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1

“—disturbances over the Aegean Sea continue to concern locals in the area.”

“Up-and-coming pop diva Tiana Summers releases her second chart-topping single in as many months. Critics say that she’s poised to completely take over the industry.”

“Stock prices for Montague Manufacturing are poised to rise or drop depending on the newest reveal at the Goodwill Gala later tonight.”

I killed the sound system in the XM1 and leaned back into the comfortable leather seat.

The car was a wonder-machine. I wasn’t concerned about how it would perform at the Gala. Journalists, millionaires and actual competitors would turn out in droves for an appearance. My product would take the world by storm.

I was sure of it.

I slid out of the world’s newest and best luxury vehicle.

The XM1 was the culmination of years of research, hard work, and some truly insane engineers at Montague Manufacturing. They’d taken the concept of a luxury car in the vein of Bentley and filled it out into something more opulent and American.

A V-12 engine could outpace most of the supercars on the current market.

Every inch of the modified bodywork could withstand rifle rounds.

The entire windscreen could function as an on-the-fly HUD.

I’d personally tinkered with the autopilot for months to get it working to my satisfaction. Smart cars were all the rage, sure, but I’d never liked seceding control of my vehicle to an AI. The XM1 could outpace, outperform, and outsell any of the sleek carbon-fiber monstrosities being promoted to the aristocracy.

I just had to be there to sell it myself.

Screens flickered on the walls of my garage with muted newsfeeds. Information from all over the States and the wider globe whirled past my vision. I tracked some of the more interesting phenomena coming out of Greece until my PA called me from my office across town.

“Sir, please tell me that you’re in a suit and shaved.”

“I can neither confirm nor deny, Carla.”

“The Gala is in two hours, sir, and we need you to be socially acceptable.”

“Two hours?”

“You’re supposed to give a keynote speech, liaise with the event organizers, and Olivia Durstin specifically requested a meeting about the XM1. For the tenth time in two weeks.” Carla paused to breathe. “I can keep going, sir, but the fact is that you’re needed in about five different places tonight and you still haven’t left the basement.”

Screens puked a constant wall of noise and information at me.

I logged the important details and thought over the structure of the evening. Montague Manufacturing already had security concerns about letting me anywhere near the Gala without a small army of former-military bodyguards around me at all times.

I didn’t need their protection.

The car glittered in the bright florescent lights behind me.

I’d built it to be the perfect supercar for only the most discerning buyers. I already knew a handful of people—Olivia among them—already wanted to preorder the model before it went out to the wider market.

They wanted to take it apart and figure out how it worked.

“Sir?” Carla prompted.

“You said two hours, right?” I asked.

“Less than that, now.”

“I’ll be there,” I said.

I clicked off the communication line through to my PA and slid back into the XM1. The engine purred almost silently at a touch of my fingertips. The HUD flickered into life over the windscreen and I coaxed the masterpiece out of the garage.

Hangar doors opened up ahead of me and I gunned the engine.

The XM1 handled like a dream. I hauled ass out of the private airstrip and into my company’s shipping yard. A handful of dockhands stopped to stare as I passed them. 12 cylinders ran like a dream.

I got to the office at the other side of the shipping yard in less than four minutes.

Gullwing doors slid smoothly open at a touch.

I cleared the stairs to the main operations office. Holographic panels read my biometrics before I even got close to the doors and opened them for me. The MasterKey in my pocket logged my path through the building, fed it into a supplementary AI that overlooked every facet of my business, and opened doors for me like a butler.

I didn’t like AI piloting my vehicles.

But my father’s creation had turned Montague’s holdings from a bloated, heavy-handed traditional corporation into something far more sleek and efficient. I hired only the best for my personal staff. I took pains to make sure that as many humans were employed in the positions that I needed them.

My office in the Shipyard was simple, sparse, and elegant.

A part of the wall clicked away from the rest of it and revealed a tight, comfortable little living pod. I had a bad habit of working long hours out in the Shipyard’s Basement and I often needed a place to crash.

I found a sleek black suit with a matching shirt, tie, and shoes.

It was the best that money could buy in Italy.

Minimalist, comfortable, and rated all the way up to Level 3 body armor.

I closed off the tiny living pod behind me and spent thirty seconds checking the movements of products in and out of the Shipyard. Everything was running like clockwork and on schedule. The old board had painstakingly tried to remove me from the day-to-day operations of Montague Manufacturing.

They hadn’t wanted me involved in the company.

Not after they’d arranged for my father to die in a car accident years ago.

A small smile touched my face while I locked up behind me and got back into the XM1. That’d been a long time and a number of mysterious disappearances ago.

I pushed the supercar into the streets of St. Jacques.

The machine might as well have been an extension of my mind.

It handled at the smallest touch of my hands and feet. The stick-shift let out satisfying clicks with each gear and the monster of the engine purred appreciatively at the prospect of new power. The GPS on the windscreen highlighted the road ahead of me into an adaptive VR overlay.

It drank in information from everywhere around it.

People’s faces were fed into databases and checked against outstanding police warrants. Cameras flashed and the XM1 erased its digital footprint from passersby’s phones before they could post anything to any social media account.

I’d let people talk about the vehicle once I was ready to release it to the world.

But driving it through the city my family had built from the ground up felt like just the right kind of maiden voyage. I didn’t let off the gas as I went, and took wide circuits through the different districts of the city that I’d learned by heart.

I killed time until I missed Carla’s fifth call in a row.

I finally answered it.

“I swear that you do this on purpose,” she growled.

“Don’t be mad at me.”

“We’re getting multiple reports that someone’s hightailing around in the XM1 on every social media feed you could think about,” Carla protested. “We were supposed to unveil it at the Gala, David. Not showboat it around the entire city.”

“It was built in this city. It belongs here.”

Carla sighed.

“They’re begging me for an update about you and your keynote.”

I mapped out the time it’d take me to reach Town Hall and I nodded.

“Get the red carpet ready,” I said.

“Sir, they’re about to start with the newest Durstin--”

“They can get in line.”

A smile colored Carla’s voice.

“You know they’re going to complain. And probably sue.”

“Let them.”

I hung up the call and gunned the engine.

The city was my world and the XM1 was my mighty steed.

The Goodwill Gala was a circus of journalists, starlets, and hungry multi-millionaires.

They were the small fry gnawing at the edges of the event, begging for scraps from the tables of their masters. Everyone knew that they were bought and paid for.

I refused to play their games, and it drove Carla up the wall.

But she understood it. She’d been burned in that world before.

The police surrounding the event pulled me up as I approached the red carpet.

Captain Rivers looked spectacular in his dress blues.

I rolled down my window and gave him a nod of greeting.

His eyes flickered over the car, and he did everything in his power not to look impressed. Green motes of light steadily flickered out of his clothes, and I tried to ignore the tiny itch in the back of my head that told me he was envious.

I tried everything under the sun to get rid of it.

But my family’s curse had followed me.

There was an old saying that some people wore their hearts on their sleeves.

An older saying had been passed down in my family.

That was true of everyone. Montagues could just read them better.

“I suppose it’s redundant asking you for your paperwork,” Rivers said finally.

“I know I’m supposed to wait in line until they call my number,” I replied. “But tell me something. How badly do you want to shake up the clowns?”

The captain kept his composure, but it was clear that I’d found his weak point.

He hated the overtime and the journalists that made his precinct’s life hell.

“He’s here,” Rivers said into his radio. “Make a hole.”

“Appreciate it,” I said.

“No, you don’t,” the veteran replied easily. “Make their lives hell.”

He stepped away from the XM1, and a tight knot of muscled cops shoved a hole into the sea of faces around the red carpet. Dizzying displays of color radiated off the crowd. A lifetime of training kicked in, and I tuned out the glancing displays of emotion around the crowd.

They weren’t going to help me get through to the keynote.

Security and police scattered the crowd to the sides, and I drove Montague’s newest supercar straight onto the red carpet. Drones buzzed overhead. Cameras flashed, and the soundproofing of the supercar couldn’t quite drown out the screams of excitement from the crowd.

Part of me wished I could’ve stayed home.

But my company’s newest product needed a personal touch.

The red carpet ended in a ramp that led to a wide stage at the front of the Gala. Seas of people clustered around the edges of the stage and the walkway. Trios of scantily-clad supermodels paraded around the stage.

Electronic music pounded out in the background.

I let the XM1 glide effortlessly over the carpet and focused on my breathing.

Crowds like this could determine the fate of companies. They could destroy people's employment, destroy stock prices, and spin lies that followed people around for the rest of their lives. They’d tried to do the same to my father years ago.

It’d created a ripple effect that had pushed certain people to make poor decisions.

The XM1 found the very middle of the stage and halted soundlessly.

I fixed a tiny inner-ear comms unit in my ear.

“Carla.”

“Reading you loud and clear, boss,” she replied. “You’ve got their attention.”

“You’ve managed to keep the paparazzi off you?”

“It helps when all the security you’re supposed to have decided that this entire operation would go to pieces without me,” my PA replied. “They haven’t gotten to me yet. They’re announcing you now.”

I ran through the introductory speech I’d cooked up on the drive over.

The gullwing doors opened, and I stepped out onto the carpeted stage.

A roar of excitement and a miasma of color rippled up out of the crowd.

The animal intensity of it felt like a psychedelic trip.

I tapped the Master Key in my pocket and activated the XM1’s sound system.

A piercing siren sliced through the air and visibly rocked the people fighting for position beside the stage. Auras went from green and blue to rippling indigos and scarlets to signify annoyance, anger, and pain.

“Montague Manufacturing would like to present the latest and best in American engineering,” I began.

The supercar magnified my voice out over the crowd.

I kept my tone careful, measured, and part of it worked a spell over the crowd.

They stared at me and at the super-luxury vehicle and waited for me to keep talking.

There was nothing magical about it.

Just technology and some lessons in human psychology.

The huge screens around me flickered with Montague’s family crest. Thousands of people stared up at me and waited for the next part of my speech. I could almost see my father’s proud smile out there in the crowd somewhere.

He’d have been proud of me for pushing through for this.

Something caught my eye ten yards below me to the left.

A single figure in a brightly-colored suit pushed his way through the crowd.

A bolt of shock rolled through me all the way down to my toes.

I couldn’t see his aura. His emotions were hidden from my family’s curse.

Security saw him coming and swarmed in to stop him from approaching the no-man’s-land between the stage and the crowd. The man in the yellow suit with a green shirt dipped into his pocket and moved like lightning.

Screams suddenly billowed up from the crowd.

Three guards staggered away from the stranger with neatly-sliced throats.

Journalists and onlookers from all over the world scrambled away from him.

Sirens blared into the air, and I stared at the man in the yellow suit.

He moved with inhuman grace. Hands blurred through the air, and more police dropped to the ground. Gunshots cracked into the crowd with horrific loudness.

The man slid his hands back into his pockets and hopped up onto the barrier surrounding the stage as easily as someone taking a stair. He balanced one-footed on the barrier with ease, bent his knee slightly, and cleared five yards of space like it was nothing.

The man in the bright yellow suit landed on the edge of the stage.

He studied my frozen expression of shock with gentle amusement.

The creature in front of me looked human.

Nobody could move that fast with that much strength with such ease.

I’d trained my entire life to be able to outpace most regular people.

“Hello, David Montague,” the stranger said. “I hope you’ll pardon the interruption.”

My hand curled around the Master Key in my pocket and found the right button.

“You’ll have to work harder if you want my forgiveness,” I replied.

“Those herd animals had it coming,” the monster in a skin suit replied.

The XM1’s engine started up behind me.

“What do you want?” I asked bluntly.

“Your help in taking over the world, of course,” the man in the yellow suit replied. “Earth has spent far too long being ruled over by animals. It’s time it gave way to the civilized and the intelligent. Those that stand above humanity.”

I kept my eyes on his mirrored aviator sunglasses.

“And if I say no?”

“Then you will fall with the others.”

I nodded once and took a step to the left.

His face turned to keep pace with me.

Montague’s newest crown jewel crashed into him with the full power of a V12.
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The man in the yellow suit took a half-step back before the million-dollar project collided with him.

The murderous stranger may as well have been a steel pillar cemented in the ground.

My XM1 had been built tough enough to shrug off heavy-caliber rifles.

The resulting collision caved in the front of my supercar and stopped it dead.

Screams and sirens and panic streamed up from the crowd around us.

The auras switched to red and bright violet for pain and fear.

“That was rude of you,” the superhuman told me. “Shall we start over?”

“I think that’s best,” I agreed.

My carry pistol appeared in my hand with the smoothness and speed that only came with decades of practice. The problem in front of me barely had time to register the movement.

I settled the sights over his head and pulled the trigger.

The compact semi-auto barked once and jerked his head back.

He didn’t fall.

Adrenaline charged its way through my veins with the pace I usually associated with panic. I’d hit him with my supercar, cycled a .45 into his face, and it’d bounced off like it was nothing. The man in the yellow suit sighed and readjusted his mirrored sunglasses.

Cops were swarming in through the stampeding crowd.

Drones were still overhead catching everything on camera.

Whoever the inhuman presence was, he’d chosen his spot perfectly.

The whole world was watching him shrug off lethal force like it was an inconvenience.

The man in the yellow suit kicked the wrecked car.

It swung around in a crazy arc. I barely managed to vault over the moving hood as it came in. The creature may as well have been Superman. He was bulletproof, didn’t care in the slightest about guns, and represented a serious danger to the screaming crowds around us.

“Not bad, for a human. But you’ll die like the others if you don’t join us.”

I straightened up and made a show of tucking my gun back into its holster.

“Tell me more,” I said.

The man in the yellow suit quirked an eyebrow at me.

My face stayed guileless, and I slowly raised my hands to show him that I was unarmed. The mirrored sunglasses made it impossible to see the creature’s eyes. Small bulbs sat in each ear, and a wide-brimmed matching hat made it difficult to pick out any telling features on the crazed being’s head.

It was by design. This thing posing as a human wanted to stay hidden.

Strength. Invulnerability. Eye-catching dress sense.

I logged details and waited for an opening.

“You see them, don’t you?” the creature challenged. “The shapes of their emotions. The colors surrounding them. What if I told you that you could have the same? For everything marked in existence.”

The creature slid its hand into an inside pocket and opened up a straight razor.

The light of the flashing screens caught the metal and painted it with a kaleidoscope of color. My brain struggled to make sense of it as psychic and physical senses battled to make sense of the weapon.

It radiated emotion.

But it should’ve been simple steel.

It’d been the same weapon that the monster had used to kill the Gala’s security.

It wasn’t regular metal. It’d come from somewhere else, and it had different properties to anything before seen on Earth. I fought off a sudden surge of relentless curiosity and took a step forward with my hands raised.

“I’m interested,” I said. “I can’t stand them.”

The man in the yellow suit clicked his teeth together into a charming grin.

“I knew you’d see it our way, David.”

“What’s your name?”

“Your adopted kind once called me Hermes in the dim past.”

“The messenger god.” I slowly lowered my hands and bowed my head. “It’s an honor.”

Hermes spun the razor idly in his fingers.

“You don’t need to bow and scrape, David. You’re one of us.”

I straightened up again with a dazed smile.

“Really?”

The proto-god turned to gesture at the screaming chaos of the crowd.

I made my move just as he flicked the strange, shining blade in his fingers again.

He was fast. Faster than anyone I’d ever seen, fast enough to cut people down in the blink of an eye. But he was built like a human, spoke like a human, and moved like one.

It was a hell of a gamble but I had to take it.

My knee crashed into the back of his.

My hand closed around his wrist before he could catch the straight-razor.

I slapped my entire palm into the front of his mirrored sunglasses.

Hermes flinched.

It might’ve given me a quarter of a second.

That was all I needed. My fingers closed around the ivory handle of the straight-razor. A shock rolled up my knee like I’d just tried to hit a concrete barrier. Hermes’s hands went straight to his face to protect his glasses.

I wormed my hand free as fast as I could.

The straight-razor went up under his chin. I ripped it past his neck as hard as I could. Otherworldly steel bit into inhuman flesh and tore it open with a flash of metallic blood. Hermes let out a gurgle of surprise and staggered back a pace.

I pivoted my weight and capitalized on his shock.

