And if either of you need to contact me,” he turned to Trevor and Kirill, “please feel free to do the same.”
 
      “Thank you,” Trevor came forward and shook his hand. “It's important to have a way to contact our allies. You are an ally now, right?”
 
     “Most definitely,” Azrael turned his glittering gaze on me. “Anything you need, you can call on me.”
 
      “I think I'll be needing to see you again soon,” I smiled. “Think maybe you'll have some time off?”
 
     “Of course,” he seemed to turn his focus inward for a few moments. “I should be able to take a break in another five days and then I'm holding you to your promise.”
 
      “It's a deal.”
 
      “Also, you may come to see me anytime you wish,” he tapped the box I was holding, “the tracing chant is in here, carved into the lid below my name, and the magic I gave you assures your entrance.”
 
      “Oh,” I hadn't even thought to ask him about getting back into Shehaquim without him. “Of course, thank you,” I hugged him goodbye and he traced away.
 
      “Your promise?” Trevor pulled me around for a kiss. “What did you promise the angel?”
 
      “He wanted me to spend the night but I didn't want to do that without giving you both a heads up, so I promised that next time I would.”
 
      “Oh, well, good,” he smiled. “I appreciate you coming home.”
 
      “I appreciate being home,” I laughed. “Why does this feel so weird?”
 
      “Because you just had first date vith angel,” Kirill took me from Trevor to give me a kiss too, “And ve don't know how to act.”
 
      “How about we act normal?” I took each of their hands and led them back to our bedroom.
 
      When I looked back over my shoulder, they were grinning at each other like little boys. I smiled to myself as I shut the door behind us. Then they were surrounding me, undressing me and themselves, and I was basking in the love that I had no idea what I'd done to deserve.
 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
      “He's a what?” Krystal looked up from her steak. Generally, she didn't eat meat but she made an exception once in awhile.
 
      “An angel,” I grinned.
 
      We were having a working dinner. She wanted to see some pictures of my new paintings for a client she had in Hawaii Kai. We'd gone over the pictures and she made her choices already, so now it was time for dinner conversation and that meant, I'd get to gush about Azrael. 
 
      “Holy shit,” she laid her fork down and just stared at me.
 
      “Well, you got the holy part right,” I giggled. Yes, giggled okay? Even just talking about Az made me giddy.
 
      “How the hell did you meet an angel?”
 
      “On the job.” I shrugged. “He's the Angel of Death. He was harvesting a soul and I was chasing a murdering goddess.”
 
      “Well there's a story for the grand kids,” she laughed. “Hey, does this murdering goddess have anything to do with that outbreak of bubonic plague?”
 
      “As a matter of fact,” I grimaced. I should have known Krystal would figure it out, she's no dummy. “I'm hoping it's all over. I brought in a sort of expert to take care of the rats.”
 
      “Oh,” her expression lightened. “That should do the trick. The only other way to spread it is through handling of infected tissue or blood and I don't think people are going to be doing a lot of that. Plus we have ways to treat it now, so even if they get sick, they have a chance of recovering.”
 
      “Exactly,” I nodded, “now can we get back to Az?”
 
     “Az?” She shook her head. “You've given him a nickname already? You do like this guy.”
 
      “I really like this guy,” I laughed at myself. “I'm twitterpated, like a freakin' kid. He's got me all turned upside down. I think about him all the time and I've got three other lovers to think about. This is so ridiculous.” 
 
      I'd given her the promised explanation about my numerous lovers last week. So I was finally able to be candid with her about my love life. She was more accepting than I thought. In fact, she had looked as if she was thinking over the possibility for herself. I'd probably see her with two dates at the next gallery show.
 
      “Hardly,” she huffed. “You love Trevor, Kirill, and Odin but they've all been brought into your life in dramatic ways. There was no normal courting stages with them. I think the closest you came to that would be Trevor but even he was already tied to you pretty dramatically. Now here comes this guy who you're super attracted to in so many ways, and you're able to experience the whole shebang with him. It makes sense that you'd be more fascinated by him.”
 
      “It does?” I thought about it. “He's really amazing but so are the others. Maybe you're right, maybe it's just the newness of it.” I knew it wasn't though. I needed to tell her about the well. She was one of the few people I felt like I could tell.
 
      “Well, you never know,” she smirked. “He could be your soul mate or some crap like that. Tell me more.”
 
      So I did. I told her everything. Dying as Sabine, my relatives begging for my salvation, Odin refusing to let Az take me to Christian Heaven, Az placing me in the well and touching my soul. I told her about the Garden of Eden, the flying, the other angel, even the sketch, which I'd of course brought to show her. She ooohed over it appropriately. Her eyes were huge by the time I'd finished and her drink was gone.
 
      “Another please,” she held her empty glass up to a passing waiter and looked immediately back at me. “You are kind of soul mates then.”
 
      “In a way,” I shrugged, “I guess.”
 
      “And are you fucking kidding me? You made love to him in the Garden of Eden? You're my new hero.”
 
      “It was so amazing,” I laughed at her jealous expression.
 
      “Does he have any friends?” She gave me big, hopeful eyes. “Come on, hook a sister up.”
 
      “They're all so busy,” I shook my head. “I barely talked to Mike for two minutes.”
 
      “I can take two minutes,” she nodded her thanks to the waitress who brought her fresh drink. “God knows I've done it before.”
 
      “It'll probably be the best two minutes of your life,” I winked at her. 
 
      “Two minutes in Heaven. Damn,” she took a long swallow of her lihing margaritta. “Wings. I want a man with wings.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
      “Excuse me, Miss Vervain?” A thin man with light brown hair and a nervous disposition approached me on my way out of the restaurant.
 
      “I don't know you,” I backed away and started reaching for the dagger I had tucked in my purse.
 
      “No, no,” he waved his hands, “I'm a vampire,” he flashed his fangs and I frowned and stopped moving. “Huitzilopochtli sent me. He needs you to come with me, right away.”
 
      “What? Why?” I narrowed my eyes on him. Blue said he wasn't behind the vampire stalkings. This could be a total setup.
 
      “He wouldn't explain it all to me but he said to say the words little witch to you and you'd know it was he who sent me.”
 
      “Oh,” I relaxed. That was Blue's pet name for me and I doubt his little vampire minions would have known it. “Okay, it's strange that he wouldn't come for me himself.”
 
      “He's unable to trace at the moment, a bit of a magical malfunction,” he shrugged. “I'm to take you to a bar owned by my master, our god will meet you there.”
 
      “Curiouser and curiouser,” I followed him to a waiting limousine. Too bad I hadn't traced to the restaurant, I wouldn't have had to come back for my car. “Well, at least we're going in style.”
 
      “Yes, of course,” he opened the door, ushered me in, and then followed me inside. “I'm Eric.”
 
      “Nice to meet you.” 
 
      The rest of the ride was spent mostly in silence, with a lot of twitching from nervous boy and a lot of hard staring done by myself. When we finally pulled up in front of a club in Waikiki, I was relieved to get out of the car. 
 
      Eric got out and helped me out, then gestured to the door in front of us. I looked over the dark hole of an entry, the two bouncers dressed in tuxedos, and then up to the flashing sign.
 
      “The Blood Bank?” I asked my escort.
 
      “Yeah,” he chuckled. “My master thought it was funny.”
 
      “Vampire humor,” I grimaced as I went to the door, “great.”
 
      The bouncers took one look at the man beside me and pulled back the velvet rope blocking the entrance. I looked them over, found them excessively wanting, and went inside.
 