One surface slash against the throat wasn’t going to do it.

I needed to find an artery. If this bastard even had arteries.

The straight-razor swept across his face again, caught against the frame of his glasses, and spun them off his face. Blood flashed out of his skin. I caught a glimpse of eyes made out of metal. They widened in disbelief, like a camera shutter opening.

The lights around us screwed his face up in pain.

The creature’s weakness lit up my mind like a firework.

Hermes was stronger and tougher than anything. He had finely-tuned senses. But he couldn’t stand up to a blade that he’d brought here himself. The torrent of noise and flashing lights of the stage had thrown him off-balance.

I stomped down on his fallen aviators and shattered them.

Those steely, mechanical eyes locked onto me with pure hatred.

A defiant grin stretched across my mouth to taunt him.

Hermes hesitated.

The impossibly-confident bearing had vanished in favor of confusion. His eyes and the colors around us had flashbanged him. I reached into my pocket, found the Master Key, and hit a control for the XM1.

The rear lights blazed out in a flickering, crazed pattern like a rave show.

Hermes flinched and raised his other hand to shield him from the flashing lights.

I closed the distance like lightning and got the razor into the side of his neck.

One quick ripping motion later and I’d found the artery.

Hermes swayed in place, confused. He sank to his knees while silvery, quicksilver-like blood flowed out of his neck and onto the stage. I flicked blood off the straight razor, tucked it into my pocket for later, and watched him steadily pump out ichor.

“You actually hurt me,” Hermes managed.

“Humanity’s bad at rolling over and taking orders,” I replied.

“You never had any intention of following me,” Hermes gasped. “Even though you’re so much better than they are. They bend the knee to you, wherever you go.”

I clicked the Master Key in my pocket again.

“I’m not a god,” I replied quietly.

Hermes let out a choking chuckle.

“My brethren will come for you, David. They will make you bleed.”

“They’ll try.”

His strange, mechanical eyes rolled up into his head, and Hermes breathed his last. I let out a deep breath to calm my slamming pulse and turned my attention to the insanity around me again.

It took almost an hour for the police to secure the scene.

The cameras and the drones had caught everything. The Goodwill Gala had turned into a slaughterhouse, and every American wanted to know if their favorite celebrity had died in the stampede. EMTs fought their way through the crowd and heavily-armed SWAT teams locked down the perimeter.

Carla shoved her way past a cop once the place was safe.

My PA had good instincts. She’d gotten out before the bloodbath had started.

Tall armored vans bearing my company’s logo moved onto the ruined carpets behind her. I could see a jurisdictional shitfight coming in already. Rivers would want a full debrief. There were cameras everywhere and they’d likely caught every movement of the fight.

I needed a gap to find out just who the hell had attacked the Gala.

The XM1 let out a blast of electromagnetic interference at the touch of a button and scrambled the drones and the cameras inside a twenty-foot radius. Carla flinched as her earpiece went dead and the comms all around Town Hall scrambled.

I slipped off my coat, kept my gun in its waistband, and studied my PA.

Bright pink and violet hung around her in a thick cloud.

Reading people’s emotions wasn’t just invasive. It made it difficult to keep things strictly professional when you knew that your personal assistant was in love with you.

Carla looked radiant. The silvery dress clung to her tall, well-proportioned body like a second skin. Diamonds sparkled in her ears and around her neck, and she measured up spectacularly to the other women who’d crowded around the stage.

I slid down off the stage, and she caught me in a tight hug.

Her perfume rolled over my senses and her aura filled my vision.

“I thought you were going to die,” she whispered.

“I’m hard to kill. And I need a favor.”

“You took out the comms, which means you need cover for something.”

I handed her my jacket.

“The blade I took off him is in the pocket,” I said. “I’m probably going to be giving a statement all night. Get the coat to the lab, and start the night shift running tests.”

Carla pulled away from my shoulder and glared at me.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” I assured her.

She took my Italian suit jacket and nodded once.

“I’ll get it to them. Everyone saw you take the blade, though—”

“It’s going to mysteriously disappear,” I said. “Please. We need to know what we’re up against here. That thing didn’t come alone, and it came to me for a reason. I need the RH checking everything they can and sweeping the feeds.”

Carla studied my face for a long moment.

The angry colors around her hardened and eclipsed the pink.

She sighed.

“Your security is already moving in the recovery crew for the XM1,” she said. “Anything else that we should be checking for, while we’re here?”

A pang of guilt stabbed at my gut.

Carla really was an amazing woman.

But the stakes right now were too high for any kind of involvement.

“Thank you, Carla,” I said. “That’s all. Do me a favor and take a week off.”

“Fat chance, sir. You need me more than ever now.”

I frowned at her.

“Something’s going on with you,” she clarified. “I don’t know what it is, exactly, but you’re more erratic than usual. And not to overvalue myself, but I’m told I’m the only one who can get through to you when it comes to your public schedule.”

“That’s true,” I admitted.

The red anger flickered back to a satisfied and happy yellow.

She was so painfully easy to read, just like everyone else.

“Get some sleep tonight, then,” I said. “I’ll need you early tomorrow.”

Carla nodded and turned back to the vans behind her. Rivers had a handful of words with my head of security. The well-dressed, tall police chief looked like a giant next to Kasper’s short, compact build.

The guy running my security team didn’t use his real name with clients.

I’d found out in sparring sessions that he was anything but a friendly ghost.

Rivers detached himself from Kasper with a nod. Carla slipped past him with the coat bundled under an arm. The pure shock and insanity of the situation had Rivers on the back foot.

He wasn’t thinking operationally. Not when this many people had died on his watch.

Bright, fierce hues of fury hung around Rivers like a thundercloud.

He was beyond pissed.

I stopped in front of the police chief and nodded to Kasper.

“You did a good job up there,” Rivers grunted.

“I think I may have just kicked off a war,” I replied.

“What did it say to you?”

“That’s what the statement and debriefing is for, isn’t it?”

Rivers stared at me for a long second.

“You’re the last person I’d expect to come in willingly for something like this.”

“I’ve got better things to be doing,” I agreed. “But I’ve got a suspicion that just about every three-letter agency is going to descend onto St. Jacques like a herd of wild buffalo in the next two hours. The President is going to want all the information.”

I smiled.

“I’d like to show that I’m willing and able to cooperate with the authorities when it comes to the security of the human race.”

“I’m sure it’s got nothing to do with your stock prices,” Rivers snarked.

“Nothing at all,” I said. “I’d like a line of paperwork following me down the rabbit hole so that you know who to talk to if I go mysteriously missing for some reason.”

The chief of police started to laugh.

I kept my expression neutral, and he caught himself.

“You’re serious,” he said.

“Deadly serious. This is big stuff. Bigger than you or me.” I made a show of glancing around us and leaned in a little closer. “You want to know who was behind this just as badly as I do. This is your city as much as it was my father’s. He’d want us to work together.”

“Didn’t expect this coming from you.”

“I like to keep people on their toes. Shall we?”

The brutal ten-hour debrief started after that. A squad car carried me to the local precinct where a bunch of detectives took exhaustive notes. I meditated between the rounds of questioning and indulged in a handful of microsleeps to keep my mind sharp.

The information was fresh and completely insane, but the important people hadn’t shown up yet. The police were friendly enough, but they were afraid.

I couldn’t tell if it was me, the aliens, or the sudden pressure they were under.

I finally got a reprieve to take a stroll down the hallways and stretch my legs. It was well into the early hours of the morning and the station was a madhouse. People had been called in on double-time, news outlets were gathering outside for reports, and my lawyer had been called a handful of times.

The people in the black suits from the three-letter agencies showed up close to 3am.

I pulled myself out of another meditative state when the first trio showed up.

They were unsmiling people, but their emotional states were plain as day.

Tired. Angry. Frustrated. Afraid.

I smiled as they settled down across from me and I nodded to the cameras.

“I’m guessing that they’ve turned off all the recording equipment now that you’re here?” I asked.

A blonde agent with five o’clock shadow took a seat across from me.

He had the fresh-faced look of youth and was built like a football player.

I pinned him as CIA almost immediately.

“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” he said. “My name’s Agent Markson.”

His colors told me that he was lying, and my interest piqued up a notch.

“Pleasure to meet you,” I said. “What does the CIA want with little old me?”

“We want to know what you did with the body of the being that called itself Hermes,” the guy behind him growled. “It’s not been found where you left it.”

I feigned surprise.

“You mean your people didn’t take it?” I asked.

They went very quiet and very still, and I knew something was wrong.

Anger and fear hardened into something else. Cold, white determination.

Well.

At least my hands weren’t cuffed.
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I didn’t know everything there was to know about the CIA.

But I’d spent enough time with politicians, defense contractors and big names in billionaire businesses to get an idea of how they liked to play things. I leaned back in my chair and made a show of staying relaxed and in control.

Flickers of irritation showed up on my radar.

I wasn’t about to let myself get bullied into submission by anyone.

The CIA were scary people with their fingers in a lot of pies.

Montague was clean. They had no leverage on us, and we’d never directly dealt with them. Their appearance two hours after the situation at the Gala, their tired and annoyed expressions, and my instincts all told me that they’d hoped to roll over me once I’d gotten finished with the civilian police.

I’d just been getting warmed up.

“I’d like to see some identification,” I said.

Markson’s eyes narrowed, but he obliged me.

I studied the badge closely and found all the right markers.

The other two agents watched me like hawks.

They had the same burly build as Markson. They were built more like former special forces than field agents blending. The three of them would’ve gotten extra points for intimidation.

I’d fought plenty of them before. I’d do it again if I had to.

“Nice to meet you, Agent Markson,” I said politely. “I’m glad to see that the people of the United States can rely on your intel networks to keep them safe from threats foreign and domestic.”

I might as well have poured gas onto a hornet’s nest.

All three of them went very still and started plotting serious bodily harm.

“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you about the severity of the situation at stake here,” Markson growled. “Whatever attacked the Gala and St. Jacques obviously believed that you were going to turn in its favor. Our reports seem to indicate that you considered it.”

The bait was obvious. Insultingly obvious.

“Tell me more about your reports,” I said. “Did you get them from the journalists on the scene? Local CCTV? Or did you have your own people watching in the crowd?”

Markson’s eye twitched.

“The creature that attacked us wasn’t broadcasting its voice,” I continued. “People couldn’t hear what it was saying.” A thin smile touched my face. “Aside from me, of course. Maybe those news drones really have stepped up their microphones. But I’m pretty sure the screaming would’ve drowned it out.”

I clasped my hands on the table in front of me.

“So tell me,” I challenged. “Where’d you get your information?”

Markson made a visible effort to control his anger.

I could see it boiling away behind his mask of calm like a volcano.

“Our sources and methods are classified,” Goon No. 2 rumbled. “In the interests of national security. We could be looking at something bigger than that. A threat against the Earth or humanity itself.”

The implication was clear.

Cooperate or I’d be branded a traitor.

Either to my home country or to the human race.

“So, let me ask you again,” Markson cut in. “What happened to the body?”

“I told you, I left it where I found it,” I said flatly.

Which was true. Kasper and his men had hopefully squirreled away the body along with the ruin of the XM1 under the cover of chaos. I stretched and decided to pressure the gorillas in front of me.

They hadn’t come here to deal fairly with me.

They were here to pick up something that they felt they were owed.

“That’s funny. I don’t believe you,” Markson replied.

“Well, I don’t believe you either,” I said. “The fact that you’re here and talking to me specifically, this close to the incident, when Langley is a long way away, tells me that you knew something like this was going to happen.”

The anger and frustration suddenly bloomed into panic.

I had these motherfuckers dead to rights.

They’d known about Hermes. And his supposed coup against the human race.

Hell, they’d probably even known that he was going to approach me.

No wonder the three of them were so antsy.

They’d known about it. And I hadn’t died.

Had the CIA set me up? Were there forces moving beyond my control that involved creatures that made regular humans look like paper cutouts?

I had too many questions, not enough data, and three twitchy agents ahead of me. I could see the cold calculation in their auras. They were weighing up the cost-benefit analysis of making me vanish into the trunk of a car and waking me up in a black site.

People would ask questions about where I’d gone.

I might not have been a very public figure, but I had thrown down against a superhuman in front of the world and killed it. I knew that there would be repercussions to that. But they’d be worse for the CIA if I mysteriously went ‘missing’.

Even if they covered their ass with some thinly-veiled cover story.

“The silence is killing me,” I said.

I stood up and the three men tensed.

“No obvious denial tells me that you knew that this was going to happen, and you let it happen anyway,” I continued. “People like you are always thinking about the ends, so I’m going to guess you were hoping for a situation where Hermes killed me in front of everyone. Montague’s only heir dies on live TV, leaves his company and his technology up in the air for Uncle Sam to seize, and then put to use against an alien threat.”

Their auras shifted colors again to panic and genuine surprise.

“Good to know,” I said. “I’m tired, it’s been a long day, and I’m not being held in custody. I’ve cooperated with the authorities to the best of my ability, and I’ve got a company to run.”

The two CIA goons stepped in front of the door to block my progress.

Markson stared at me through a tight mask of frustration and hatred.

“Am I being detained?” I asked.

“You need to rethink your position. And get a better fucking attitude,” Markson replied.

I raised my voice a notch.

“Am I being detained?” I asked, louder.

Markson’s goons made eye contact, and their hands started to inch toward their belts. I’d already seen the service weapons and spare magazines, but I had a feeling that the CIA guys were going for something closer to a horse tranquilizer.

I had no intention of getting drugged and dragged into a black site.

Markson held up a hand.

“Let him leave,” the leading agent said.

The men gave him a puzzled glance, but they obeyed with the swift reflex of military training. I paused beside Markson and leaned in a little to speak in his ear.

“You want to talk to me again, make an appointment,” I suggested.

“You’re in way over your head.”

“I think you might have it backwards,” I told him. “You know where to find me.”

A ripple of fresh, blazing anger blitzed through his aura.

I gave him a long second to take a swing at me.

He resisted the urge, and I left the interrogation room a minute later. Rivers had already gone home. The station was still abuzz with onlookers and witnesses. Voices and colors filled the air and pounded painfully against my senses.

Crowds were hell for extended periods of time.

I’d done enough training to keep it at bay, but the sheer mass of sensation made my head spin. The feeling reminded me of Hermes’s earplugs and mirrored sunglasses.

The self-professed god had been vulnerable to high sensory inputs.

The hypersonic wail of the XM1, the flashing lights of the screens around the stage.

It was hard to believe that an alien species had attacked a crowd of the rich and powerful in St. Jacques of all places. But Hermes had chosen his location well and timed it perfectly.

There were no biological human hybrids or superhuman projects in the USA.

I’d looked into every possibility when it came to genetic manipulation in the world. For a good number of years. I’d researched Project Ultra, ESP, the entire nine yards to try and find any kind of explanation for my strange ability to read emotion.

Weird fringe cults were the only thing that gave any kind of explanation.

And their teachings were lunacy.

I stopped at the front desk.

Reporters, journalists, and drones clustered around outside. A tight line of police officers barred their entry into the precinct itself, but I knew that if I went outside without an escort or a ride that I’d get torn to pieces.

I retrieved my Master Key and belt from the unsmiling officer at the desk.

“It’s been a hell of a night,” she said.

I nodded. “At least it’s almost over.”

“Maybe for you,” she challenged. “You looked outside?”

“I don’t have to. I can smell them from here.”

That drew a rueful smile from her.

“How are you getting out there?”

I tapped the Master Key.

It sent out a blip to the local Montague Towers and got me in contact with a routine AI in my company. It got into contact with one of the night-shift transport guys and rerouted a truck through to the Eastside Precinct.

In less than ten seconds.

“Just like that,” I said.

The woman stared at the fob in my hand for a second.

“That’s one hell of a pager,” she said.

I chuckled.

“Is it okay if I wait inside for a few minutes?”

“We can get you a cell if you need protection,” she snarked.

“I’ll take a chair, if it’s all the same to you.”

A teen with a nose ring stared down at her phone beside me in the chairs lining the wall beside the main entrance. A pounding pop beat washed out of her earphones. Excitement and adoration washed out of the girl’s aura.

I didn’t need to look at her phone to see who she was watching.

Tiana Summers had been all over the feeds lately.

Every teenaged girl wanted to be her.

She’d made her money purely through touring alone.

I’d never understood the hype. The teenager didn’t look up at me, and I contented myself with scanning the precinct for anything out of place.

I wondered if Hermes had been lying about his family coming after me.

His blood and corpse and his razor held the answers. I needed to find out if he was really alone, and there actually was a pantheon of homicidal superhumans hellbent on taking over the human race.

I needed to find out what the CIA had to do with it.

The crew of borderline-paranoiacs in the Rabbit Hole division in Montague Manufacturing would find answers. They were very well paid to find the most insane sections and theories on the feeds, behind the scenes, and scientific data, and make sense of it in different contexts. They checked their information against reality occasionally.

It was one hell of a brain’s trust, and they’d been excellent in some of the launches of my company’s products. If there was any information out in the world about Hermes and his ilk, they’d find it before lunchtime.

My eyes wandered back over to Tiana Summers.

The pop star wiggled her hips suggestively in the middle of an enormous stage.

I didn’t know how she did it. That kind of crowd had the potential to pound me into a comatose state if I didn’t actively try to block them out.

“Are you a fan?” the girl finally asked.

“I haven’t really listened to her music,” I replied.

Surprise colored her face, and she smiled.

Tears had already stained the girl’s makeup.

I didn’t know what had happened to her.

But this pop star had made her smile.

“Do you wanna?”

She offered me one of her earphones.

It probably said a lot about me that I took a second to check my new companion for any concealed weapons and made sure that her purse was out of reach.

“Sure,” I said gently.

I tucked one of the earphones in, and a blast of well-tuned electronic music with deep, feminine vocals rolled in. Lights pumped all around her and the girl beside me nodded along with the tune. It took me a second to realize that the lyrics were talking about something focused.

I pulled out the earphone and handed it back.

“She’s talking about the attack today,” the girl explained.

“I got that part.”

The girl caught my eye and stared at me for a full second.

Her jaw dropped open and revealed a tongue piercing.

“Wait. You’re him. The guy that fought the alien. Just tonight?”

I nodded to her phone to take her focus off me.

“Is this live?”

The girl couldn’t tear her eyes off me.

Her emotions bloomed out into all kinds of mixed flavors.

“Y-yeah,” she stuttered.

“It’s brave of her,” I said. “They might come after her, too.”

“Not if you stop them first, right?”

I met her eyes and started to laugh.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you did the whole parkour thing and stole his knife, right? And you shot him?”

“I wasn’t really thinking about it at the time.”

“It doesn’t really matter. You stopped one of them. People are saying there’s more.”

Rumors on the feeds moved faster than anything else in the world.

The girl stared up at me for a moment longer.

“Please,” she said. “I don’t want them to kill Tiana.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said.

“You promise?”

“Promises are dangerous things,” I warned her. “I don’t know if I can stop them.”

“You’re going to try, though, right?”

The smart money told me to go underground.

I could run and hide forever to keep myself safe.

But the Montagues weren’t cowards.

“I promise that I’ll try,” I told her.

The girl surprised me with a quick side-hug.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“You’re welcome,” I said.

The Key blipped in my pocket, and I got up to meet my ride outside. The girl waved goodbye behind me and I added an additional point to my list of objectives. A world-famous pop star had just thrown herself under the bus to speak out against humanity’s invaders.

She’d come up with a song in a matter of hours just to provoke Earth’s invaders.

I had no idea what Tiana’s game was, but her teenaged fan was right.

If Hermes had friends, she’d be in the firing line.

My guy in the truck honked his way through the thick crowd of journalists cluttering the sidewalk. I moved through them quickly, kept my head down, and didn’t say a single word. Fear, annoyance, frustration, excitement, and lust washed off the crowd around me.

It was a wall of visual and physical noise and light.

I got into the transport truck a minute later and left them all behind.

“Where to, boss?” the guy asked.

“Get me back to the HQ, please,” I said. “Appreciate the pickup.”

The guy nodded, turned the radio up, and drove halfway across town.

Light started to rise up over the skyline on a new day.

St. Jacques, the USA, and the world had been stirred up into raw panic.

I had to make sure that my father’s legacy and my promise survived it.
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My father had inherited an enormous tower in the center of St. Jacques branded with our family name.

He’d had it demolished almost immediately.

Too big, too shiny, too large of a target, he’d said.

Montague Headquarters had moved underground. The property underneath the skyscraper had been retrofitted into a wider network of underground tunnels. Living-pods for any employees who wanted to stay closer to work and all the usual commodities most people could want were tied into the web-like network under the city streets.

It was no secret that the tunnels ran parallel to a lot of public utilities.

Sol Montague had been a big man when it came to contingencies.

It hadn’t saved him in the end, but he’d made sure to instill his love of back-up plans into his family. I leaned back in my seat as my ride carried us down a ramp behind a regular office building. It curved into an underground garage.

A reinforced steel door slid open at a single press of my Key.

Lights flickered past us in the underground tunnel. We’d arrived in Sector 8, the southernmost section of the HQ. My father had started building the tunnels as an alternative to the traffic issues of the city above.

Competition had bought out local government and froze the project in its tracks.

The initial nexus had been repurposed into an underground suburb that housed the bulk of the live-in employees of Montague. My father had bought up the surrounding blocks, found a way to divide the above-ground property and make it distinct from the earth underneath it, and resold it to local businesses at more competitive prices.

NDAs were a part of the employment package for my company.

The benefits were good enough that we rarely had to worry about corporate espionage.

The guy behind the wheel of the truck drove us through the South Artery, out of Sector 8, and straight into the Bullseye. It was a tight, four-story pillar of underground offices, living quarters, server rooms and infrastructure.

It was the beating heart at the center of my empire.

I slid out of the truck, thanked the driver again for the lift, and used the Key to reroute an extra tip into his salary. The fob buzzed insistently at me until I calmed it with another touch. I hadn’t charged the thing since I’d left for the Gala last night, and it’d been stacking up requests all night after the SJPD had stashed it into an evidence tray.

They’d let me get it back, and they’d kept my gun.

Sleek elevator doors opened up and spirited me up to my main office.

Translucent walls on the elevator shaft let me see through the glass walls of the building and into the cubicles all throughout the Admin Wing of the Bullseye.

The place had been cold and corporate and soulless when I’d first inherited it.

It couldn’t be more different now.

The live-in employees had taken steps to personalize their own offices to their liking and given a budget for it. Each individual office and cubicle was a wash of color and decoration. Chic vintage clashed a little with pop-punk pinks in the office beside it, but the overall effect gave my people somewhere to work that felt like their own.

It was a crazy wash of almost-impressionistic color.

Which was fairly close to what I dealt with during massive team meetings.

I’d used the place to condition myself against the auras sometimes.

The elevator pulled to halt in my office, and I stepped out into the neighboring office that bordered my own. Carla’s neatly-organized little slice of 20s stock-market decoration caught my eye. She hadn’t come into the office yet, which I was grateful for.

I passed through her parlor and stepped into the soulless late 90s corporate aesthetic of my dad’s old haunt. I’d updated the technology in the room and kept the rest in exactly the same condition. The place bored me.

And that was the point. I didn’t like taking calls in the office.

Not when there were other things I could do in the Basement or out and about town.

MHQ was home, though. I locked the doors behind me, opened up the side room, and found myself in my underground penthouse.

It was all black, white, and gray.

Previous girlfriends had joked that the place looked like it belonged to a guy with crippling OCD. Everything was comfortable enough, in its proper place, and my cleaning crew knew exactly how to access it and keep it tidy and in order.

I barely used it. Microsleeping and meditation could keep me going for a long while before I finally needed to crash. Tiredness tugged a little at the back of my head as I passed the bedroom and hit the shower.

The apartment didn’t feel like home.

But it was the closest thing I had to one. 

I’d put it here to keep me separate from the rest of the live-in employees. They lived on the uppermost floor of the Bullseye, close to the surface, and had easy access in and out of St. Jacques. Carla knew that my bedroom was adjacent to my office, and she’d even tried once or twice to make a few oblique references to it.

She was a consummate professional.

But I knew that she wanted me to take her back here for a drink sometime.

I stripped down, blasted myself with steaming water until I couldn’t stand it, and took some time to work through another meditation sequence before I finally plugged my Key into a charging port and sat down on the black leather sofa.

The TV brought up my usual insane flood of feeds and information.

The events of last night were absolutely everywhere.

The media couldn’t seem to make up their mind whether or not it was a hoax or just some stunt that I’d pulled in order to better sell the XM1. I’d already sold out of the first release, judging by the information scrolling through the tablet built into my coffee table.

I checked in with the people at the Rabbit Hole but they hadn’t consolidated their findings yet. I added an additional note and asked them to look into Tiana Summers and her security situation.

I’d been lucky to have my supercar prototype with me.

The successful singer-songwriter likely didn’t have one in the back of her tight little leotard.

R&D had worked quickly through restoring and recycling the destroyed XM1. The boffins had done a fantastic job with the vehicle. I wrote out a detailed report on the capabilities and how happy I’d been with its performance.

Encrypted messages about the corpse of the alien filed their way across to my personal systems in the apartment. I resisted the urge to dive straight into them and focused on the reports around the cleanup of the Gala. The place had been locked down by police, and the FBI had immediately pulled rank and sent their people in.

Politicians were already debating domestic and foreign policy on live TV.

I heard the front door of my office unlock and sped into my bedroom to dress in a comfortable pair of pants, shirtsleeves, and shoes. I locked a spare Key in the shape of a watch around my wrist and wandered back to my sofa.

Carla poked her head into the front door of my penthouse.

“You’re already back?” she asked.

She wasn’t surprised. But she was concerned.

I decided not to mention the CIA and freak her out first thing in the morning.

“Well, it wouldn’t do to be late for our morning coffee,” I said.

“Our what?” Carla shifted a tablet out from under her arm. “I don’t have anything scheduled here--” She trailed off and embarrassment clouded her aura. “Oh. Uh, okay, I didn’t realize that you’d cleared your schedule for that.”

“I haven’t checked it,” I said. “I figured that people would give us a break after flipping off an invading alien force last night.”

“I think it’s made people more interested, sir,” Carla replied.

“David,” I reminded her. “Any meetings?”

“One in particular that you’ve been putting off for a month now,” my PA said.

She tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear with a flash of annoyance.

“Olivia Durstin,” I said. “Any more phone calls and you’d think I’d have a case for stalking and harassment.” Memories flowed back from the night before. “We cut her off in line. I’m guessing she ambushed you over that?”

“Put it this way,” Carla said. “I’m glad I had Kasper there as a shield.”

“You really don’t like her.”

“I don’t,” Carla agreed. “Her father’s a cunning bastard, and she’s got all of his worst qualities. If I had to guess, she wants a piece of the XM1.”

“They all do.”

“Durstin Industries can probably reverse-engineer it the fastest.”

“Which means they’re still behind us, Carla. Pencil her in for lunch.”

Happy, sunshine-yellow motes flickered out around her like a halo.

“Which leaves our morning free,” she said. “Where are we going?”

I couldn’t suppress a smile at the way she looked with a yellow aura.

“Where can we go without getting mobbed that’s outside the perimeter?”

“I can ask one of the places above-ground to close for an hour,” Carla suggested.

I made a face.

“They’ll do it for you, sir—”

“David,” I interrupted.

“—and I’m sure your tip will more than make up for it.”

I hesitated. I hated buying out businesses temporarily just to get some peace.

But to hell with it. I’d earned myself a nice coffee with my pretty assistant after the night I’d had. We could discuss tactics in a booth in a quiet corner cafe in the center of St. Jacques.

“It’s a date,” I said.

God, she looked gorgeous with that sunny glow of gold around her.

“I’ll call them now, sir.”

I went to correct her, but she vanished before I could. I switched off the TV and downloaded the encrypted files onto Carla’s tablet. It was part of the secure network.

I would’ve liked a cute little coffee date with her, but I had work to do.

I had no idea what had possessed me to make the promise that I had to the young girl earlier that morning, but my family kept their promises. The involvement of the CIA made things complicated.

I had a duty to my employees and my father’s legacy.

If Hermes and his family came looking for a fight, I’d give them one.

Carla and I headed to the surface ten minutes later. She shifted nervously from foot to foot and hastily averted her gaze every time I caught her giving me a sidelong look. My PA looked more nervous than a girl introducing a new boyfriend to her parents.

A more devious corner of my brain decided to tease her about it.

“I don’t think any assassins are going to jump out of the tunnels,” I said.

She flicked me a quick, guilty glance.

“I’m sorry.”

Carla made a visible effort to calm down.

The pinks and the yellows didn’t stop wreathing around her in pretty neon ribbons. I actually found myself admiring the way the colors blended together when we hit street level and walked out of the corresponding parking garage.

We had a block to walk to get to the cafe.

“You’ve been getting all professional on me lately, Carla,” I said.

“That is my job. And company policy,” she replied quickly.

“It is. You’ve been here for six months now.”

“You remember when I was hired?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Probably because I never see you in the office? You’re off running operations in the Shipyard all the time? And maybe the fact that you’re impossible to schedule meetings for?”

I grinned.

“Are we going any deeper on my litany of sins? Should we call a priest for confession?”

“More like an exorcism,” Carla grumbled. “But you wouldn’t even show up for that.”

“I might if it’s how Hermes found me,” I told her.

Her positive emotions shifted in favor of darker shades at the name.

We slid into a little hole-in-the-wall diner and the owner greeted us personally.

Carla handed him a platinum card and quickly ordered for herself.

I asked for a black coffee and a fruit salad.

The two of us took a spot in a booth away from the windows.

“So, do you want the latest numbers?” Carla asked.

I shook my head.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She blinked.

“Wait, you brought me here to check up on me?”

“You did just narrowly dodge potentially getting killed. Twice over,” I said. “What happened last night could’ve traumatized anybody. That kind of stampede, the injuries afterward--”

“You left me in the middle of the bodyguard squad who was supposed to be protecting you,” Carla protested. “I was fine. I should be asking you about this. I barely slept last night thinking about what I would’ve done if you’d died—”

She cut herself off mid-sentence, and her entire face went red.

“Hey,” I said. “It’s okay.”

“It’s unprofessional,” Carla told me sharply. “I need to be better than this.”

I considered what to do for a long, pregnant second.

“Sir, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

I touched her hand, and her whole body flinched.

“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said. “It’s been a long night for everyone, not just you.”

“Then why do you look fine?” Carla asked.

“I’ve had a lot of long nights.”

Carla put her tablet down on the table and searched my eyes.

“Kasper told me that you could take care of yourself. Even with everything that happened. I thought he was exaggerating, but you killed that thing easily.” She curled her fingers up into mine with a slow, deliberate movement. “It scared the hell out of me, David. I saw what it did. And I’m afraid of what it means.”

“That’s there are more of them out there?” I asked.

“That, and for the rest of us,” she said. “You might be able to fight them, somehow, but the rest of us can’t measure up to something like that.”

“You saw the files that I sent through to you?” I asked.

Carla nodded.

“It’s the autopsy report and the tests on the razor, right?”

I pulled my fingers away from hers to make room for freshly-brewed coffee.

My PA pulled her eyes away from mine a second later. Her emotions hung in confusing shades around her, and I tried to get a handle on my own. I appreciated how she looked. She’d shown some serious guts and loyalty to me last night.

It just didn’t feel like the right time or place.

The tension hovered in the air between us as we sipped coffee.

I finally broke it by nodding to the tablet. I used my Key to decrypt the files.

The two of us leaned in to get a good look at the summarized reports.


5

Carla’s mouth dropped open at the sheer insanity of the reports.

Terror clouded around her. I kept my face neutral, drank coffee, and snacked on my fruit to bring my morning energy up to acceptable levels.

“No known carbon-based matter found in lifeform,” Carla read aloud. “No frame of reference to any current sentient beings on Earth. Deceased appears human, bodily structures seem to mirror that of homo sapiens.” She stared up at me in horror. “So they’re really alien?”

“Looks that way. Although they seem to think that they own us.”