      It was dark. Why did vampire bars always have to be dark? You'd think they'd want to surround themselves with a little light, being trapped in eternal darkness and all that. The only lights were over the bar and from a few scattered sconces on the walls. The rest of the room was murky shadows filled with writhing patrons in matching dark clothes. How boring.
 
      I was led across the club and to another guarded door. These bouncers were vampires and looked a little more impressive. I gave them my yeah, whatever face and passed by. Eric led me up some stairs and out into a much brighter room. There was a couch and some chairs in front of a big desk and an open door that revealed a luxurious bedroom. To the left was a bar and the right held a few monitors showing the club. In the center of it all, sat a striking man with a glass or red liquid in his hand.
 
      “Vervain Lavine, I presume,” he put the glass down on the coffee table in front of him before standing to shake my hand. “I am Barnabus.”
 
      “Like in Dark Shadows, that Barnabus?” I raised a brow. “That's almost as cliché as Dracula.”
 
      “It was my name first,” he frowned at me.
 
      “Uh huh,” I looked him over. Dark suit, red tie, black hair cut stylishly, pale skin, slim body, and oh yeah, fangs. So very expected. “Can I call you Barney?”
 
      “No,” he frowned harder. “Please have a seat,” he gestured to the furniture, then shooed Eric out. I heard a bolt sliding home and had a moment's concern. “Would you like a drink?”
 
     “No, thank you,” I sat in one of the chairs. “When's Huitzilopochtli coming?”
 
     “Oh, we have a bit of time yet,” he sat in the chair closest to mine. “Why don't we talk a little? I'm so very eager to get to know you.”
 
      “I think I'd prefer to keep this professional,” I stared hard at him. What the fuck was going on?
 
      “Professional?” He reached a hand out to stroke mine and I recoiled. “I've heard you like to be more familiar with your associates.”
 
      “Can it, blood boy,” I growled. “I've had way better men than you try to seduce me. I'm not interested.”
 
      “Better men?” He was suddenly in front of my chair, a hand on each chair arm and his face leaning in to mine. “Doubtful. I know the company you keep, Godhunter, and it's nothing compared to I.”
 
      I didn't waste any more time on talk. This was not someone Blue would send me to, which meant this was some kind of a trap. I kneed ol' Barney in the belly and then followed through with a kick to his face when he fell back. He was on the floor when I got up and I stomped over to stomp on him but he was too fast.
 
      He flung himself up in a twist and got behind me. His hand was at my waist, tearing the fabric of my dress, the other hand was in my hair, wrenching my head aside. His mouth covered my neck and I bucked back, knocking us both to the floor. I'd be damned if I was going to come home with another vampire bite.
 
      “So feisty,” he laughed and rolled us, somehow managing to get on top. “I like it, fight harder.”
 
      “Okay,” I smiled and headbutted him.
 
      He rolled off me, holding his head, and I rolled over to where I'd left my purse. He got a grip on my leg and was pulling me back across the carpet but I had my purse by then. I pulled out my dagger just in time, plunging it into his neck when he rolled me over. His look of surprise was priceless but it got even better when I shoved him on his back to finish the job.
 
      Stakes won't do the trick with vampires. They can incapacitate them for awhile but they don't kill them. I got the low down from the Vampire God himself. You needed to behead a vampire to kill it for good. Sunlight might work but it depended on the age of the sucker and I didn't have any handy. So beheading was it.
 
     I was just pulling Barney's head free while cursing stupid vampires for thinking they were so bad ass, when the door opened and the real reason for me being there walked in. I found myself facing off with Phobos and Deimos, Barney's head in one hand and my dagger in the other. I was covered in blood, my dress was torn, and I was extremely irritated.
 
      “Well if it isn't the Brothers Grimoire.” I threw the vampire head to the side. “What do you guys want?”
 
      “To torture you,” Deimos answered as if it was obvious.
 
      I had killed Aphrodite, their mother, by draining her powers. It was how I'd become host to my Love, Lust, Victory, and War magics. Then Ares, their father, had come after me for killing his lover. First, Trevor took his hand, then I took his head. 
 
      “You're just like your mother,” I huffed. Aphrodite had been a super bitch.
 
      “Don't speak of her,” Phobos growled. It was probably hard to talk around all those pointy teeth.
 
      “Yeah whatever,” I smirked. “So now I've killed both of your parents and you and your bro' here are pissed. Yawn. Get on with it then.”
 
      “My twin brother,” Deimos gestured to the skinny, fiery-eyed, snaggle-toothed man with wild white hair standing next to him. He himself was dark like their father and had normal teeth and brown eyes.
 
      “Sure, yeah,” I nodded, “I see the resemblance. Just one question before we start this fight. How did you get the vampires to work for you?”
 
      “We met Barnabus when Huitzilopochtli was working with us,” Deimos was so calm compared to his twin, who was twitching with anger. “He wanted freedom from his god and had already been keeping tabs on you, knowing how much Huitzilopochtli cares about you. He was just waiting for the perfect opportunity to present itself and then we met. It was perfect, your death would have made Huitzilopochtli vulnerable enough to attack while simultaneously satisfying our vengeance.”
 
      “Well he got his freedom,” I gestured to his rapidly moldering corpse.
 
      “And soon, you shall have yours.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty
 
    
 
      I fought as best I could but all I had was my dagger and there wasn't enough room to turn into a lion. I didn't have time to use my Love or Lust magics, didn't really want to, and I was wary about trying to drain them. I didn't think I could drain both of them simultaneously and I'd have to, or the one I wasn't draining could kill me either during or after the process when I was recovering from the drain. To top that off, when we began to fight, Trembling and Panic came in to help. Ares' attendants were exemplary fighters, as were his sons, and in the end, I was bested.
 
      I was chained to a table(always the damn chains), waiting for whatever torture they were planning. What really sucked was I was back in Aphrodite's dungeon, she must have left it to her dear sweet boys, so there were lots of toys for them to choose from. I was hoping it wouldn't be the whip again.
 
      I'd already healed from the wounds I received from the earlier fight, my super healing just as fast as when I'd first taken a drink from the Grayel. I wondered how long it would take to slow, maybe a few years. The healing was fantastic but I had a feeling Deimos and his darling twin, Phobos were going to use that to their advantage. They could torture me endlessly and I wouldn't die. Oh, what fun.
 
      “How lovely you look,” Deimos came in with Phobos on his heels.
 
      “Why thank you,” I rolled my eyes. “So what's it going to be, boys? What little toy of your Mommy's are you going to use?”
 
      “No toys just yet,” Deimos gestured his brother forward. “First, Phobos wants a little taste. I believe he enjoys blood even more than those moronic vampires.”
 
      Phobos took my arm and lifted it to his face. He grinned at me, showing off the numerous rows of his sharp teeth. Then he bit down, cutting through skin, tendons, and nicking the bone. I screamed and he suckled at my arm with a look of rapture on his face. Deimos just laughed.
 
      The pain was overwhelming, a burning avalanche that shot through my body and threatened to take my consciousness. Then I felt his tongue lapping at the wound and my body trying to repair itself, neither was a happy feeling but they were better than the biting and sucking. I focused on my arm in a haze, trying to make sense of the hamburger it had become. Those rows of teeth had cut vicious slices into me, ragged bloody crevices that were thankfully healing quickly. I shuddered as I felt the numerous cuts knitting back together.
 