“Epidermis unable to be breached except by captured blade of unknown origin. Metal appears to be carbon-based, but its composition is unknown and resistant to study.” My PA took a nervous sip of her coffee. “So the only thing that can hurt them is their own weapons.”

“They don’t like loud sounds or bright lights,” I added. “They’re superhuman, and their senses aren’t calibrated to the amount of noise and light we have in a city. Remember the sunglasses it was wearing?”

“And earpieces. The XM1’s lights forced him to retreat.” Carla reached down to the files and opened up a messaging program. “We should send this to someone who can help--”

I caught her wrist with the speed of pure reflex.

Carla flinched at the speed involved and her aura shifted color to a strange excitement at my touch. The colors around her were getting too damn distracting. I was responding to her emotional state more than I usually did.

“We don’t know who we can trust with this information,” I said.

“Surely the military has to find out,” she said. “You wouldn’t withhold this kind of information from them purely to make profit off it.”

“I wouldn’t,” I agreed. “But I’ve got reason to believe that the CIA already knew about the attack last night. And they let it happen.”

Carla jerked her fingertips away from the tablet.

“What are you talking about?”

I caught her up on my visit from Markson last night.

Her jaw dropped open.

“And you think they wanted you dead?”

“Montague isn’t exactly pro-establishment,” I reminded her.

“We’re not pro anything,” she countered.

That drew a grin out of me.

“Except good products for the American people,” I finished.

Carla used her coffee mug to hide a shy smile.

“I guess I really am institutionalized here,” she replied.

“How is employee satisfaction?”

“Higher than ever,” my PA assured me. “Don’t worry.”

“We have to keep this between us,” I said. “I don’t want word getting out that Montague or Montague’s sales pony has beef with the CIA.”

“You’re not our sales pony—”

“I’m the pretty face on TV,” I reminded her.

“Pretty, sure. On TV? You barely go outside.”

The sudden flash of fear after the words tumbled out of her mouth colored her aura. I chuckled at her retort, gave her wrist an affectionate squeeze out of instinct, and let her go. Her emotions shifted back into the pretty ones again, and I fought off a sudden urge to cancel the rest of my appointments for the day.

“The point is, we keep this quiet until we know more about what’s going on,” I said.

“I just can’t think of any reason as to why they’d want you dead. Or why they’d hold off on telling us about something that dangerous.”

“Would you buy it if they said something like that?”

“Well, no.”

“Intelligence is a lot about optics,” I said. “You never want to show your hand too early or let your opponent know what you have. The CIA doesn’t like us because, like you said, we’re not pro anything. We don’t let them peek at our shiny new toys in R&D.”

“But other companies do?”

“There’s incentives, apparently.”

“I feel like there’s a lot that you haven’t been telling me about the company, David.”

“Well, you’re supposed to drag me out of the Basement and make sure that I show up on time,” I said. “It’s a pretty novel place to work, and we contract out to a lot of different clients with our goods and services.” I nodded to the tablet. “That’s why I wanted you to reach out to the RH guys. They’re good at sniffing this stuff out.”

“Okay,” Carla said slowly. “Tell me if I’m reading this wrong. But you’ve got active proof of an alien species in R&D, one of their weapons, and you’re telling me that the CIA has it out for you in particular.”

“That sounds right.”

“That’s insane,” she muttered. “Surely there’s legal protections. Laws that they’re not allowed to breach when it comes to things like this.”

“We’re technically obscuring evidence from the events of last night,” I said. “They knew that. They know I have it. But they didn’t move against me when they had all the cards in their hands. Which tells me that they’re worried about what I’m capable of.”

Carla settled back in her chair with an awestruck expression on her face.

“What is it they’re afraid you’ll do?”

“Out them. Make it difficult for them to operate domestically. They’re not even supposed to be acting against American citizens, let alone running their own power cabal in government, but it’s just part of the game. Montague is an anomaly among anomalies, and they don’t know how to deal with us.”

“And you think they knew about this and set you up to die.”

“It’d be a pretty effective precedent. Look at what happens when we’re not involved and can’t protect you.”

Carla shook her head.

“That’s too far-fetched. You’ve been spending too much time in the Rabbit Hole.”

“I’m the one that turned them away. Uncle Sam’s shady little brother doesn’t like that kind of behavior. Especially when it sets a precedent for other players.” I finished my coffee and picked at my fruit bowl. “None of this really matters for the day-to-day. The company runs with or without me.”

“I just can’t figure out who we’re supposed to be fighting here. The CIA, or the aliens?”

“It’s a safe bet to assume both.”

“Did anyone ever tell you that you make paranoia look like an art form?”

I laughed and called over the owner to pay our tab.

“You’re the first. Anything else we need to discuss?”

Carla hesitated for a long moment.

Her eyes drifted to my mouth.

“That’s all, sir,” she finally said.

Another guilty twinge pulled at my gut.

“Where am I meeting with the Harpy?”

Carla giggled.

“She’s asked for you to come to her office. She said something about some sun being good for you. I told her that she’d have to meet you in a neutral location at the very least and that you’re very busy, and it’s better if she comes here.”

I gazed out onto the busy street outside.

Apartment and office builds soared up through the Central district of St. Jacques.

“We’ve got a shell office for meetings like this,” I said.

“We do?” Carla asked, surprised.

“Look under the location marked ‘Cowshed’,” I told her.

Carla repressed another adorable laugh and found the place in the AI network.

“Done. I’ll tell her that she’s meeting you there in half an hour. Do you need a ride?”

“It’s close enough,” I said. “I’ll walk.”

“Should I call Kasper?”

“I can look after myself.”

The owner stumbled over himself to thank us. Carla quickly pulled him aside with a charming smile and complimented him. I took the opportunity to escape out onto the street. I checked the Key to make sure it was still running. Early-morning air rolled through my lungs.

The preliminary information from R&D was interesting.

Hermes hadn’t been lying to me. They weren’t human.

And I shared some kind of kinship with them. My gut told me that Hermes had something very similar to what had passed down through the Montague line. Maybe one of his ancestors had passed something onto the human race.

It seemed absurd to think about.

But he’d killed six people in less than two seconds.

The bastard had shrugged off being hit with a car and a pair of bullets.

He may as well have been some kind of god walking amongst the mortals.

What could I do about it?

I stepped into the affordable office spaces, nodded easily to the lady at the desk in the lobby. I ignored the rapid wreath of lust that washed around her aura, caught the elevator up to one of the top floors, and checked in at the Cowshed.

A handful of my employees stayed here and sorted mail by hand.

It was one of the ‘nodes’ in the web underneath our feet. The office gave me an excellent place to meet with potential clients or business partners out of the public eye.

Olivia Durstin was neither a client nor a partner.

She was a self-sworn enemy of Montague and everything it stood for.

Our fathers had been bitter rivals on their way up through the founding of St. Jacques.

Mine had played it relatively fair.

Durstin Incorporated had different ideas about how to do business.

None of it really mattered. I had to meet with Olivia, work through her various veiled threats and demands, quietly call her bluff, and send her on her way. It was nothing that I hadn’t done before, and I was more than willing to do it again if it got her away from Clara.

I settled down in the corner office that overlooked Town Hall, connected my Key to the local PC, and started clearing my schedule for the rest of the week.

I sent a single message to R&D.

Make me something that can kill one.

Olivia made her appearance in the Cowshed half an hour later.

I pulled my eyes out of the latest journals on ballistic technology, shut off my computer, and made sure that the inbuilt jammers in the offices were functional. I heard a loud protest outside, the scurry of an employee’s feet.

A young guy quickly opened my door and showed in my rival.

He couldn’t quite manage to tear his eyes away from Olivia’s sculpted ass before he pulled the door shut. I leaned back in my comfortable leather chair, laced my hands behind my head, and smiled at the corporate assassin in front of me.

Miss Durstin was the most eligible bachelorette in St. Jacques.

She stood to inherit her father’s fortune before the age of thirty. She had the natural platinum-blonde hair of her family, the supermodel good looks that were all-natural, and the kind of dress sense designed to make men adjust their pants.

Olivia had the body of a college cheerleader and a mind like a steel trap.

With all the mercy of the latter and none of the giggly charm of the former.

The plunging neckline on a dark pantsuit that looked painted on was a little much.

“Montague,” she growled.

“You know it’s company policy that we shut any competitors out of our local networks, Olivia,” I replied. “If you didn’t have invasive protocols on your personal devices, then you wouldn’t be getting them jammed.”

“I’m sure I don’t need to tell you about the dubious legality of you recording me without my consent,” she replied sharply.

“I’m sure that I can point you to the fact that all of my business establishments are fitted with visual monitoring equipment to ensure the continued safety of my staff and following basic workplace regulations,” I countered. “I wouldn’t go so far as to record your lovely voice, of course, but smile. You’re on camera.”

The baby-blues narrowed at me.

Her aura was a spiked mass of envy, anger, irritation, and just a little lust.

I had no idea how she still maintained some kind of attraction to me, even after all these years of being taught to hate me more than anything else. But then again, hatred and constant envy could lead people into weird spots.

“You know why I’m here.”

“Actually, I don’t. I’m still shaken up after last night, and I’m afraid I didn’t read your latest request for a meeting with me.”

Admitting weakness, even as a joke, rocked her back a step.

“You cut off Durstin’s latest supercar before I could even bring it around the front. There was an ordered list, that we all bid on for first place. Do you have any idea how much money I lost because you decided to shove your dick out onto the red carpet?”

“I’m sure I’m about to find out.”

“A quarter of a million. Just for the privilege of being the first in line. And you came late, took center stage, and then pulled your little fucking stunt. The circus is falling over themselves trying to call you a hero. They’ve been begging me for interviews all day.”

“And here you are, begging me for one.”

Irate spikes of pure venom hammered out from her aura.

“Do you take anything I say seriously?”

“I do, when you actually say something,” I replied. “If it’s about a loss to your business and your exposure, then we can absolutely talk to the event organizers about it. It was my understanding that the Gala’s proceedings were going to the city’s funds for community outreach, but if you really believe that my actions represented a serious loss for your business, sue me.”

She stared at me with an anger so pure that I practically felt the temperature of the room rise. Olivia was the perfect example of everything my father had tried to steer me away from. She was entitled, she was spoiled, and people bent over backwards trying to please her.

Oh, she could put on the pretty, empty smile and be the face of Durstin Incorporated.

She could neatly sidestep scandals but still hint at them on the feeds.

Olivia Durstin was a snake. A gorgeous, seductive, venomous snake.

“Come on,” I challenged. “That’s what you’re here for, right?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about. You’re here to threaten to sue, try to stab a hole in my pocket and lap up whatever money falls out of it, and once you realize it’s pointless, then you’ll force a concession out of me to get you to leave.”

I shrugged at her frozen expression.

“We’ve been doing this song and dance for the last two years, Olivia. Why would a possible existential threat to the planet stop you from trying to dance on my throat?”

“You staged this,” she said. “That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

I couldn’t help but belt out an incredulous laugh.

“Come on, even for you, this is ridiculous. I could’ve died.”

“Your stock prices have never been higher. Rumors of your pre-orders for the XM-series has gone up through the roof. Montague is now a household name.” Olivia leaned over my desk and perfectly-manicured black nails dug into the lacquered surface. “You’re acting all smug and nonchalant because you’re behind it.”

I let all the humor fade out of my eyes.

“I’ve got you dead to rights, motherfucker,” Olivia taunted.

“That’s a hell of a thing to accuse me of,” I replied quietly. “We’ve got a good frenemies thing going on. Don’t ruin that by actually pissing me off.”

A muffled thud echoed out from the front of the office.

Alarm bells screamed in my head.

I recognized the sound of a suppressed gunshot when I heard one.

“Down!” I bellowed.

Something in my voice made Olivia tense, but she didn’t move. I kicked the leg of my desk, rocketed myself off to the left, and drew my carry gun in the same motion. Olivia’s eyes almost fell out of her head.

I bulleted out of my chair, caught her by the wrist, and hauled her toward me.

Six holes slammed into the hardwood door and showered the air with splinters.

The billionaire heiress screamed, and I left her cowering against the wall.

Someone had decided to come after me, and they’d brought burst-fire weapons to do it. I tapped the Key on my wrist, twisted it into emergency broadcast mode, and dropped down to a crouch beside the door.

Bullets stitched their way through the drywall where my head had been a second ago.

They were shooting blindly without a good sight picture.

Which meant that they weren’t trained professionals.

What the hell were they doing in the Cowshed?
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“My bodyguards!” Olivia screamed.

Adrenaline hazed out my surroundings and forced me to rely on simple, straightforward facts.

My people were in the building, and shots had been fired.

The police and my own security were already on their way.

We had active shooters in the building. I strongly encouraged my own workers to carry, but security protocols made it more difficult moving in and out of work everyday.

I had no allies, just myself and the .45 in my hand.

Olivia jammed her hands over her ears as another series of loud thumps blew the lock off my door. A booted foot blew the door open. I latched onto the ankle before it hit the carpet. My legs instantly shot up into his hips.

A twist of my hips, and the guy lost his balance.

I caught a brief flash of a guy in a hockey mask with an MP5 dangling from his hands.

Pure, fanatical pleasure edged with fear and anger radiated off his aura.

I pumped a slug up into his brain as he fell.

His body went slack, he cleared the doorway, and I found myself face-to-face with three other burly figures in mismatched clothes.

They carried the same emotions.

We were dealing with people on some kind of narcotic.

Or a hive-mind situation. They all shared the same emotional profile.

Humans always had unique shapes and tells.

But the people attacking my office all carried the same one.

Their outfits were weird amalgamations of jeans, sports jackets, and work boots. They’d been sprayed down with bright, fluorescent spray paint and they’d built makeshift armor out of sporting equipment.

Amateurs, not professionals, but with decent guns.

All following some kind of compulsion in their minds.

I shot the second one before he could get clear of his falling buddy. The .45 thundered in the enclosed quarters. I heard another blast of sound from behind the desks deeper in the office. Papers flew up into the air. I spared a single second to check that Olivia was unharmed.

She was curled up into a tight, terrified ball in the corner of the room.

Return fire ripped back from the front hallway of the offices.

“Possible six hostiles, armed with HKs,” I said quickly into the Key.

I spotted two or three more of the strangely-attired individuals hunkered down behind desks. One of my mail guys was returning fire. Bullets punched holes in the paper-thin walls from the hallway outside.

I didn’t have good shots, and I didn’t know who’d been hit by the first spray of suppressed rounds. I untangled myself from the corpse, holstered my pistol, and dragged the 180-pound sack of meat back into my office.

Olivia peeked at me in horror through her fingers.

I unstrapped the MP5 from the body, found a spare magazine tucked into his belt, and checked the load. The weapon was old, cleaned well, and definitely hadn’t been bought over a counter.

I tucked the weapon into my shoulder and fired off a burst of rounds into the closest desk hiding an attacker. The figure flinched, ducked down tighter, and gave me the window to hustle out of my office.

It was insanely ballsy, but I wasn’t in a shootout with professionals.

I rammed my shoulder into the edge of the desk. The wheels took my momentum, slammed the would-be shooter out into my range of fire. I dumped a pair of shots into a balaclava. Bullets whizzed past my ear, I ducked down again, and I heard a roaring voice cut through the hallway outside.

“Drop it! Now!”

Kasper the Friendly Ghost had arrived.

A gunshot rang out a second later. One of the last two active shooters in the Cowshed let out a panicked little gasp and spun around to face the front door. The mailman wove out from behind his desk and plugged the guy twice in the back.

One left.

My Key pulsed steadily on my wrist, reading my heartbeat and tracking information from the cameras in the office. It read environmental data and fed it all into the AI back in the Bullseye. All of the information was being relayed to Kasper in a condensed stream of tactically-useful facts.

A single shot punched through the wall from the hallway and laid out the last shooter.

“Clear,” Kasper boomed.

He stepped into the Cowshed in full webbing with a compact little rifle strapped to his harness. The shorter man filled the entire room with his presence. I gave him a rapid thumbs-up and let my head of security take care of the scene.

I retreated back into the office to check on Olivia.

She flinched when I stepped back into the room with the gun in my hands. I left it on the main table and looked over her. She hadn’t been nicked by anything.

But she’d just come face-to-face with death for the first time.

I somehow got her up and offered her my arm.

The cloud of emotion around her had changed. It’d softened into a coat of fear and terror and nervousness. Trauma had cut through her bulletproof field of bitchiness and turned her into something else completely. She took my arm with a numb expression on her face, and I led her out of the office.

Kasper already had everyone evacuated and I could hear sirens in the distance.

He flashed his teeth at me like a wolf showed its fangs.

“You’re having a busy 24 hours, sir,” he said. “The lady’s escort has unfortunately been put down. Our EMTs are already covering her driver but I don’t know if he’ll make it.”

Olivia’s fingernails tightened in my arm.

“What were they doing here?” she whispered hoarsely.

“Best of my knowledge, Miss, they came after you.”

I needed to offload Olivia and get to the bottom of the situation.

The problem was that she was fixating on the current assassination attempt and not thinking about anything other than herself and her own survival. Kasper gave me a knowing look. I pulled my carry pistol out with its holster and handed it to him.

“That’s the second in two days,” I said.

“They’re going to start thinking that you’re trouble, sir,” Kasper agreed.

Based on what I’d just asked for from R&D, they hadn’t seen anything yet.

“Get that to local law enforcement and show them the tapes,” I said. “I’ll give my statement later once I’ve gotten the lady home.”

“They’re going to want to talk to her, too.”

“I know, but Durstin isn’t going to let her anywhere near the police without a forest of lawyers. Do you have a spare ride?”

“Sir, given the circumstances, don’t you think it would be better if the police took her home?”

“Those were amateurs, and they got this deep into the web,” I said.

Kasper nodded.

“I’ll look into IDing who they are. I was serious about the police, sir.”

“I know you were,” I said. “Durstin will never let me hear the end of it if I endanger his daughter.”

“I can hear you, you know,” Olivia said in a quiet voice.

“Your father, then. Local DI headquarters aren’t far from here.”

Kasper didn’t like it.

But then again, he wasn’t paid to like it.

He’d seen me in action, and he’d been keeping my skills sharp ever since he’d started working with me. The man was a wizard when it came to combat encounters and keeping certain individuals safe.

Olivia still hadn’t let go of my arm.

He did the math, decided I was capable enough, and stepped to the side.

I led my brand-new escort to the elevator and hit the button that led to the floor.

“You can let go now,” I said.

“I know,” Olivia replied.

She didn’t.

I let an awkward silence stretch out between us for a minute.

Her emotions were playing havoc with her. Fear, indignation, some kind of insane gratitude, and after-action lust played around Olivia’s head. The close proximity made me uncomfortable.

I’d never liked showing my business opponents what I could do.

But the situation with Hermes had me dancing on a razor’s edge.

I couldn’t have just sat back and let Olivia Durstin die.

“David,” she began.

“Let’s get you back to safety,” I said.

She hesitated for a second.

And then did something she’d never done.

She nodded in agreement and went quiet.

I took one of the armored sedans at the back outside the Cowshed. I opened the door for Olivia, and she didn’t stop to fight me about it. She ducked into the cab quickly and smoothly, and a minute later, we were on our way out of the web.

I wanted my feeds. I wanted information.

I wanted to be anywhere except in a car with Olivia Durstin.

“Do you know anyone who might want you dead?” I asked finally.

“You mean aside from my last ex? Or you? Or the paparazzo I dumpstered last night that’s probably begging for his job back?” She shrugged. “I can’t think of anyone.”

“I had nothing to do with this.”

“I know you didn’t. You’re not that stupid.”

“So that little accusation from earlier?”

A little shark’s smile touched her face.

“Designed to provoke you, obviously.”

“Things are a little different when the bullets are pointed at you.”

A shudder ran through her.

“Daddy always told me that this could happen. I never believed it.”

“Now you know,” I said. “You’ve got two options.”

Olivia gave me a piercing look.

“Let it crush you into hiding. Live in fear of it for the rest of your life. Or use it as a learning opportunity and figure out how you’re going to do better next time.”

“Spoken like someone who knows what he’s talking about.”

I waited for the mocking follow-up and didn’t get one.

We traveled in silence for the next two minutes until I pulled up outside the Durstin Building. Security swarmed out from the lobby to meet their mistress, and I leaned back into my seat. Olivia watched the men move quickly out to flank my car and cover all sides of attack.

“I’d like to reschedule our meeting,” Olivia said.

“Thanks, but I’m all out of energy when it comes to risking my neck.”

“I’m serious, David. We need to talk.”

“We got to the end of talking, Olivia.”

“It’s about these aliens. And something Durstin has that you might want.”

I stared at her calm, businesslike expression.

It was a pretty obvious trap designed to catch my attention.

I needed all the angles and the information I could get about the aliens, the attackers who’d just ambushed the Cowshed, and what the hell the CIA were up to. Olivia wasn’t an ideal ally or partner in crime.

But the tone in her voice and the lack of deception in her emotions caught my attention.

“And what might that be?” I asked.

“Call me tomorrow,” she said, “and I’ll show you.”

She slid out of the car without another word. I tore my eyes away from her as the security personnel swarmed her, covered her with their bodies, and quickly pulled her away from the prying eyes of the public.

Three of the security guys stayed around the sedan.

My own frustration began to build as they took their sweet time inspecting my car. I humored them until a thug rapped a broad knuckle on the window. I wound it down a half-inch and gave him a freezing stare.

“The boss needs to talk to you,”

“Tell him to make an appointment,” I replied.

“Sir, I’m afraid—”

I gunned the engine, flinched the trio away from my car out of pure reflex, and took off before the security specialist could insist that I come inside for another interrogation. I’d already had my fill with the police and the CIA.

I wasn’t about to give any more of my time away than I had to.

My Key beeped and opened up an urgent call into my earpiece.

“I left you alone for half an hour, and you’re already getting shot at?” Carla demanded. “I knew I should have put you under security detail the second you left the cafe.”

“Kasper knows better.”

“Kasper says that you had to kill in self-defense! It might’ve been a justified shooting, but still!” Carla took a deep breath and let it slide out through her teeth. “Sir, it’s obvious someone is gunning for you. Could we please get you somewhere secure before something serious actually happens to you?”

Carla could’ve gone over my head and pushed Kasper to follow me.

The Friendly Ghost would’ve done it, too. He respected my space, which was rare in a bodyguard and a head of security, but I wouldn’t have left myself alone after last night, either.

“I’m coming in,” I promised.

Relief colored my PA’s voice.

“Really?”

“Really, really,” I agreed. “It’s getting warm above ground, and we’ve got work to do.”

“What did Olivia want?”

“By the end of all of it, she just wanted to get home. But she said that she wanted to show me something tomorrow.”

“You just agreed to come in,” Carla protested.

“I know. She can come to us.”

A stunned silence followed.

“Something’s wrong,” my secretary said. “You’re being reasonable, and I don’t know how to deal with it. That bitch didn’t slip you something while you weren’t watching, did she?”

“I’ll do a test when I’m back in the Bullseye, if it’ll make you feel better.”

“Okay, there’s definitely something wrong,” Carla muttered. “What’s your ETA?”

“Give me half an hour to get back to the office,” I said. “Clear my schedule.”

“Already done. I was halfway through booking you tickets out of the country.”

“I thought you said you wanted to keep me safe.”

“It was a joke, boss,” Carla said. “Get back in one piece.”

I had ten minutes to get my thoughts together on the way back to the Bullseye.

The people who’d attacked the Cowshed had been drones, mind-controlled, or all tripping on exactly the same drug at the same time. I’d never seen such consistent emotional states between people before.

A wannabe god had tried to punch my ticket.

Then a pack of well-armed, untrained goons under some kind of spell had come after Olivia Durstin. It couldn’t be a coincidence that two very wealthy darlings of the US had come under fire in less than twelve hours.

Someone was gunning for us.

I had my money on Hermes’ family, but it could’ve been the CIA.

Or enemies we’d made through business, or any other number of actors.

It was time to visit the Rabbit Hole and my friends in R&D.

Montague Manufacturing needed to gear up for war if I was going to survive for the next forty-eight hours. I had to look past old rivalries and get as much information together as I could.

If you wanted something done right, you had to do it yourself.
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I met Carla in her office exactly thirty minutes later.

Anxiety and relief and the same yellow-pink blend of happiness and love swam around her when I stepped into the room. Pure professionalism stopped me from catching her in a quick hug. The two of us stood apart and waited for the other to say something.

I could practically taste the tension in the air.

“I’m snowed under by messages from the Rabbit Hole and Research-Development,” my PA finally said. “They all want a piece of you.”

“Well, they’re not the only ones,” I said.

Carla turned hurriedly to her desk so I didn’t see her blush.

“I’ve told them that you’re on your way,” my PA said.

“What does the rest of my day look like?”

“You’ve cleared the rest of your week,” Carla said, “so I don’t know. Like I said before, I’ve never seen you like this.” She stared down her desk and her knuckles whitened around her tablet. “Don’t let me keep you, sir. They’re all waiting for you downstairs.”

The tension ratcheted up a notch.

“Sit down, Carla,” I said.

She glanced up at me with concern.

I gestured to her desk, and she took a seat behind it.

I had a million and one things to worry about, and I didn’t want my relationship with my secretary to be one of them. We’d shared a tender little moment back in the cafe. Carla had quickly retreated back behind the shields of professionalism.

My instruction had her emotions boiling over. She was scared.

“I’m not going to fire you,” I said. “Relax.”

She flinched and gave me a quick nod.

“The little thing in the cafe this morning,” I continued. “I’ve been thinking about it all day. There’s obviously something going on between us, and it’s not being addressed.”

Panic spiked through my PA’s aura.

I held up a hand and softened my voice a little.

“It’s mutual,” I said quietly. “I hope I’m not overstepping here.”

“You’re fine, sir,” Carla managed.

“David,” I reminded her. “You’re an amazing employee, an understanding PA, and the last thing that I want is to nuke your career aspirations from orbit. You have a home here, obviously, and I’m in no hurry to let you go. But things get unprofessional, I don’t want it affecting your career going forward.”

Carla stared at me for a full half-minute.

“You haven’t done anything because you were thinking about how it would affect me?” my secretary finally said. “You didn’t stop for a second to think about how it might sound or look if it gets out that the majority owner of Montague is involved with his secretary? Situations like that can completely sink reputations.”

She stood up from her chair and continued to stare at me.

“I don’t deserve anything close to your attention, David. You can have anyone you want. That Olivia bitch wants to screw your brains out, along with every idiot supermodel in the city. They’re lining up in literal droves to get a chance at getting in your pants.” She shook her head. “I’m nothing next to them. So the fact that you’re here telling me that I’m not just imagining your little looks or us holding hands today is insane.”

A small grin touched my face.

“You’re better than all of them stapled together.”

“Sir, with all due respect?” Carla met my eyes. “Fuck you. You know that’s a lie.”

“You need to work on your confidence more,” I replied easily. “You do more for me sitting down and telling me off than they do on the runway.”

Yellow and pink radiated out around her like a sun.

My smile widened as she glared at me.

“If that’s what does it for you, then maybe I should do it more often,” she growled.

“Maybe you should,” I agreed.

The energy in the air had changed.

Hunger, desire, and excitement had joined the tension.

“I can tell you to do all kinds of things,” Carla said finally.

“I’m looking forward to it. Why don’t you pencil us in a meeting after lunch?”

“Are you serious?”

“Do I sound it?”

An excited grin suddenly appeared on Carla’s face and it lit up every inch of her face. Her aura shone like a multifaceted jewel, and for the first time in a while, I found myself appreciative of my family’s talent.

“You do,” Carla said. “Until after lunch, then.”

“Call me if there’s an emergency,” I said. “As you were, Miss Wolfe.”

I slid out of the office with a gutful of adrenaline and excitement.

The indulgent fantasies went onto the backburner. I took the walkway from the South Quarter of the Bullseye and followed a well-lit tunnel to the North Quarter. I passed by a handful of employees and made sure to stop and talk to them.

They were nervous, excited, proud, and a little overtired.

News of the attack and the accompanying media circus had already done the rounds throughout the Bullseye. They quickly assured me that they were happy to see me in one piece, that they didn’t want to take up too much more of my time, and scurried away the moment I stopped asking questions.

Morale seemed to be holding, at least.

I juggled between my two options as I reached the North Quarter’s main elevator. The Rabbit Hole was in the Basement of the Bullseye. R&D lived above them in the wider upper floors and worked on prototypes that would’ve made the US military drool.

I decided to go with the paranoiacs first and the guys with solutions second.

The elevator buzzed me deeper into the earth and I checked my Key.

Nothing came through. The AI hadn’t flagged any attacks or disruptions to Montague.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were standing in the eye of the storm.

I stepped out into the Rabbit Hole with a grin.

My father had once told me that crazy was only crazy if it was proven wrong. He’d had his own department dedicated to checking rumors and starting rumors in the algorithms, and I’d injected a handful of new crazy into it along with a healthier budget.

The Rabbit Hole was a basement-dwelling nerd’s wet dream.

Couches, beanbags, small pockets of gym equipment, and hive-like desk rigs were scattered the entire way over the floor. RGB lighting, posters, and 6ft-tall PCs filled the space. Cables ran neatly overhead, fixed to the ceiling, and dropped down into the desk spaces like threads of a spiderweb.

I nodded to a couple of serious-faced information miners as I passed them.

A rail-skinny kid with hair down to his shoulders appeared ahead of me. He spotted me through a pair of tinted prescription glasses and let out a whoop of excitement.

“Gentlemen and ladies, our savior has arrived from the surface,” he announced.

My underground network of paranoiacs hastily tore their eyes away from their screens, and I quickly waved them back to work with a smile.

“Just me today, eh?” the kid said.

“What have you got for me, Lachie?” I asked.

“A report,” he replied, “although it’s still getting verified as we speak.” He rubbed his hands together with manic glee. “You’re a regular superhero now, boss. Everyone’s wondering when you’re going to get an armored car and a fold-out hang-glider.”

“I’m working on it,” I said.

“Wait, for real?”

I winked at the earnest young man and gestured to his desk.

He quickly snapped out of his flight of fancy and bounced back to his chair. A small forest of 5 screens blinked on at a touch of his mouse. He tapped away at a mechanical keyboard and took a pull out of a can of energy drink.

“When did you last sleep?” I asked.

“When did you?” he countered.

“Last night. I hear it’s good for you.”

“I heard something similar. Here we go.”

He pulled up a rapid stitched-together feed of images, messages, and different angles of the fight I’d had with Hermes. Most of the footage had come from news drones, but there were a few guests at the Gala who had somehow found the time to use their phones to record footage in the middle of a panicked stampede.

“Who is he?” I asked.

“Well, based on what you asked, I’ve started pulling absolutely everything I can on Greek mythology, architecture, and writings detailing Hermes. Is he actually who he says he is? Were the Greeks tripping balls on shrooms in wine, or was the Oracle a real person?” Lachie grinned mischievously at me. “All up for debate, apparently. Until now.”

I frowned at the topographical map of the Aegean Sea.

“I heard something about tectonic instability out there,” I said.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Lachie said.

He zoomed his screens in on Greece.

“The place is getting battered by the oceans. Local coast guard and meteorologists are screaming out for help. We’ve got reported sightings of sea monsters and sirens in the area.”

Lachie crossed his heart with a fingertip at my incredulous expression and pulled up grainy footage from a cell phone. My gut twisted at the distant image of a pale, naked form standing still on the surface of an ocean in the distance. Another still showed a strange, scaled spine slithering out beside the waves.

“And they’re not hoaxes?”

“This is the locals, boss, not the kids tripping balls in the islands. It’s not getting any coverage because, well.” Lachie shrugged. “You’re kinda the person that everyone wants to talk about right now. That, and the fact that the government has been lying to us about aliens for the better part of a century.”

“Stay on Greece,” I said. “Is that where they’re coming from?”

“I like your chances,” Lachie told me. “Place looks out of control. These sightings aren’t exactly common, but there’s more and more of them coming in since yesterday. The Greeks are getting their camera crews ready and they’re already asking for military support from NATO if this is real.”

“Tell me more about that.”