      Then he moved on to my leg, pushing up the hem of my dress with hands tipped with long, yellowed claws. He gripped me firmer this time, his claws tearing into me almost as deep as his teeth went. Punctures and slices this time. I felt my head swim, feeling light as nausea roiled through my belly.
 
      Deimos was at my head then, brushing back my hair and murmuring to me about how sexy my screams sounded. The sick bastard. I should have puked on him but I could barely focus and I'd probably just get it all over myself. 
 
      His hands swept down the sides of my neck and then tore the front of my dress open. He rubbed his palms over me roughly, then lowered his face to mine and licked my cheek before he viciously bit it, tearing the skin away from my face. The pain was as inescapable as my screams, coming from above and below all at once.
 
      Blood was pouring down my neck, my body was shaking uncontrollably, my breath coming in faltering gasps. Tears were running down my face in rivers, the salt stinging in the wound on my mutilated cheek, and I couldn't focus enough to try to pull their magic from them. I needed this to stop, I couldn't take much more, but I knew it wouldn't. I knew that this torture would go on all night and probably into the next day before they decided to take a break. Then they'd come back for more. It could be years before they decided to let me die. 
 
      Oh please, just let me pass out. The pain of Aphrodite's whip had been horrendous but this was so much worse. A combination of physical and mental torture with my own immortality working against me, keeping me healing and awake to endure their talents. I wasn't sure what I hated more, the feel of Phobos' teeth or Deimos' wandering hands and tongue. Good ol' Afro had taught her sons well, they were surpassing their mother in both application and creativity. I'm sure she'd be proud.
 
      Phobos had moved onto my other leg when I felt Deimos jerk and pull away from me. He screamed but it was silenced abruptly. I saw Phobos lift his head and then his jaw went slack for a moment before he rushed off to confront whoever my savior was. Phobos didn't scream, all I heard was a thump, a gurgling noise, and then some shuffling. Whoever this person was, they were beyond bad-ass to kill those two so quickly. I didn't care though, I would have been happy to see anyone at that point. It was just so wonderful to have a reprieve from the pain.
 
      Then an angel appeared unto me. 
 
      Azrael stood above me, his face full of misery, as his hand gently stroked my wounded cheek, folding the hanging flap of skin back up. My sight wavered for a second but then I took a deep breath and focused beyond the pain. I could feel the skin mend under his fingers, though I knew it had nothing to do with him, he was just encouraging my healing. I couldn't even work out how he got to be there. How had he got past Aphrodite's wards and saved me? Just as I had felt he could, he'd protected me when everyone else couldn't even reach me. How was it possible?
 
      “Vervain,” even his voice was a balm to me, so sweet and deep. “Carus, can you hear me?”
 
      “Who's Carus?” I smiled weakly at him and he gave a short, relieved laugh.
 
      “It's Latin,” he pulled the chains away like they were those colored paper ones I used to make in kindergarten. “It means beloved. I know, too soon, but you scared me badly and it just came out.”
 
      “Not too soon,” I held my arms out and he lifted me up into his embrace. “I love you so much right now,” I laughed. “How did you even find me?”
 
      “Not now,” he kissed me quick and then pulled the chains on my legs free. “Let's get you home first. Everyone's waiting and very worried.”
 
      “Right,” I sighed. “I do that to them a lot.”
 
      “I hardly think it's your doing,” he tapped my nose. “You just hang with a bad crowd.”
 
      “My crowd seems to be improving though,” I snuggled into his arms as he lifted me off the table and held me tightly.
 
      “Mine too,” he whispered as he traced me home.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-One
 
    
 
      I'd gone through the relieved hugs and kisses with all my friends and lovers. My living room was packed to the limit. Kirill had gone to tell the Intare the good news and Fenrir had done the same with the Froekn, so there were two less than we had started with but still, gods were overflowing into the dining room. At least my Mom had gone home already, I would have hated for her to have gone through this.
 
      I sat on one of my sofas, Trevor on one side and Odin on the other. Azrael was hanging back, his wings under wraps so there'd be more room, leaning against my front door. Anyone who wanted in was going to have to get past him. It was comforting but I wanted him closer. Hell, I kind of wanted his arms around me or his wings, both or either would do. I had Trevor's hand in mine and Odin's arm around my shoulder. It was wonderful to have them there but I really wanted the angel who had just saved my life.
 
      “Azrael,” I stopped everyone's chatter. “You haven't told me how you found me.”
 
      “I didn't,” he gestured to Odin.
 
      “I found you on Hlidskjalf,” Odin kissed my cheek, happy to be able to touch me, just this once, in Trevor's company.
 
      “Your Santa TV?” I frowned. “Huh, cool trick.”
 
      “It only works if you know where to look,” he shrugged. “I can't just look for you. I have to go by location. Luckily, you have a short list of enemies right now and we figured Deimos might take you to Aphrodite's if he ever got a hold of you. She has the best torture chamber in both the realms.”
 
      “That she does,” I grimaced and swallowed hard. “But how did you get in, Az? And come over here, will you? You just saved my life, I'd like to at least be able to touch you.”
 
      He smiled softly and made his way over to me, my god friends parting for him like the sea for Moses. He took a seat kitty-corner to me, which Pan offered, getting to his feet gallantly with a smile. I leaned forward and touched Azrael's leg. His hand went over mine and I immediately felt better.
 
      “How did you get to me?” I whispered.
 
      “Wards are nothing to me,” he gave me a cocky grin, charming on him really. “I'm the Angel of Death. I must be able to perform my duties without impediment. So nothing can keep me out. Nothing can keep me away from you. As soon as Odin discovered your whereabouts, Trevor sent word to me and I went after you.”
 
      “You killed Deimos and Phobos in seconds,” I thought back to the rescue.
 
      “Hello?” He waved at himself. “Angel of Death. Original Grim Reaper. I kick ass.”
 
      I gaped at him a second before launching into laughter. The whole room, in fact, started to laugh. It was perfectly timed comic relief and boy did I need it. I was still achy in places and I needed something to push away the memory of Phobos' face as he lowered it to my flesh. When I could finally breathe again, I took his face in my hands and kissed him soundly. The room got quiet around us. I looked up at the shocked expressions.
 
      “Right,” I forgot that I hadn't told the God Squad about our new relationship. “I was gonna tell you guys but I've been so busy. Uh, I've got a new boyfriend.”
 
      “Boyfriend?” Az smirked. “Okay, that's a title I've never had.”
 
      “Well,” Trevor leaned forward and took Azrael's hand. “I'd say you earned it today. Welcome to the family.”
 
      “Thank you,” Azrael's expression turned serious.
 
      “Another one?” Thor growled and I groaned. “You add this stranger to your list of lovers and won't even consider giving me a second chance?”
 
     Azrael looked over with surprise at the booming God of Thunder. Then he looked back at me with a questioning glance. I was grateful he did that, actually looked to me for direction before plunging into an unknown situation just because his masculinity got riled. I gave him a quick negative shake of my head and he sat back to allow me to handle it. Obviously Azrael was bad-ass, he had nothing to prove.
 
      “Thor,” I stood up and lost my remaining sympathy for my ex. “I've told you over and over that we will never be together again. In fact, I distinctly remember warning you that were you to make that drastic decision to cut me out of your life because of what happened with Sif, I would never go back to you. You made this choice, not I, and now you must live with the consequences.”
 
     “Vervain,” he ground his teeth, “the way you look at me sometimes, the things you were thinking the other day when we connected, I know you still want me.”
 