“You’ve got people scrambling everywhere trying to figure out if this is real or not,” Lachie said, without missing a beat. “The media is throwing around the fact that it was a stunt on live TV, which tells me that it’s the line that the US government wants everyone to stay on. Aliens aren’t real, they’re not amongst us, it was a bored billionaire doing risque and tasteless art.”

“Are people buying it?”

“Nope.” Lachie grinned maniacally at the screens. “There’s a lot that people can take, boss. They’ll believe a lot of what they’re taught, and I can’t exactly claim to be the sanest person on the planet, but they finally slipped up. The audio and the film work is too good. There’s already YouTuber breakdowns trying to prove or disprove the bit with the XM1.”

“Ballpark a percentage for how many people think it’s real.”

“Hard to say, because I don’t believe polls for a second.” Lachie shrugged. “I’d assume most people are on the fence about it. They want to see it again or get more proof of the situation with their own eyes. There’s definitely state actors in the algorithms pushing the bit that it’s a hoax, I can tell you that much.”

I sat back in the gaming chair and thought for a second.

“You’re telling me that the government is pushing the idea that this is a hoax.”

“That’s my read,” Lachie said. “Why do you ask?”

“I think they wanted me to die,” I said. “And I didn’t.”

Lachie’s eyes widened in pure, gleeful excitement.

“Hold the fuck up,” he cut in. “They knew about this beforehand?”

“That was the impression I got from the guys in suits.”

“Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit—” Lachie spun back around to his PC.

“Lachie,” I said firmly. “Stay with me, here. The official position of the government is that the attack was a hoax? Have you been able to pin down any politicians that are talking about existential threats? Aliens? Attacking state actors?”

“Nothing,” he confirmed.

“So the powers that be have gotten to the politicians and they’re all dancing on the same line,” I said. “Aliens don’t exist, and David Montague tried to pull a stunt to sell a car.”

“Well, there is one corner of the internet that’s taking this seriously. And I wouldn’t call them sophisticated.” Lachie jabbed a finger at one of the screens at the top of his collection. “Our lady herself, Tiana Summers. Pop singer-songwriter extraordinaire who’s backed Montague.”

“She isn’t chasing a sponsorship, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“I’d let her sponsor my ship anytime, boss. Especially after seeing that she hasn’t bought straight into the bullshit that the rest of the government’s throwing around. Summers has been a thorn in the side of the establishment for years now.”

“Don’t tell me. You’ve got a crush,” I said.

“Have you seen her?”

“Never in person.” I studied the excerpt of news and cheering fans. “It’s nice of her to shout us out, but isn’t it just painting a target on her head?”

“Are you kidding? She pretty rolled out the red carpet and told the aliens to come and take a piece, if they’re game enough. She stopped short of giving them her home address.”

“I smell disappointment.”

Lachie cleared his throat and adjusted his glasses.

“So, when do I get to see the alien?” he asked.

“What are you talking about?”

“You know what I’m talking about, boss. Your little blip with the XM1 was nice, but I still managed to pull enough data from its sensors after you tried to run over your sparring partner.”

“I don’t remember giving you access to the XM1 project.”

Lachie’s fingers froze on his keyboard.

“Yeah, about that. I may or may not have kept my security clearance from when you asked me to launch a full-scale cyberattack on our system last year.”

I smiled.

“Wouldn’t expect anything less from a degenerate like you.”

“Are you mad at me?” Lachie asked.

I clapped him on the shoulder and buckled him a little.

“Closer to proud, actually. But I’ve been keeping an eye on where you’ve been moving. You’re not the only computer supergenius in here, you know. Don’t go poking your nose where it might get burnt, alright?”

“Right,” he agreed quickly.

“And you don’t get to see the alien. Because you already know about it, and I’m guessing you’ve already seen the summarized reports of what it is.”

“You’re no fun, boss,” Lachie whined.

“Just so we’re clear about that. If any—and I mean any—word about it gets out or finds its way outside of the Bullseye? I’m going to know it was you.” I injected just a little ice into my voice. “I’m serious about this one, Lachlan. The CIA’s already tried to bust my balls about it already.”

“I get it, I get it,” he assured me. “You’re scaring me, boss.”

“Just use it as a learning opportunity,” I suggested. “So, we need to look into relief aid for the Aegean Sea and the locals. Tiana Summers is trying to get my attention. And things are going back to normal for the American public.”

“At least until they take a run at you again,” Lachie agreed.

“Or at someone else,” I said. “Head down, nose up, understand?”

He shot me a weak grin, and I left him at his desk.

Lachie Wilkins was an asset of the highest order, but he had a bad habit of pursuing his morbid sense of curiosity. I’d gotten him out of a tangle with a software company, some gray-hat hacking, and legal troubles.

He’d been fiercely loyal to me ever since.

But the kid needed to be pulled into line once in a while.

I caught the elevator back up to the team in R&D to see what they had for me.


8

Montague’s R&D department couldn’t have been more different from the Rabbit Hole.

I took a deep breath of sterilized air when I stepped out of the elevator. The entire wing of the Bullseye looked like a well-funded and relatively-safe lair for mad scientists. A maze of different rooms sectioned themselves off behind walls of ballistic glass.

My company handled a lot of different kinds of manufacturing.

And it only hired the best, brightest, and most innovative engineers to carry my father’s legacy forward. I stopped for five minutes to talk to the lead designer behind the XM1, thanked him for the additional features that had saved my life, and apologized for destroying his baby.

The salt-and-peppered engineer chuckled.

Eliot Cavendish had worked on a number of different projects for the military before I’d poached him from a competitor liquidating their talent. He had a voice like gravel on silk and the kind of presence that made people straighten up and adjust their tie when he walked into a room.

“It’s a shame we lost her,” Eliot said.

The two of us looked over the crumpled wreck in the center of his worksop. I felt an odd flash of sudden shame at destroying the work of art. Eliot saw my grimace and clapped me on the shoulder.

“Don’t feel bad. She’s a fixer-upper, but you gave us plenty of new data points to work with. That little drive you took around the city showed us all the kinks.”

“I didn’t feel a thing,” I said firmly. “It was perfect.”

“It might’ve felt that way,” Eliot agreed. “But we’re having issues with the autopilot, and we could integrate it better into our network. How many of these did you say you’ve already sold?”

“50 for the first launch,” I said.

Eliot did the numbers in his head and let out a low whistle.

“That’s a lot of work for a functional prototype.”

“Most of the buyers want it to try and figure out how you even made it work,” I reminded him. “They’re not buying it to drive it or enjoy it. They’re going to do everything in their power to break it down and steal as much as they can from your designs.”

“At the price point you’ll be asking?” Eliot chuckled. “They’re welcome to it.” He gave his small crew of mechanics a nod and they turned back to their duties. “I’m guessing that you haven’t just come here to heap unnecessary praise onto me, David. What can I do for you?”

“Have you talked to Acquisitions?” I asked.

“We might’ve brushed shoulders in the hallway.”

“So it’s a safe bet that everyone in R&D knows what they’re working on?”

Eliot tapped his nose with a blunt fingertip and didn’t say anything.

“Did any of them talk to you about the blade they found?”

“I’ll admit it was the thing I was most interested in. I couldn’t begin to understand how it works, but I’d love a chance to play with it.”

“I’ll get a sample moved across to you when we figure out how to break it down,” I said. “Thanks again, Eliot. How’s the daughter?”

“Appreciating her internship,” Eliot said with a chuckle. “Although I don’t think corporate life suits her. Too many rules and regulations.”

“It’s what she wanted, isn’t it?”

“It’s what she thinks she wants. I’ve tried to tell her otherwise.”

“If she wants something to do around here, I can find her something.”

“I’ve got no doubt you can,” Eliot replied. “But she’d prefer it this way.”

“The offer’s still on the table,” I said.

The engineer shook my hand, gave my shoulder an affectionate squeeze, and turned back to the wrecked XM1. My eyes lingered on the crumpled hood of the car for a long second.

It hadn’t been enough to stop Hermes.

Some of the best engineering and armor in the world had crumpled up against a man in a yellow suit with metal eyes. The thought sent a chill of anticipation down my spine.

I wound my way past the Tech wing of R&D and arrived at Acquisitions.

The glass walls around the sector had misted over to keep prying eyes out of the operating theater. A reinforced door beeped at the presence of the Key and slid open with a soft hiss of escaping air.

Harsh light beamed down from overhead onto an operating table.

Steely liquid, a strange foreign scent, and a soft murmur of voices found my senses. Astonishment, fear, anxiety and sharp focus floated out of the small crew of boffins clustered around Hermes’ corpse.

I found a seat beside a table full of petri dishes and sat down.

The handful of surgeons, a fresh round of engineers, and a pair of private biomedical experts had lunged at the opportunity to look over an alien organism.

They hadn’t been able to pierce the creature’s hide without its own straight razor in their last report. I couldn’t spot the weapon itself. Some kind of high-pressure hose system had been set up over the table and it took me a minute to figure out how Acquisitions were slicing up their cadaver.

The blood from the corpse had been extracted, pressurized, and turned into an incredibly precise blade from a finely-pointed hose. One of the surgeons spotted me beside the door and detached himself from the huddle of white-coated professionals.

Hughie Diggs didn’t look like much more than a too-tall, long-fingered academic who could barely walk in a straight line because of a bum hip. He limped quickly into a side-station where he could strip out of his gloves, slip out of his sanitary gear, and find his cane.

He staggered past the table without a backwards glance and nodded for me to join him outside the lab. The scientist didn’t waste time with small talk, which I appreciated, and he started talking the second we left the operating room.

“It’s more alien than anything humanity has ever seen,” he announced. “It looks human, it can talk and move like a human, but it’s anything but. I have no idea how Hermes could talk or why it even wanted to look like us. But this is a brand new sentient species.”

Excitement shivered through every mote of light in his aura.

He clasped his shaking hands over his cane when we reached one of the small briefing offices across from Acquisitions.

“I don’t know why it bled out the way that it did.”

“You keep saying ‘it’, instead of ‘he’.”

Hughie dipped his head.

“We can humanize them if you want to, but I think the rest of the world is already preparing to. If they haven’t already rationalized everything away as a hoax.”

“You know humanity better than me,” I said. “What do you think they did?”

“I think that they’re hiding from the truth, and they don’t want anything to do with it. And if they do know about it, then they’re proceeding at a similar pace to you.” Hughie fixed me with a flat, cold look. “You asked us to build a weapon that could kill these creatures.”

“I did. Looks to me like you’ve already figured out a way to punch through their skin and do damage to their tissue.”

“Your friends in Prototypes insisted on studying the blade.”

“They’re your friends, too, doc. If you want them to be.”

Hughie grunted and jabbed his cane at a seat. I settled down in a comfortable chair and he fired up the local AI by tapping a terminal built into the desk. Images flickered across the digital projector in rapid succession.

It took thirty seconds to see the grisly progress that the surgeons had made in the autopsy. The fact that they’d managed to so quickly figure out the pressurized-blood trick filled me with pride.

I had the best people in the world working for me.

And with their help, there was a good chance that I could stop the incoming invasion of aliens calling themselves gods.

I tapped the Key on my wrist to make sure that it was recording the presentation and tweaked the AI to summarize everything that related to weaknesses and strengths of the beings I was about to come up against.

“I’ve never been good with presentations,” Hughie warned me.

“I’ve never really been good at listening to them,” I assured him. “Just give me the basic rundown of what we’re looking at.”

Relief flitted through his aura.

“Superhuman capabilities,” he said immediately. “I’ve watched the tapes of last night over and over again, and it appears to me that the subject in question could change his mass.”

I blinked.

“That’s impossible, right?”

“Using our known physics and the matter that we have available to us, it should be,” Hughie agreed. “The outer dermis and clothing of Hermes all point to recent purchases and travel from the Mediterranean. We’re not quite sure where from—“

“Signs point to Greece and the Aegean Sea,” I added.

Hughie stabbed a note into the keyboard with the tip of a pen.

“That should make things easier,” Hughie said. “But back to our specimen here. It appears to function on similar organic systems to a human, insofar as a lack of blood flow is enough to kill it. But the materials involved should make it impossible.”

“So they go down the same way a person would.”

“If a person could suddenly change their density and gravity at will,” Hughie countered. “The durability of the creature cannot be understated. We’ve found some chemical similarities between its blade and its blood, hence our repurposed scalpel. It seems to change its viscosity based on an electrical charge.”

I straightened up a little in my chair.

“I wouldn’t be too excited about it. We have no idea what that means given the complexity of the organic machine.” Hughie allowed himself a small smile. “Although I will grant you that it is promising.”

“Weak points,” I pressed.

“Draining sufficient blood from the subject should kill it. Decapitation might work. I shiver to think of trying to use blunt-force trauma after what it did to the XM1.” Hughie stared up at the ceiling and lost himself in thought for a long second. “Sufficient ballistic capability with the right payload might work.”

“A gun with the right bullet.” I leaned forward. “What kind of payload are you thinking? Harden the blood or mold it into bullets?”

“That’s the fastest way to do it,” Hughie nodded. “It’d require some testing before we put it into production, obviously, and we’ve still barely begun scraping the surface on the subject. If we had more resources, more interested parties, I think we could reach an understanding at the kind of rate that’s warranted with a threat this serious.”

“So you do think that it’s a threat.”

“It’s difficult to say, but conventional fighting forces can’t hold a candle to this kind of creature.” Hughie stared up at the pictures of the autopsy and the slow videos of metallic blood reacting to electricity. “I understand that you have reservations about the government, David, but they have resources that we don’t.”

I grimaced.

“I’ve got good reason to think that the CIA knew about last night and didn’t warn me. I think that they wanted to set me up to die on national television and then use it for something.”

Hughie stared at me through a pair of thick lenses for a second.

“So we’re cut off.”

“You have Montague,” I corrected him. “Give me a list of names that you think could make this go faster. I’ll send out word to them and see if I can bring them in quietly without alerting our friends in Intelligence.”

“I’ll do that.”

I got up from my chair as the presentation ended.

“How do you feel about a raise?” I asked.

“You already pay me more than I’m worth,” Hughie replied. “I’ll have to respectfully decline. The work is its own reward.” He saw the look on my face and faltered. “Oh, you’re serious.”

“You’re the best one to talk to about this,” I said. “You’re not here for the wrong reasons, you’ve got a practical head on your shoulders, and you already think the way that I do. I want you and Eliot to put your heads together and come up with some different ways to combat these things.”

“I take it your lunatics in the basement have turned up some new information,” Hughie observed dryly. “I’ll talk to Eliot, and I’m sure we’ll both find a drain for your funds.”

I held out my hand and he took it.

“Always a pleasure, Dr Diggs.”

He nodded once and affection bloomed out from his aura.

“I need more time with the subject, so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll rejoin the others. Thank you for bringing us such a monumental task on such short notice.”

The sarcasm wasn’t lost on me.

But Hughie was the best of the best. I trusted his judgment. He didn’t have the same lean toward weaponry, combat, and military development that my mind did, but he was still quick to adapt to the needs of the company.

I escorted him back to Acquisitions, spoke quickly to the guys in the IT department of R&D. Montague’s AI was still running smoothly and without interference. I told them to be extra vigilant over the coming week.

The elevator back up to the top of the Bullseye made me feel like I was shedding weight with each floor I left under my feet.

Hermes’s threat had been a serious one.

But there were ways through the superhuman creatures.

We knew that they were coming from Greece. We didn’t have their plan outside of what I’d been told by Hermes himself.

If they wanted to dominate the world, they were going to have to go through Montague. Hughie had already found gold inside the corpse of a god.

There were plenty of questions to ask.

Where were the rest of them?

Why were they waiting to attack me?

What was their plan, exactly?

The elevator stopped, and I started the circuit back toward my office. Memories of Carla’s touch, the color of her aura, and her little comment before I’d left washed back through my memories.

I knew there was every possibility that I’d get into hot water if I slept with my secretary. There were a million different reasons it was a terrible idea.

There were aliens out in the world who wanted my head.

There were plenty of competitors who wanted the same.

And my read on Markson told me that the CIA also wanted a piece.

Life was too short to wait around for it to happen.
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Carla wasn’t at her desk when I arrived in our joint offices.