      “I remember you,” I sighed. “What we had was fantastic, I can't help but remember it fondly, but this,” I waved my hand at him, “this is not what I want. There is no place for you in my heart anymore. I'm so sorry, Thor, but it has to be over. You need to accept that and until you do, I can't be around you.”
 
      “What the fuck are you saying, Vervain?”
 
      “I'm asking you to leave.”
 
      “No,” he shook his head and pushed his way through our friends until he was standing in front of me. Trevor started to growl but I put a reassuring hand on his shoulder and amazingly, he backed down. “I won't let you do this.”
 
      “Won't let me do this?” I huffed a shocked sound. “You did this. You're the one who nuked our life together. I've just been trying to deal with the fallout. I'm so done with getting burned by you. This explosion of a relationship is over, Thor. Now get out before I get really angry.”
 
      His face fell and my heart twinged for a second but truly, I couldn't take anymore of his insanity. Then his expression hardened and he turned away, stomping to the door and then tracing out without another word. Not even a growl. When he was finally gone, I felt an overwhelming relief and I sat back down with a sigh.
 
      “Yeah, welcome to the family. We're kind of dysfunctional at times,” Odin reached over to shake the angel's hand as if nothing had happened, “but we're generally pretty good people.”
 
      That incited a nervous round of laughter.
 
      “At least when our powers aren't being used against us,” Blue stepped forward and knelt in front of me. “I'm so sorry, Vervain. I was looking into the information you gave me but I was coming up empty handed. I never would have known Barnabus was a traitor if he hadn't abducted you and if you hadn't already killed him, I'd be torturing that back stabbing piece of garbage right now. The others who were connected with this treachery have been punished but if there's anything else I can do to make this up to you, I will. Just say the word.”
 
      “Blue,” I shook my head and took his hand. “It never even occurred to me to hold you responsible. This is not your fault. Thank you for what you've done, it's enough for me.”
 
      “Vervain,” he started to cry then and I stared at him in shock, finally taking his hands in an attempt to comfort him. “After I treated you so horribly, denying you forgiveness, still you forgive me so easily.”
 
      “There's nothing to forgive,” I squeezed his hands. “Now stop that, you're ruining my homecoming.”
 
      “Alright,” he laughed and kissed me on the cheek before getting up. “I'm so happy you're okay.”
 
      “Yeah, looks like I got my own guardian angel now.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Two
 
    
 
      “What the fuck?” I stared at the television screen in horror. “How the hell is she doing it?”
 
      Another reporter was on talking about the continued spread of the dreaded Black Death. Somehow, Xi Wangmu was continuing to spread her disease. There were twenty-three more reported cases and two deaths. The CDC was baffled because there had been no more infected rat corpses turned in and the sampling they had taken had yielded no positive results for the disease.
 
      “Yeah, because it ain't the rats that are infected,” I snarled at the TV.
 
      What now? I couldn't even figure out what to do the last time, I had to have Brahma tell me. Wait, there was that antidote idea. Looked like it was going to be a showdown after all. I'd have to take on that diseased idiot once more. Maybe this time I should bring more back-up, and more syringes.
 
      Then I remembered Kuan-Ti. Blue's best friend was a Chinese General turned God. I had no idea if he even knew who Xi Wangmu was, but maybe he could give me some insight. I obviously needed a little more background before I tried to fight her again.
 
      I got up to go tell Kirill where I was going.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Three
 
    
 
      “Blue,” I called out as I walked through his tracing room. 
 
      The stone room looked as it always had, large stone furniture, drape-less windows, nothing that could catch fire. There was no golden pitcher on the table, which was still a relief to me, even though I knew he was on my side now. Before I reached the door to the hallway, he was there.
 
      “Vervain,” he came forward and hugged me. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”
 
      “I was hoping you could ask Kuan-Ti if he'd come and talk to me,” I followed him out of the room and down the hallway. “You know how I thought Xi Wangmu was taken care of? Turns out she's not. There have been more cases of the plague. I need to ask Kuan-Ti if he knows of any way to stop her.”
 
      “Of course,” he led me into his gilded marshmallow of a dining room. “Here, have a seat while I go contact him. I'll send someone in with some refreshments for you.”
 
      “Thank you.”
 
      “We're on the same side now, little witch,” he grinned, flashing a bit of fang. “It's my pleasure to help.”
 
      I pondered how nice it was to have the assistance of the Vampire God, as I waited for him to return. One of his vampire priests came in with a tray. He put a plate of little sandwiches down in front of me and a glass of wine. I thanked him and he nodded, leaving without saying a word. They still creeped me out a little, even though I knew they were loyal to Blue.
 
      I was halfway done with my sandwiches when Blue came back in with Kuan-Ti at his side. I stood and happily went over to shake the Chinese General's hand. Even when we'd been on opposing sides of the war, I had still respected Kuan-Ti, he was just the kind of guy you had to respect, all honorable and stuff. Plus, I just liked him.
 
      “It's so good to see you,” I said as we headed back to the table.
 
     “Quite,” he smiled and pushed his thick, black braid over his shoulder. “I'm pleased to not have to war with you any longer, my lady.”
 
      “Me too,” I lifted my glass in salute to him, “you make a much better ally.”
 
      “So, I'm told you have need of some knowledge?”
 
      “Yes, thank you. Can you tell me anything about Xi Wangmu? She's causing a new outbreak of the bubonic plague in Hawaii. I need to stop her before things get really horrible.”
 
      “Xi Wangmu,” Kuan-Ti frowned. “I haven't seen her in years. She's not just a plague goddess, she's a goddess of immortality. I wasn't planning on seeing her again until her next birthday celebration, in about twenty-four-hundred years.”
 
      “She doesn't celebrate yearly?” I blinked slowly.
 
      “No, she combines it with the celebration of her peaches.”
 
      “Peaches?” Wow, I really didn't know much about this woman.
 
      “She grows the peaches of immortality,” Kuan-Ti nodded. “They take three thousand years to ripen but then they grant three thousand years of life, so I guess it evens out.”
 
      “Wow,” I remembered something Odin had told me. “The Norse deities have to eat apples of immortality but they only last for a hundred years.”
 
      “That sucks,” Kuan-Ti grinned. 
 
      “Yes, indeed,” I laughed. “Anything else you can tell me about her?”
 
      “She's actually quite kind,” he shook his head at my derisive snort. “No, she is. If she's causing a plague, it's because she truly believes it's necessary. She is a goddess of healing as well, although that came to her later in life.”
 
      “I've tried to reason with her but she won't listen to me,” I shook my head. “My only option is to inoculate her.”
 
      “You're going to do what?” Kuan-Ti sat up straighter in his chair.
 
     “I'm going to inject her full of antibiotics,” I shrugged. “Hopefully that will cure her.”
 
      “That won't work, Vervain,” he rubbed at his forehead. “In theory, I see how you might believe it would but in practice, modern antibiotics don't stand a chance in curing the full blown, origin of this disease. You know those antibiotics aren't even a hundred percent sure of treating victims, much less the source. Plus, there's three types of Black Death; bubonic which attacks the lymph system, septicemic which infects the blood, and pneumonic which attacks the lungs. In the last case, the disease has a hundred percent mortality rate, even with treatment. Xi Wangmu carries all three.”
 
      “Oh fuck,” I knocked my palms into my forehead. “What the hell are we going to do. I'm going to have to kill her.”
 