My apartment door was open, though. I remembered idly giving her access to the penthouse a while back. I’d been deep in the development of building the XM1 at the time and ironing out the kinks. I locked the doors behind me, misted up the glass walls, and stepped into my penthouse.

The smell of fresh burgers washed out of the kitchen.

I followed them and found Carla flipping patties on a frying pan. She’d stayed in her tight little pencil skirt and open-necked blouse, but she’d left her heels by the door. I admired her from behind for a minute before I pulled out the chair behind the breakfast bar.

“You never told me you were into cooking.”

Carla flinched at my voice and gave me an alarmed glance over her shoulder.

“You scared the shit out of me,” she complained. “Why are you always doing that?”

“I like seeing how aware people are,” I replied honestly.

“I didn’t really feel like going up to the surface to get you lunch, so I thought I’d make it down here,” Carla continued. “After the kind of morning that you’ve had, you need to stick below ground.”

She spun around and I saw that she’d stolen one of my untouched aprons from the pantry.  I barely took the time to cook for myself. Staying busy was one of my better traits.

A burst of affection rolled through me as I looked over Carla.

She really was amazing at anticipating my needs.

I’d completely forgotten about food after the shooting in the Cowshed.

“So, did you find what you were looking for downstairs?” Carla asked.

I quickly ran her through everything I’d discovered from Hughie, Lachlan, and Eliot. My PA toasted buns on the beef grease as we went and listened intently to the new flood of information.

Concern and anxiety and fear flooded her aura.

I watched her get the emotions under control in less than two seconds and quickly focus on solutions until her feelings stabilized. It was the mark of a good thinker, of someone who didn’t panic and brought order to chaos.

“So it’s a waiting game now,” Carla summarized. “You need to give the good people of R&D some time to come up with a good weapon or bullets for you to use against the enemy. Your freaking friends in the RH are digging up everything they can on the CIA and their involvement.” She frowned. “Olivia still wants to see you, and you’re worried about this Tiana Summers girl, too.”

“She stuck her neck out for Montague,” I said. “Last I checked, we’re not one of her sponsors for her stadium tour.”

“We’re not,” Carla confirmed.

“So she saw the attack, recognized what it was, and she’s trying to draw awareness to that fact. I don’t know about you, but it feels like she’s trying to bait an attack from the aliens.”

Carla laid freshly-sliced tomato slices onto the burger and sprinkled salt over it.

“And who in their right mind would do that?” Carla asked.

“I would, knowing what I know now. But I don’t think she knows what we know.”

“Which means she’s either very brave, very stupid, or she wants to get your attention.”

“Why would someone risk their lives to get an email?”

Carla gave me a measured look.

“You’re smarter than that. Maybe she wants a date.”

I fought off a smile.

“I’m too busy to worry about dating another supermodel.”

Surprised yellow spiked through her aura, and Carla almost dropped the salt.

“That’s what this is? We’re dating now?”

“I don’t know a lot of girls who go ahead and raid my food stash to cook me lunch,” I replied. “Sounds like girlfriend behavior to me.”

Carla put down the shaker and stared at me.

“I didn’t realize that you liked to move so fast.”

“I was kidding around,” I told her.

“I know, I just—” Carla shook her head. “Nope, better not to question it. I barely know the first thing about you, David. Most of this feels like a dream to me, and the more that I focus on it, the more afraid I am that it’s going to slip away.”

I knew the feeling.

“What do you want to know?” I asked her.

Carla finished up the burgers and sidled around the kitchen island to join me. She slipped her apron up over her neck, made it look almost like a striptease, and perched herself on a stool beside me.

“Well, let’s start with the small stuff. How much are  you worth?”

“Enough to make investors panic if they found out about you,” I countered.

“They’d better not find out, then,” Carla said.

I laughed at the wicked twinkle in her eye.

It felt nice to joke about something like that.

Carla couldn’t have cared less about the money.

Avarice and greed weren’t part of her aura. I’d run into enough people to know when they wanted me for their own ends. It was part of the curse. Some people with position or money allowed themselves to be suckered and they learned from the experience.

I’d always known when someone was trying to take me for a ride.

“I couldn’t care less about the money.”

“I know.”

“I’m serious, David.”

“I can tell,” I assured her. “Don’t worry.”

She frowned at the firmness in my voice.

“Okay. There’s something I’ve noticed, and I’m curious about it.”

“If it’s the door downstairs marked ‘Do Not Enter’, I can explain.”

Carla grinned.

“You’ve got a sense of humor.”

“When it’s fashionable.”

“I think I liked you better as a dark and mysterious figure.”

I put on a stern face and half-turned to take a bite out of my burger.

“Better?”

“Much,” Carla said.

We ate in silence. The burger was better than good. I’d eaten food in all kinds of places throughout the States, but Carla had managed to make something chef-quality in record time out of my well-stocked fridge. The sauce tasted handmade, not bottled, and the onions had the right kind of crunch to them.

I put the burger away and started to clean up the kitchen.

Carla ate slower and watched me roll up my sleeves.

I caught her making eyes at my back while I cleaned.

“Did I tread on something I shouldn’t have?” I asked.

“It’s something about a man with rolled-up sleeves,” Carla replied. “Who’s not afraid to get his hands dirty. I don’t know what the equivalent is for guys.”

I made a show of leering at her as I set the dish towel neatly down on the oven’s handle.

Carla flushed and stared down at her plate when my eyes found hers.

“Thanks for cooking,” I said. “I’m going to be honest with you. I don’t know how to do this.”

My secretary’s mouth twisted into a wry smile.

“I’ve seen  you do it before, boss. You took them for a spin in here, sent them on their way, and then started a media circus when they finally ‘broke their silence’. It seemed to work great for them, so just do that.”

It was hard not to hear the bite in her words.

“You’re not someone I want to send on her way,” I replied quietly.

Carla studied my face for a long moment.

Her aura said that she believed me.

“That’s usually how it starts,” Carla replied finally.

“Nothing’s happened yet,” I pointed out. “You can go, no hard feelings, no change in our day-to-day. I hate the idea that you’re doing this because you feel pressured to, or because I was stupid enough to open my mouth and tell you how I feel about you.”

Carla bit back a laugh and almost choked on the last of her burger.

“I’m pretty sure I came onto you,” she managed. “I’m not about to back down now that you’re making eyes at me and making me all flustered.”

I took her plate and washed it up by hand.

It was good to feel hot, soapy water on my hands.

I hadn’t always had the entirety of the world at my fingertips.

Carla tiptoed into the kitchen behind me and tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to look at her. She kissed me before I could stop her or she could stop herself.

A white-hot bolt of pleasure and adrenaline raced through every inch of my body.

Carla let out a soft moan when I turned into her. My hand crept around her, nestled into the small of her back above her ass, and squeezed her into me. Her fingers hooked into my shirt and she tugged at me a little.

My mind flashed back to how I’d caught her wrist in the cafe.

It’d been a sudden, strong movement, and she’d really enjoyed it.

Her aura filled my vision. Yellows and violets swam around each other in beautiful sequences. I caught her up under the ass, lifted her up, and dropped her down on the island bench in the middle of the kitchen. Her breath raced out of her in an excited rush.

I dropped down to my knees a second later.

“Wait--” Carla began. “I want to--”

Her protest vanished into a deep moan as I kissed my way up her thighs and pushed her back down against the smooth marble. I prised her thighs apart and left a trail of kisses down her smooth, soft legs. My mouth found her panties a moment later, and Carla’s fingers curled up into my hair.

“Fuck, David, fuck!” she yelped.

Her aura swam through my vision in a blinding, psychedelic rush of light. I didn’t stop for a second. I tugged her panties down over her knees to reveal her smooth, soaking pussy. My tongue darted out to taste her. Carla’s hips arched up to meet my mouth and tongue.

I could feel the strength in her core, her hips and thighs.

My secretary didn’t look this good by accident. She spent a lot of time in the gym.

Something about that self-discipline paired with her capability did it for me.

I slid two fingers inside her and turned her into a whimpering orgasmic mess in less than two minutes. Carla collapsed back against the bench, breasts heaving, and I straightened up with a wicked smile on my face.

She looked gorgeous, all stretched out and colored by her aura.

“Not as exciting as what you had in your head?” I asked.

“It’s better,” Carla mumbled. “I can’t string two thoughts together right now.”

“Good,” I said.

I scooped her up into a bridal carry before she could complain and carried her over to the black leather sofas around the TV. I lowered her down onto one of them, hit the Key to close my front door and lock it down, and turned back to her.

Carla latched onto my belt and trousers like a magnet.

She tore my belt off with quick, savage movements, got my pants open, and hauled them all down with one smooth movement. I hauled back on pure instincts and made sure to catch my knife before it could hit her in the face.

My PA stared up at the knife, and then at my shaft.

“You really do believe in keeping weapons on you,” she giggled.

My retort turned into a growl when her lips enveloped me in pure warmth and pleasure. I did my best to stay on my feet as she sucked, stroked, and did everything in her power to try and make me explode over her. I caught hold of her hair and pulled her deeper onto me.

Her eyes rolled up in her head and she rewarded me with a deep, muffled moan.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what she wanted. I moved my hips in time with her mouth and hands, and fucked her face. Tears started to run through her makeup.

Carla latched back onto me with a cry of protest when I tried to pull her away and let her catch her breath. She pulled insistently at my hips, twisted me down into the sofa, and dropped down to her knees to take me deeper.

My PA gagged on my length and didn’t stop until my hand vanished from her hair.

She pulled her lips off me with a laugh, licked my tip hungrily, and worked me up and down with both of her hands. She knew what she was doing, and I could feel the pressure of her touch building up a stroke at a time.

“You should cum,” she whispered in a husky voice. “Right here. All over my face.”

“Is that what you want?”

Carla made a show of thinking about it. She lifted a hand off me to unbutton her blouse and show off a gorgeous pair of breasts barely held back by a simple white bra. She swept her hair out of her face, and traced her fingertips over her chest.

“Well, I’d like it all over me,” Carla said. “You going to give it to me, sir?”

Something about her teasing tone drove me up and over the edge. I shifted my hips, straightened up onto my feet and turned to face her. Carla’s lips found my tip again and she sucked and sucked and stroked until she felt my breathing hitch.

Carla pulled away from my cock and stroked it up and down.

“That’s it, sir,” she begged. “All over me. I want to feel it all over me, everywhere.”

I gave her exactly what she wanted in a hot, blinding rush of pleasure. Carla’s eyes widened as she fell back against the sofa and licked her lips clean. That wicked little grin of hers returned as she beamed up at me.

“You really don’t disappoint,” she said.

“How many meetings did you cancel?” I asked.

She raised an eyebrow.

“You want to go again?”

I shrugged.

“It’s all tantric energy. I’ve got it figured out.”

Carla’s eyes lingered on my cock.

“You’re shitting me,” she said.

“Is that a challenge?” I asked with a laugh.

“I don’t hate the idea,” Carla assured me. “But I think we’re liable to get ourselves into trouble if we stay here the entire day. I know you’ve cleared your schedule, but I also know what you get like if you’re tied down for too long here.”

I offered her a hand up and she took it.

“We need to get you into a shower,” I said.

“I’ll take it while you get back to work,” Carla said.

“I don’t want to leave you by yourself—”

“I’m adjusting, and I need the space to think,” my PA replied gently. “I don’t need you to hold my hand and promise me the world, David. I just need you at peak efficiency. That’s where I like you the most, and that’s where you want to be.”

She pushed up onto tiptoes and kissed my cheek.

“You’ve got a war to fight,” Carla whispered. “Go on. I know where to find you.”

My secretary sashayed away from me and didn’t look back.

I watched her as far as the shower before I got back into my pants, made sure everything was secured where it was supposed to be, and left Carla to clean up in my apartment.

I’d had my fair share of little flings.

This felt like something concrete, something that was going to last.

I practically floated out of my penthouse and into my office.
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I checked everything I could on the local networks in the Bullseye for information about the people who had come after Olivia.

There wasn’t much I could do about the aliens themselves.

They’d show up when they wanted to and not before.

The wizards in R&D and the Rabbit Hole were working on angles to deal with Hermes’s family and the psyop that the US government was running on its own people. I was surprised that the CIA hadn’t already tried to kick down Montague’s doors and take the corpse for themselves yet.

I’d deal with that when the authorities got around to asking me more questions.

The CIA had made a mistake in sending their muscle instead of their brains after me.

Tiana Summers was still singing her heart out on stage in Europe. I could’ve caught a private jet out there to find her and talk to her, but I knew that I’d interrupt her busy schedule, cost her hundreds of millions of dollars, and irritate an entire legion of fangirls.

I resolved to wait for her to reach out to me.

Which left the attack on the Cowshed to deal with.

I kept the security cameras on a loop and watched the people gain access to the building. They’d come in using a Sprinter van which was registered to a legitimate company based out of Southside St. Jacques.

I pulled up the name and did some background on the company itself.

DRC or “Direct, Rapid Cleaning” had been established in the late 90s and made quite a name for themselves cleaning for corporate clients all over the East Coast for the last forty years. They’d been contracted by Montague once or twice before my father had moved everything underground.

They’d paid their taxes, seemed to have a good employment record, and didn’t have much in the way of employee turnover. Customer reviews were solid, and their growth was steady and didn’t speak to any crazy injections from mysterious investors in the past.

So what had possessed an 8-man cleaning crew to attack Olivia Durstin’s escort, push their way into the Cowshed, and kill her with suppressed MP5Ks?

The police had taken the bodies in already, and they had all the evidence in their hands. I didn’t have the same kind of favors with Rivers that my father had. I couldn’t just walk into his evidence locker and ask to make my own assessment about the situation.

But I had a web spun around anything to do with Montague.

And plenty of visual and audio information to process.

I knew enough about close-quarters combat to hold my own, but it’d be remiss of me not to call in a true expert who knew more about the situation than I did. I checked Kasper’s schedule, called him up for a consultation, and made sure that the coffee machine in my office was working properly.

Carla appeared from my penthouse ten minutes later.

Happiness and satisfaction glowed off her like she was a sun.

She gave me a cheeky little wink and a smile and returned to her desk without a word. I locked my penthouse, made a black coffee from Colombian beans, and made sure I had another ready for Kasper the Friendly Ghost.

My head of security and sometimes-bodyguard appeared in my office in less than ten minutes. He’d left his compact carbine outside the building as per policy.

One look was enough to tell me that he was still armed.

Kasper gave Carla a nod of greeting and breezed past her.

I met him at the door to my office and handed him a cup of coffee.

Kasper’s eyes went up at the smell and he clinked his mug against mine.

“Nice of you to remember my order,” Kasper said.

“Hard to forget it after the last hell week,” I fired back.

He chuckled.

“You got any time free for another one?”

“I think we need to keep our energy conserved for the time being, but if a window pops up, then I’ll let you know,” I said. “I wanted to get your take on something.”

“You mean the talk of aliens on the news and the attack at the Gala?” Kasper hid his grin with the rim of his cup and dropped easily into a chair across from mine. “I’m surprised we haven’t had this talk earlier. You know, given that you pay me to keep you safe and all.”

“You know that’s not why I pay you.”

“Riiiight,” Kasper drawled. “You pay me as a security consultant. I’m actually Carla’s bodyguard.” He set his mug down and watched me pace around behind my desk. “Glad to see you finally did something about that, by the way.”

I paused mid-step.

“Is it that obvious?”

“Is to me. Let’s hope your friend Miss Durstin doesn’t find out.”

“I don’t care what she thinks.”

“She was giving you the signal this morning, sir. But you didn’t hear that from me.”

I’d seen the writing on the wall already. I’d almost told Kasper about my family’s curse once during one of his brutal training sessions. I liked the guy because he kept a very even keel on his emotions. He had a bit of a sadistic streak when it came to training me, but it’d made it that much more satisfying when I’d risen to his impossible standards.

“I’ll roger that,” I said. “Especially if I feel a need to nuke Montague from orbit. I didn’t bring you here to find me a date, though. Let’s talk about the Gala night and then the attack on the Cowshed.”

Kasper frowned and consulted the ceiling.

“You know I’m not religious,” he began. “I don’t hold with any superstitions or any of the rest of it. Soldiers are paid to do one thing, and one thing well, and that’s the end of it. But I’ll say this, boss. That fucker in yellow did a pretty good job of making me a believer.”