     “Please don't kill her. All the Chinese deities will lose their immortality if she dies. I'll go with you,” Kuan-Ti swallowed hard. “I was well acquainted with her once. She may listen to me.”
 
      “Seriously?” I lowered my hands.
 
      “Most seriously.”
 
      “And if she doesn't listen?” Blue, who had been silent through the entire conversation, finally spoke up.
 
      “Then we let her kill,” he held his hands up to me when I started to speak. “You don't understand, Vervain. You think you have enemies now? Imagine if you took immortality away from an entire pantheon? They'd all be coming after you.”
 
      “Yeah,” I sighed. “That doesn't sound like a good option.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Four
 
    
 
      “Xi Wangmu, Queen Mother,” Kuan-Ti called out.
 
      We were all in an alley in Chinatown. By all, I mean the entire God Squad, which now included Blue and Azrael, as well as Odin and our sons Vidar and Vali. We were bristling with weapons, there was no way she was going to think we were only there to talk but actually, we kinda were.
 
      We had no syringes, since Kuan-Ti had said they'd be useless, and we had no intention of killing her but still, we weren't about to just stand there and let her kill us either. Thus the weapons. I glanced nervously around the dirty alley, not a single rat in sight, but that had no bearing on the plague now. In fact, the damn thing could be in the air, which would result in that last version, pneumonic, which is untreatable. Oh wait, right, I was a goddess and didn't have to worry about that anymore.
 
      “Kuan-Ti?” Xi Wangmu's voice took on a much softer edge when she spoke to the General. “What brings you here?” She looked around at the rest of us with disdain. “In such unfortunate company.”
 
      “These gods are friends of mine,” Kuan-Ti held out a hand to her when she pulled away. “They are good people, Xi. I know you think it's time for a cleansing but truly, it would have severe repercussions on our people here.”
 
      “The Chinese are one of the largest growing races on the planet,” she scoffed.
 
      “Yes,” he sighed, “in China. This is Hawaii. You were just here, a mere hundred years ago. It's too soon to put them through this again.”
 
     Xi Wangmu frowned, her tail swishing back and forth in agitation.
 
      “Please,” Kuan-Ti stood straight and then gave her a courtly bow. “You know I would never lie to you. We have cared deeply for each other. I would never dishonor that memory.”
 
      “It has been a long time,” she whispered.
 
      “Not long enough to forget,” he smiled gently and reached out a hand to her.
 
      “It was unforgettable,” she took his hand and he kissed it. Her face changed, softened, becoming more beautiful.
 
      “But that is not why you should believe me,” he said gravely. “Look around, see for yourself how many of our people are here. I know you truly care for them, you've earned the title of Queen Mother. Even when all you were was death, you cared for them.”
 
      “I understand,” Azrael stepped forward and she looked at him in surprise. “I know what it means to care about our humans, to guide them through their mortality, yet somehow be so completely separated from them.”
 
      “You are Death as well,” she looked him over and he spread his wings. They unfurled with a great flapping sound, rising above him majestically. “Ah, you. Yes, I know you,” she walked toward him, dropping Kuan-Ti's hand. “You come after me, to take some away to a new journey.”
 
      “I also touch the grieving,” he held a hand out to her and she took it, touching him briefly before letting go. “I comfort those who find it difficult to let go of their dead. I know that what you do is a necessity but I also know that it should be a last resort. Now is not the time for this. I think it would be great folly to take so many from this place.”
 
      She looked around the alley, over all of our solemn faces, and then walked back to Kuan-Ti. She touched his face tenderly and he held her hand to him, looking far from the General he usually was. This man wasn't the battlefield hero, he was the poet beneath the window, singing out his love for his lady. Xi Wangmu seemed to sense the difference as well.
 
       “Maybe it's time to relive the past,” she kissed his cheek.
 
      “I would like that,” he beamed at her.
 
      “Then, as my new consort,” she grinned sensuously, “I'll grant you this boon. I'll pull back my magic and leave this place in peace.”
 
     I sighed heavily in relief and she looked over at me mischievously.
 
      “I told you not to try to catch me, Godhunter,” she shook a taloned finger at me. “You are very lucky, and very smart, to have got Kuan-Ti to do it instead. Remember this, and do not try to fight me again.”
 
      “You got it, Queen Tiger Babe,” I saluted her and she laughed.
 
      “It was fun, though,” she tapped a claw on her nose. “You are a very amusing adversary.”
 
      “Thanks,” I shrugged, “I get that a lot. Oh and the short thing. They're always surprised at how short I am.”
 
      “I as well,” she held her hand flat at a spot high above her head. “They always say, they expect me to be taller.”
 
      “I know, right?” I held my hands up in the universal what the fuck gesture. 
 
      “Just tell them,” she said as she took Kuan-Ti's arm, “That powerful things can come in small packages.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Five
 
    
 
      “You want me to do what?” I eyed the pool of oil in the  Spring section of the Garden of Eden.
 
      “Just trust me,” Azrael grinned devilishly. Yes, I know the irony.
 
      “For you,” I sighed and stripped off my clothes, leaving them in a pile far away from the oily shore and patted my hair to make sure it was tightly restrained in its braided crown around my head.
 
      He grinned, stripping bare himself before climbing into the pool. He went to his knees so he could immerse himself up to his neck in the greasy liquid. I sighed and climbed in, hoping this wouldn't be as disgusting as it sounded. The oil was warm and slid over me like a silk shawl. I followed Azrael's lead and sank in till it came up to my neck but then I stood up, liquid gold sluicing off my skin in a dramatic rush. 
 
      The oil was thin, leaving only a rich sheen to my skin instead of a heavy coat. I rubbed at my arm, marveling at the softness and the feeling of rejuvenation that seemed to flow over me. I smiled at Az and he laughed, holding out his arms for me. I went into them gladly.
 
      “What is this?” I scooped up some oil and rubbed it into his chest.
 
      “Anointing oil,” he sighed under my ministrations.
 
      “So, I'm holy now?” I rubbed myself against him, loving the feeling of our slick skin rubbing together.
 
      “Consecrated,” he whispered as he lowered his lips to mine, “as my lover.”
 
      I kissed him as my hands flowed over him, exploring each dip and plane with a new wonder. It seemed so different with the rapturous slide of the oil between us. His hands were roaming over me as well and everywhere they went, they brought a fresh wave of heat. Up my back, down my arms, around my curves the heatwave went, making me cry out against his mouth.
 
      Below the surface, his finger stroked me, parting and massaging before adding his whole hand to the effort. His palm rubbed down my core, from top to bottom and then back up again, an intimate massage that was exciting instead of relaxing. I gripped his shoulder and pressed myself more firmly into him.
 
      He pulled away and I growled, reaching for his hand but he batted mine away and took my waist. With a swift movement, he placed me on the incline where the river met the shore. The sand beneath me fell away in a gentle slope and was a perfect angle for us. He slid his body between my legs and entered me. 
 
      It was so much different than having sex in water. This was luxurious, the liquid only adding to my pleasure, where water would have washed it away and made things more difficult.
 
      He glided into me in an effortless undulation, sending little explosions of pleasure rocketing through my entire body, and that was before he lowered his chest to mine. His chest sliding against mine was like a giant hand working me over. The slickness turned everything into a caress, every motion into sublime pleasure.
 
      Then his lips were over mine and my tongue was sliding against his. Everything was just so wet and hard against me, filling and rubbing until I couldn't think straight. He suddenly lifted my hips from the pool, holding them around his waist as he started to work himself into me faster. The oil heated, adding to the pleasure and I screamed out just moments before he did.
 
      Then he lifted me, still lodged inside me, from the pool's edge and settled me back into the spring grass. I sighed as he slid from me and then settled into my side, rubbing little circles over my stomach. I relaxed back against him, letting the sun lull me to sleep as the oil soaked into my skin. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Six
 
    
 
      “You know what my favorite part of Heaven is?” I asked Azrael  as I snuggled in bed with him.
 
      “The honey?” He laughed and dove under the covers to make sure he'd gotten my breasts thoroughly cleaned. Yes, we'd gone back to Autumn after we made love in Spring.
 
      I let him go awhile, holding his head to me, till I finally pulled him back up. I stared up at him in amazement. Just seeing him above me made me so damn thankful. I'd been through so much lately and I was still alive because of him. 
 
      Trevor, Kirill, and Odin had been there for me in so many ways, even saving my life on occasion. Hell, I was living this life only because Odin had brought me back before my time. I didn't mean to diminish anything they'd done, and my love for all of them was practically carved in stone, but this man, this angel, had found a place in my already overcrowded heart and made himself a home. In some ways, it felt like he'd outdone them.
 
      “Carus?” Oh I liked that too, it was so sexy on his lips. Drawn out, sounding like two words instead of one. Care-Us. How appropriate.
 
       “Just thinking,” I gave him a quick kiss.
 
      “About your favorite part of Heaven,” he grinned, becoming even more beautiful.
 
      “Yes, that,” I reached down between us and took him in hand. “Ah, here it is.”
 
      He laughed, vibrating it through my chest since he was above me, and I joined him. But then his face took a sensual turn and he shifted my legs apart, bringing my favorite part of Heaven right where it needed to be to take me to a different kind of paradise. 
 
      I wrapped my arms around him and let go of everything else. Thor was a distant memory, the fact that Anubis still showed up occasionally left my mind, the Intare, the Froekn, all the things I normally worried about went away and I was alone with Azrael. I knew it would always be like this, that when I was with him, it would only be him. Instead of making me sad or making me feel guilty over forgetting the others, it made me feel only a great relief.
 
      As much as I loved my men, it was so hard to love all of them. To be in bed with one, while missing another, or have one man's hands on me while picturing another man's face. It may sound harsh but it's really just human nature. When you love truly, making love will make you think of that person, and when you have three, or rather four, men that you love, it can get confusing.
 
      I loved them all and I was intent on making sure they each felt that love from me. This intensity could get a little exhausting. So having one lover I could go to and truly just be with him, was an amazing gift. I could pretend for a short time that it was just me and him. Of course it might help if I left all links to other lovers at home when I came to  visit Az.
 
      I looked over to the emerald pendant Odin had given me. I'd left it lying on the bedside table. I would have left it behind but I seemed to need to have it with me lately and I wasn't about to go against such a strong feeling. 
 
      Azrael began to work his magic inside me and I was looking forward to the pleasure I'd find in the arms of my angel, when the emerald pulsed once, brightly, and the image of dragon eyes filled my mind.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
      “Just when you think you're safe, I'll find you. I'll steal you from your Heaven and bring you to my Hell.” Rain sang his words up to me like an inverted version of his name. “And in my darkness I'll make you see me..... hear me..... feel me,” he looked up at me, where I was standing at the railing on the second floor of Moonshine, and stared hard. The slow, tribal beat of the music seemed to resonate in my chest as I swayed unconsciously with it, his voice hypnotic in my ears. “Till Heaven and Hell are one... till we are one. Till we are one.”
 
      The crowd on the first floor of Moonshine was full of panting, screaming women, reaching toward the stage as if both Heaven and Hell were indeed within reach and they didn't care which one they touched, as long as it had one of the Dark Horses in it. I smirked over at my friends who were leaning against the rail beside me and they smirked back. The Dark Horses were damn good for business.
 
      They were also a damn good distraction for me. I'd actually seen Heaven recently, a couple of them, but I'd literally gone through Hell to get there and I could use a good vacation. At least things had finally calmed down and a vacation was looking like a viable option for once. It's not like I didn't have a lot of destination choices either. I lived in Hawaii, so I didn't have to travel far to see paradise but if I decided to, one of my many god friends could simply trace me through the Aether and over to any place my heart desired.
 
      Yet, there I was, on the VIP level of the club I owned in part with my werewolf boyfriend, aka the Froekn Prince, aka Trevor. I automatically sought out his dark curls(finally growing back out from when he'd shaved his head recently), searching through the mass of bodies below. He wasn't too tough to spot, as tall and built as he was, and I found him easily, over by the bar talking to his younger brother UnnúlfR. 
 
      Trevor looked up at me like he could feel my stare, he probably could, what with our connection through the Froekn Binding. Well, he was bound to me, not vice versa. I did hold a part of his soul though, and the little she-wolf growled low in delight to feel his attention on us.
 
      I gave him a quick wink and let him get back to work, tonight wasn't his night to be with me. When I made my way home later, it would be with Kirill, my second lover and my only Ganza. 
 
      As the Lion Goddess of the Intare, I got a few magical perks. First of all, I was bound to almost eighty gorgeous werelions as their goddess. I'd also inherited a sweet piece of Safari-esque property in the God Realm. Last but not least, I had to take multiple lovers or I'd go crazy and try to screw anything that walked. Yeah that last bit doesn't sound so great and I used to look on it as a curse rather than a perk, but I've since changed my mind.
 
      Kirill helped ease me through the change. Well, him, Odin, and now, Azrael. Yeah, I have four lovers, don't hate. It's a dirty job but someone's gotta enjoy it, I mean do it, and it might as well be me. So I'd be enjoying Kirill later and Trevor would be staying at Moonshine to give us some alone time. He's been really great about it all ever since me and Azrael rescued him from Hel. Yes, Hel with one L, as in Trevor's Aunty Hel who rules Niflheim, which is a type of hell - two L's, but not in the torturous Christian sense of the word. More like they don't get to party in Valhalla and instead have to live in a gray city in the middle of an icy wasteland kind of hell. 
 
      Although there was this lone hall made out of snakes where men had to spend eternity dodging dripping venom, and there was a hell hound named Garm, oh and a dragon named Nidhogg. Okay maybe it was kind of hellish. Who knew there were so many types of hells? 
 
      Kirill and I would be together later though, I glanced over at him and smiled. He was at his usual spot, at the top of the stairs for the VIP floor, watching the entire club and me all at the same time. It was kind of his job as my Ganza, so I let him do it. Plus, it was a girls night out. 
 
      I had two god friends and two of my human friends out with me in an attempt to blend both of my worlds together and so far, so good. Sommer and Krystal(the humans) were getting along well with Persephone and Samantha(goddess and werewolf respectively). The alcohol probably helped with that but I was hopeful that I'd soon be able to mix and match my friends like color coordinated clothing.
 
      Dark Horses finished their set and started to make their way through the crowd. This was much easier said than done since making their way included collecting phone numbers and other fan-based paraphernalia from insistent female hands... and some male ones. I was turning back to our little stone table and “hill” couches that blended perfectly into Moonshine's forest atmosphere, when I noticed that Rain and the boys of Dark Horses were making their way to the stairs that led right up to us.
 
      I frowned.
 
      “What's up?” Krystal raised one brow and lowered the other at the same time, quite an interesting look and more difficult to accomplish than you would think. I've tried it in the mirror.
 
      “The band's on their way up,” I looked over to Kirill and he shrugged. He wouldn't stop them, the boys posed no threat to me, they were just minor irritations. Or at least one of them was.
 
      “Hmm,” Krystal's gaze shifted over to the spot I was now staring at. “A bunch of gorgeous, talented men are coming our way. Oh no! What ever shall we do?”
 
      “Shut up, jackass,” I smirked at her. “Rain can be a little annoying.”
 
      “I think I can handle annoying,” she looked me over pointedly.
 
      “I'm going to cut you off,” I pointed to her spiked lemonade.
 
      “Wicked, wicked woman,” she hissed and stepped back, just as the band cleared the top step and started over to us.
 
      “Hey, boys,” Persephone waved them over, “come join us.”
 
      I sighed and sat back against my grassy seat heavily. Rain came over and squished in between me and Krystal with a delighted expression, much to Krystal's disappointment. She hated men with long hair and I think she had hoped one of the other guys, all with different versions of short hair, would have sat next to her. Too bad, she could be a good friend and help keep Rain's attention as well as his weirdo predictions away from me.
 
      “Rouva,” Rain smiled over at me. Great, he was using my Froekn title, what did that mean? “You look all recovered.”
 
      “Yes, I'm great, thanks,” I grimaced at him. “Rain, this is my friend Krystal and over here, is Sommer. Ladies, this is Rainieri, Ilario, Adriano, and Constantin.”
 
      Everyone did the happy little nice to meet you dance and then we settled back. I started to relax, Rain was being charming, to Krystal not me, and hadn't said one prophetic word yet. The other three horses, and yes, they were all horse shifters, began conversations with the rest of my friends, proving to be as entertaining offstage as they were on. I felt my frown ease and I took a relieved sip of my drink.
 
      “Thought I was coming up here to bring doom and gloom?” Rain whispered over to me, his shoulder-length straight hair hanging between us for a second before he swept it back.
 
      “Maybe,” I slid my gaze suspiciously to him. “I need a break from the doom. Gloom I may be able to handle but definitely no doom.”
 
      “Alright,” he laughed, “no doom. Really, me and the guys just thought it was about time we got to know you better. If for no other reason than for a heads up on what kind of fall-out we may have to deal with in the future.”
 
      “Fall-out?”
 
      “Yeah,” he shrugged. “A lot of your issues wind up walking through those doors,” he gestured down to the entrance on the first floor. “And whether you make them take a binding oath before letting them in or not, some of those issues can cause serious damage.”
 
      “Point taken,” I grimaced. “I'm hoping the issues will take a holiday and give me a breather.”
 
      “Yeah, well,” he grimaced right back at me. “Gods aren't good at taking holidays. They generally like to do their worst damage on special occasions. Makes it more dramatic, the better to be retold later as a folk tale.” His face went even darker. “Then again, everyday is an opportunity to inflict some kind of suffering.”
 
      I followed his gaze and my stomach clenched. Thor had just walked in the door with a beautiful, long-legged goddess on his arm. I was done mourning my relationship with Thor, his mood swings and childish behavior had finally caused me to draw a line with him and I'd been pretty sure that line included Moonshine on my side of it. Evidently, I hadn't been clear enough when I told him to stay away from me. The fact that my legs were more of the shapely variety and could never be referred to as “long”, didn't help either.
 
      “Son of a sea serpent,” I swore, gaining the attention of everyone else in our group. I expected some questions about my alliterative cussing. What I didn't expect was someone upping the ante.
 
      “Fucking donkey-dating dun mare,” Constantin growled and jumped to his feet. Ilario and Adriano jumped up too and instantly grabbed his arms.
 
      “Please don't do this here,” Rain put his face in Constantin's. “It was probably his idea. You know Thor is trying to get to Vervain. This has nothing to do with you.”
 
      “It has everything to do with me,” Constantin was straining against the hands holding him. “She's trying to torture me. Why does she have to be so damn mean?”
 
     “You know she's not,” Rain sighed. “Just take a breath, my brother, and think. This isn't the place to start trouble, you'd just be playing into Thor's hands because you know Vervain would have to jump in and stop the fight.”
 
     Constantin's eyes started to lose their fire and he sagged back against Ilario, who caught him and helped him back against a seat. I looked from horse to horse, struggling to find an explanation while I closed my unhinged jaw. What the hell? 
 
      “What the hell was that?” I repeated my inner confusion.
 
      “That,” Adriano smirked as he jerked his head in the direction of Thor's date, “is Epona, our goddess, and Constantin's ex-wife.”
 
      “What?” I totally forgot Thor in light of the new information. Ex-wife trumps ex-lover every time.
 
      “Which part don't you understand?” Adriano looked genuinely curious.
 
      “The part where my ex is dating Constantin's ex,” okay, so maybe I didn't forget about Thor completely.
 
      “Sounds like you pretty much got it,” Ilario patted Constantin's knee. “He was married to Epona for over two centuries.”
 
      “Then she put me out to pasture like a worn out stud,” Constantin was developing a twitch beneath his left eye.
 
      “Well,” I said brightly, “at least you're not bitter.” I got a thick silence for my efforts at levity. “Too soon?”
 
      “We all worked for her,” Ilario shot a glance at Constantin, “as spies and soldiers. We did horrible things in the name of her politics and causes but we never complained. She'd taken us from simple men and turned us into something extraordinary. We were, and are, ever grateful to her but her relationship with Constantin was different. They romanced each other for close to a thousand years before they got married.”
 
      “And then she just decided we were through,” Constantin added, his short, dark curls flicking about his head like they were separate entities. “That evil, heartless, long-toothed, broodmare, swished her tail at the first stallion to come by.”
 
      “Okay,” Sommer held up a hand, “can we stop with all the horse references? It's making me a little uneasy.”
 
      “Hey,” I snapped my fingers in front of Constantin's face when he started to stare hard at Sommer. “Why don't we order a round of shots, some more drinks, and get nice and loud as we ignore them both and ruin whatever plan either of them have to disrupt our night?”
 
      “That sounds excellent,” Ilario looked at me gratefully. “What do you say, brother?”
 
      “I say, make mine Frangelico.”
 
     “You got it,” I waved down our waitress with an air of desperation. This was one confrontation I just didn't want to have. Part of me really wanted to throw Thor out on his tookis but that would mean I'd have to sink to his level, have to admit he was pissing me off, and have to go talk to him. Three things I didn't want to do. So I was going to be the bigger person and hide up in my VIP lounge as I tried my best to get drunk. See, I can be a grown-up.
 
      This is more difficult than you may think when you're a goddess. The getting drunk part not the behaving like an adult. Oh yeah, I'm technically a goddess now, ever since I had a drink from the Grayel. I heal fast, real fast, and unfortunately that includes any damage done to brain cells by imbibing alcohol. It takes a lot to get me drunk now. However, I've discovered that if I drink fast enough, I could get a good buzz. Since I wasn't paying for my drinks anyway, drinking fast seemed like a good idea to me.
 
      It seemed like much less of a good idea twenty minutes later, when I'd consumed more than half a bottle of tequila and was blinking at a couple of blurry shapes near the top of the stairs, both of them being blocked adamantly by Kirill. I blinked a few times and refocused, bringing Thor and his date into view. Then I groaned. Why couldn't he just stay downstairs with his little horsie floozy? No, he had to trot her ass up to my VIP floor and try to give us all a good look at her thin thighs.
 
      Constantin was stumbling to his feet, the other drunk members of the band trying to reach for him but failing, so I lurched forward, effectively slamming him back into his seat. I used the momentum to propel myself up and forward, over to my lion lover, who looked as if his patience was about to leave the building. Hopefully along with Thor and his My Little Pony.
 
      “Take voman and leave now,” Kirill's Russian accent was as thick as his long, black hair, which was hanging loose around his hips tonight. I stared at the sexy display of all that shiny, straight hair around his perfectly shaped ass and totally forgot why I was standing there.
 
      “Vervain,” Thor's voice reminded me.
 
      “Thor,” I jerked my gaze away from my lover's assets guiltily. Though why I should feel guilty about staring at my boyfriend was beyond me. I didn't owe Thor anything, I could stare at Kirill if I wanted to. So I gave Kirill's chest a thorough once over just to prove the point.
 
      “Is there a reason why we can't come upstairs?” Thor growled and I glanced back over at him in surprise.
 
      “Is there a...,” I stumbled forward and Kirill caught me in a slick maneuver that made it look like he'd reached out just to put an arm around me, not because I was about to fall flat on my face. “How about, I told you I didn't want you around?” I got back on track after shooting Kirill a grateful glance.
 
      “I didn't think it applied to public places,” Thor's eyes were starting to fill with lightning.
 
     “This is my fucking club, you ass!” I shouted at him and the muted conversations going on behind me stopped dead.
 
      “It's also the only club that caters to gods,” he ground out.
 
      “Look,” Epona apparently decided she needed to add something to the debacle. “We're not here to cause any trouble, let's just go have a drink downstairs, Thor.”
 
      “Not here to cause trouble?” Constantin growled from the back of the hill he was flung over, and held down on, by Ilario and Adriano. “Go bray your lies elsewhere. You're here just to whip me to a frenzy and you know it.”
 
      “Great, more horse references,” Sommer drawled. “I'm never going to get these images out of my head.”
 
      “I am not, Constantin,” Eppona lifted her long face in the air. “I didn't even know you were going to be here tonight.”
 
      “Alright, that's it,” I waved a hand in a cutting motion and was surprised to find that it was steady. Sober already. Well yippee, just in time to come up with some good insults. “I don't know you, horse-face and I don't care if you're here under good intentions or not. You're upsetting my employee and you being in the company of Undesirable No. 1 over here, doesn't help your case.”
 
      “You mean Public Enemy No. 1,” Epona raised a sassy eyebrow at me. “If you're going to be rude, you should at least get your insults straight.”
 
      “No, I don't and don't fucking correct me,” I snarled. “Go watch a Harry Potter movie and learn something important... like knowing when to shut the hell up.”
 
      “Vervain,” Thor growled.
 
      “Watch it, Sparky,” I shot back. “I'm not in the god damned mood for your bullshit. Take your little friend and beat it before I call in the wolves.”
 
      “Bullshit?” His eyes started to flash lightning. “I simply wanted a nice evening out with a woman who actually enjoys my company.”
 
      “No problem,” I nodded very reasonably. “Take said woman and go enjoy your evening together... elsewhere. I don't care where and I don't care that I own the only club that caters to gods. Just because this is a god specific club, doesn't mean you can't go anywhere else. Hell go to fucking Timbuktu, it'll only take a few seconds, just go away from here.”
 
      “All that time I watched you,” Thor shook his head, “I never saw you behave with such avarice.”
 
      “Really?” I blinked at him, wide-eyed, “you're going to bring up your previous stalking of me while trying to insult me? Weak, very weak. In fact, you're kinda making my point for me.”
 
      “Fine,” Thor narrowed his glowing eyes on me. “We'll leave but I'm going to remember this, Vervain.”
 
      “Oh please do because I am so fucking tired of repeating myself to you.”
 
   He snarled, turned, and tromped back down the stairs, leaving Epona to follow. Behind me, a concert worthy round of applause had begun and Kirill leaned in to kiss my cheek.
 
      “Vell done, Tima,” he whispered. “So sexy with the spank talking.”
 
      “It's smack talk,” I laughed. “We can do spank talking later, as long as your kissing improves.”
 
      “Oh,” he chuckled, a low rumbling in his chest, “it vill improve and relocate.”
 
      “I'll look forward to that,” I slapped his ass, a little spanking preview, before I went back to my appreciative audience.
 
      “Thank you,” Constantin was on his feet, free of restraining hands now that Epona was gone. “That made my entire year.”
 
       “Hey,” I pointed at him, “nobody fucks with my people but me.”
 
      He laughed and gave me a quick hug. “Still, I appreciate it. It was a hell of a show.”
 
      “Yes, bravo,” slurred Krystal, poor thing was trying to keep up with gods and that was virtually impossible when it came to drinking. “Send that horse-bitch packing!” A shocked silence sobered her up enough to look around. “What I say?”
 
      “Nothing,” I laughed and shook my head, “werewolves get a little sensitive about the “b” word.”
 
      “Oh,” her eyes got round, “sorry, Sam, never even occurred to me.”
 
      “No prob,” Sam shrugged. “I'm not as sensitive as some of the others. I think it was more of the combination horse and bitch insult. Kind of silly sounding to us shifters.”
 
      “I like a woman with spark,” Rain leaned in closer to Krystal.
 
      “And I like a man with less hair,” she stared at the shiny fall of his tresses like they were personally offending her.
 
      “What?” Rain looked shocked and confused. So very confused. 
 
      I smothered my laugh.
 
      “I don't like men with long hair,” Krystal said slowly, like he was mentally challenged.
 
      “But women love my hair,” he sounded like a three-year-old. “It's rock star hair and I'm a rock star.”
 
      “I don't think I like rock stars then,” Krystal looked thoughtfully into her empty lemonade glass. “I would like some more lemonade though. Can you get me some?”
 
      “Can I... what?” Rain looked at me like I might be able to explain the insanity of my friend.
 
      It was the last straw on the back of my camel of laughter. I bent over double with the force of my merriment, delighting in both Krystal's frankness and Rain's discomfort. The rest of the group finally joined in, with Rain, Krystal, and Kirill being the only exceptions.
 
      “She just don't like you,” I finally got out. “It happens.”
 
      “No, it doesn't,” Rain looked Krystal over carefully, like she might have a warning label attached someplace.
 
      “I don't find you all that attractive,” I shrugged.
 
      “Yeah but you have like five-hundred lovers,” he shook his head. “You're a little too distracted to notice my good looks.”
 
      “I still notice a good looking man, you narcissist,” I huffed. “And you're just not that hot. I'm sorry, someone had to tell you sometime.”
 
      “You could try cutting your hair,” Krystal mused when she realized he wasn't going to get her a new drink. “And you could try being a little more courteous to thirsty ladies.”
 
      “Cut my hair?” He lifted a hand to his hair.
 
      “It's not like you've never worn it short,” Ilario observed. “I actually think you look better that way too.”
 
      “Traitor,” Rain hissed.
 
      “Hey, you're the only one who thinks rock stars have to have long hair,” Adriano piped up. “It's not like it's the eighties. I think Krystal has a point.”
 
      “Well that's where we differ,” I shrugged and looked over at Kirill. “I like my men with long hair, gives me something to grab onto.”
 
      “I can grab onto short hair,” Krystal insisted, still lifting her empty glass in Rain's direction until he finally took it. 
 
      “Jessica,” I called for our waitress as I looked Krystal over. “We need some coffee and water up here please.”
 
      “And a pair of scissors,” Krystal added.
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