“Have you looked at the tapes?”

“I’ve done more than look. I was in the middle of watching them when I got your alert.” Kasper shook his head. “I’ve never seen people move like that before. And I’ve seen people move in weird ways under pressure, let me tell you. It’s not human.”

I nodded.

“We’re figuring out how it ticks as we speak,” I said.

“Do you think that he came alone?” Kasper asked.

I shook my head.

“I think there’s more. And what’s worse, they’ve got some kind of plan.”

“Well, that’s what the audio seems to indicate.” My head of security took another sip of coffee. “Tape can show a lot about someone. You figured out on the fly that he was weak to the environment. Noise, light, all the rest of it. That was some quick thinking.”

“Makes me wish I had a flashbang with me.”

“I’ll see if I can talk the boys in R&D into getting one into your tight-fitting Italian suit,” Kasper snarked. “Just in case they take another run at you. While we’re at it, do your health benefits cover tinnitus?”

“Something like it, then.”

“Knowing you, they’re already working on that downstairs.” Kasper leaned back a little further into his chair and studied me. “You didn’t call me in for a war meeting about the aliens, though, boss. You want my opinion about something else.”

“What do you make of the crew who attacked Durstin?”

“I was principally interested in the safety of our employees. She seemed to do a pretty good job of cowering down and screaming for her bodyguards when things got hot.”

The disdain in his voice was abrasive enough to strike a match against.

“That’s most of them, you know,” I said. “They need layered defense.”

“Well, if the video logs are any indication, she came in there to piss you off or try and find a way to get you to hate-fuck her. I’m half surprised that you didn’t use her as a shield.”

I shot him a look, and he sighed good-naturedly.

“You’re no fun. You don’t pay me to run security for starlets, boss.”

“Work with me here,” I said. “Please. The people who came at her.”

“I had a few minutes before the cops showed up to check the place out,” Kasper admitted. “No training. They knew how to operate the HKs, but that was it. They were blind firing, punching holes in everything, making it look like a warzone.”

“They didn’t run,” I said. “They tried to engage at every point.”

“Idiots get like that,” Kasper noted, “but you’re wondering if there was something more to it?”

“They didn’t freeze up in a gunfight, and none of them looked like serious hitters,” I said. “No doctrine, bad fields of fire, no coordination. Just enough bullets to kill one target, with a single stack of backup mags. That doesn’t strike you as weird?”

“I’m sure the cops will chalk it up to a misplaced kidnapping attempt.”

“They were shooting blind through a wall, Kasper.”

My head of security caught my tone and frowned at me.

“You want me to look into this?”

“I’ve already traced them back to a flawless company that covers a lot of the real estate over the East Coast.” I spun my monitor around to show him my research on DRC. “I don’t see how a company like this is a front. I’m pretty good at sniffing them out.”

Kasper read through my summary and chuckled.

“Yeah, it looks legit,” he said. “Let me guess. You want me to go and engage in some old-fashioned thuggery. Kick in some doors, ask some questions, see where it all leads to.”

“I was going to ask you to come with me.”

“Why not forward this onto the police?”

“Same reason that I didn’t give them Hermes. I don’t trust their process, and we’ve got the resources to make things happen faster than they can.” I leaned back against my desk and took a pull at my coffee. “It’s extracurricular, at best.”

“I don’t claim to be any kind of defense attorney, boss, but even I know that launching your own investigation into who tried to punch Durstin’s ticket is going to get you in hot water. You know how antsy the local sheriffs can get if you step on their toes.”

“It’s out of St. Jacques,” I said. “It’s south. We can be in and out in a day.”

“I’m sure it’s not going to be weird for them when the most famous man in America pulls them aside to ask them why they were sending in a cheap crew of hitters to punch your ticket,” Kasper agreed. “You’re better off leading this to me, boss. Keep tinkering with your little toys downstairs and getting the resistance ready for the incursion.”

“Anyone ever tell you that you’re too much of a wiseass?”

“A couple of people. They still haven’t found the bodies.” Kasper finished his coffee and straightened up in his seat. “You look like you want another sparring session.”

“I’m coming with you on this one,” I said.

Kasper sighed.

“Why? You’re mission control.”

“It’s field experience. Something  you kept telling me I needed.”

“That was before supernatural beings tried to cut your throat on live TV in front of half of the world,” he pointed out. “I know a couple of guys. They’re discreet, and they’ll perform well enough. We can be in and out in less than a day with the answers we need.”

“Give it to me straight,” I said. “Do you not think I can do it?”

Kasper wasn’t the kind of guy to beat around the bush.

So I paid attention when he let my question hang in the air.

“I think you can, and you can do it clean and without getting noticed,” my head of security said slowly. “You know I’m not here to butter you up. But I’m worried about you. We’ve been, what, almost a year without any serious incidents? You’ve been involved in two near-misses in less than 24 hours.”

I sipped coffee and didn’t reply.

“I get it. You’re pissed, you don’t want to hide behind other people, and you want a slice of the action. You want to be involved. But these people might’ve very well killed Durstin if you hadn’t been there. That’s not a small thing to be involved in.”

Kasper shrugged.

“I’m not averse to having you along. But the local police might. They’ve got two of your statements in their inbox, two of your personal weapons in evidence, and old man Durstin is going to want to give you a piece of his mind.”

“He can get in line,” I said.

Kasper flashed his teeth at me.

“Well, I think it’s stupid you want to come along. But if you want to do this, then I’ll get the boys together and charter a flight. How soon do you want to move out?”

“A couple of hours?”

“That soon?”

“I’ve got a meeting with Olivia tomorrow.”

“I’ll be surprised if she’s allowed anywhere near you.”

“I’m sure a phone call will do it.”

“That woman is a snake, and she likes to fuck in person.”

I laughed at his professional opinion and tapped the Key on my wrist.

“I’ve forwarded you the details. See you in two hours.”

“Until then,” Kasper agreed.

I watched him leave the office and finished my coffee.

I had my own reasons for wanting to come along. If I could find a pattern that matched the auras of the people who’d attacked the Cowshed, then I had the first breadcrumb on the train.

It wasn’t something I could prove in court.

The colors that surrounded people had yet to prove me wrong. I didn’t want to think too hard about it, but Hermes’ mention of being somehow related to his race had hit a nerve. My father had never mentioned any divine heritage before.

Divine or not, I had a gift, and I was going to use it to find out who was after my biggest competitor and greatest rival. Not because I wanted to get her into bed, but because of the way she’d spoken to me before I’d left her outside her own building earlier that morning.

Olivia knew something about this entire situation and I wanted the information she had.


11

Carla gave me a knowing look as I straightened up from my desk.

“You’re heading out again,” she said.

“You never get cooped up in here?”

“I’m not a multi billionaire,” Carla reminded me. “With half the world looking for him.”

“We’ve got a lead on who took a swing at Olivia.”

“That bitch doesn’t deserve your attention,” my PA said briskly.

“I’m glad you’ve gotten past your personal animosity about her.”

“I’m surprised you’re so fast to jump to her defense,” Carla countered.

“It’s got a lot more to do with the fact that we’re protecting ourselves,” I said. “If they can get to her in the Cowshed, then they can get to you on the way home. People saw you with me at the Gala. They know Kasper’s face, too. You might not have been front-and-center, but this is helping everyone.”

Carla sighed.

“I know. I just hate her.”

“You’re not alone.”

“You don’t hate her, David. You tolerate her too much for that.”

“I hate what she represents, then.”

I leaned over her desk in front of every security camera in the office and kissed her. Carla moaned up into my mouth with a blend of pleasure and surprise. I winked at her as I pulled away. Her aura erupted into a gorgeous miasma of yellow and purple.

“That’s not going to win every argument,” Carla protested.

“Well, let’s put a pin in this one for now and get back to arguing about it later.”

“Where are you going?”

“We’re investigating DRC down south. They’ve based their operations in Richmond.”

“Please tell me that you’re at least going to wear a ballcap and sunglasses.”

“So I can blend in with all the other spooks in town? I can do better.”

“Send me pictures,” Carla said.

I brushed my mouth against hers again and left her at her desk. The elevator carried me out of the office level and down to Level 3. I took a walkway out of the South sector and made my way southeast.

The office cubicles and residential pods vanished in favor of storage rooms, server stations, and a spiderweb of passages, hallways, and elevators designed to get supplies in and out of the Bullseye as efficiently as possible.

I found what I was looking for five minutes later.

Montague Manufacturing had plenty of strange little capabilities tucked away into closets all over the Bullseye. I had the occasional need to move around quietly without being spotted. I’d dedicated some resources to a small crew of former professional stylists and outfitters from Hollywood after a strike about something or other.

They were the ones responsible for my suits and Carla’s lovely dress the other night.

I Keyed my way into Montague’s Wardrobe department and found myself in the midst of a small madhouse. The Green Rooms were full of stylists working on their skills on live human subjects. My employees had access to the Wardrobe for haircuts and makeup.

The Wardrobe people had victims to hone their skills on.

It worked out great for everyone.

A plump, mid-fifties woman with a Southern drawl and sweet eyes spotted me at the door and pushed through the crowd as they fussed over a small knot of employees. She caught me by the arm without a word, pulled me out of the Green Rooms, and found me a private nook behind a curtain.

I sat down on a barber’s chair in front of a mirror.

Fiona Mackelby whisked the curtains shut behind me and put her hands on my shoulders. She gave me a conspiratorial smile in the spotless mirror ahead of me.

“It’s been too long, darlin’. We were waiting for you last night.”

“I got caught up with work at the office,” I said.

“You still looked cute enough, but you should’ve let us give you a shave, at least.”

She messed with my hair a little and checked over tiny details I couldn’t pick out.

“What can I do for you?” Fiona asked.

“I need some light disguise,” I said. “Just to make sure people can’t pick that it’s me.”

“You know how to do this yourself,” she protested. “I know you don’t like all our fussing. Why’d you come down here in the first place?”

“I need it to hold for ten hours.”

Fiona scooped up a comb.

“Say no more,” she said.

The former makeup specialist went to work and didn’t make small talk. She worked with brisk, efficient, businesslike motions. I watched my face shift over the next ten minutes into something else. She added some light prosthetics around my nose, blended it effortlessly into my facial features, and changed my hair with temporary dye to give it a lighter tint.

“Voila,” Fiona said.

She pulled out a mirror to show me my appearance from the back.

I checked the angles in the mirror.

“You’re the best, Fiona,” I said.

“Don’t you know it, darlin’. Don’t be a stranger.”

She leaned forward conspiratorially.

“What happened at the Gala? Everyone’s talking about it.”

“You haven’t watched the news?”

She snorted.

“Please. We’re smarter than all that.”

“Aliens attacked us, and they’re trying to take over the world.”

Fiona stared at me in the mirror for a long beat, and then crossed herself.

“God help us,” she whispered.

“I’ll take yours as a start,” I replied with a grin. “Thanks, Fi.”

I left her in her little curtained alcove, wove my way through the rest of the crowd with a slight change in gait. It was a fractionally-less efficient way to move, but it threw off anyone familiar with how I moved.

Some of my employees gave me strange looks, but they didn’t ask questions.

A close enough look at my face was enough to give me away.

But an accent change and a different wardrobe would blend me effortlessly into Kasper’s crew of security professionals. I radioed into his office through the Key and the Friendly Ghost picked up immediately.

“I’m getting the boys ready now,” he said.

“I’m on my way. You’re taking point on this one.”

Kasper let out a surprised grunt.

“I thought you said you wanted to come along.”

“As an observer,” I said. “This is your operation. I just want to see what we’re dealing with in person. If you tell me to jump, I’ll ask how high.”

Kasper barked a laugh.

“That I’d like to see. It’s your party, boss.”

My elevator reached Level 1 on the North Sector of the Bullseye, and I walked into the security barracks. They were as comfortable as Kasper wanted them to be. A series of concrete hallways, individual pods, and a communal mess hall stretched out ahead of me.

Security Operations stood at the end of the hallway.

The door was open, and Kasper was in the middle of a briefing.

He didn’t stop as I walked through the door. A smirk crossed his face at my disguise.

“—we’ll be having a new recruit along for this one,” he said. “He’s a VIP, so I want him safe and away from the action.”

A quartet of strong-jawed men with close-cropped hair and enough collective experience to start a civil war turned to look at me. I didn’t see flashes of recognition in their eyes, and I immediately picked up on a burst of resentment.

I sat down at the back of the briefing room, apart from the rest of them.

“We’re looking into the operations of one DRC.” Kasper pointed to a projected slide at the far end of the room. “They look squeaky clean enough, but they put people on the ground and threatened our illustrious leader and Olivia Durstin.”

“Fuck knows how,” Carlos Caveira grunted.

Irritation, suspicion, and boredom rolled out from each of the men ahead of me. They had the same fluctuations in their emotional state as Kasper did. They ebbed at a lower rate than most civilians.

It didn’t stop them being assholes.

But that was the military.

“Whoever these people were, they posed a significant threat to our wallets.”

Kasper’s jab made the men straighten up and pay attention.

“Got you dead to rights, you mercenary motherfuckers,” Kasper laughed. “If they put down the boss man, then we’re all out of a job. I don’t know about you, but I like my pool table and a nice run at the ladies out on the town. Let’s not fuck this up.”

The Friendly Ghost went through a simple, well-thought-out plan.

A private flight would take us into Richmond International Airport. A van had already been hired through a local outreach, and the meeting had been arranged with DRC by Kasper himself.

DRC’s headquarters were located in Chamberlayne Industrial Center.

Flyovers and easily-accessible information from the internet gave the six of us a good sketch of the location. It looked innocuous enough and didn’t even boast greater-than-normal security. A quick study of the team around me told me that they didn’t think much of the operation.

We needed information. I didn’t care how safe the place looked on the outside.

The Bullseye was practically impossible to find unless you knew about it.

My father knew the strength of using appearances to his advantage.

Carlos raised his hand at the end of the briefing.

“Who’s the tagalong, Kasp? He doesn’t look like a rookie.”

I hid a smile.

“Well, that’d be the man in question, Los. The big cheese himself.”

Carlos rubbernecked to get a closer look at me. The others went very still in their chairs and did their own inspection. I kept my slouch and uncaring expression on my face.

They knew what I looked like.

But I’d been able to fool them for a good ten minutes.

Fiona really knew how to make someone look like someone else.

“Sir, I didn’t mean any disrespect—” Carlos began.

“Don’t sweat it,” I said. “I’m along in an observational capacity. Unless Kasper tells to me to engage, I’m going to hang off your saddlebags and let you do the talking.”

“Seems stupid, sir,” Bradley Quinlan replied. “Given the nature of the threat against you, it’d be safer to keep you here under lock and key. With all due respect.”

“Respect noted. I know how to make myself useful, and I’ve got no intention of getting in the way,” I replied. “You’re not under review. I just want to get in and out, nice and clean, figure out who tried to kill Durstin, and get out as fast as possible.”

Bradley breathed a quick sigh of relief.

“I don’t like it,” Carlos protested. “Goes against good sense.”

“You’ve got to learn to pick your battles with this guy,” Kasper replied. “Trust me.”

Kasper finished up the briefing. Everyone got their own concealed-carry rigs ready and dressed in regular civilian clothing. I joined them in arming up, took one of my company’s trademark carry pistols, and tucked it into a holster in the small of my back.

A van took us through the main arterial north and out toward the Shipyard.

My private airstrip sat on the southside, close to the Basement.

The security guys quickly figured out that I could take a joke and included me in their banter. Barbs were thrown and chuckles enjoyed on the way to my private jet. My Key warned the crew in advance.

The engines were warm when we arrived.

We were in the air twenty minutes later and headed into Virginia.

I took the opportunity to meditate, relax, and clear my mind for the mission ahead.

The flight took less than an hour. We found our transport waiting outside the airport, and it carried us into the depths of Richmond. I took a moment to appreciate the old-fashioned houses and shady avenues on the way into the Industrial Complex.

I kept an eye on the feeds.

They were still a mess full of rumors about the Gala.

Most of the main media outlets had decided that the entire thing was a stunt, and some people were even calling for my arrest. Such a reckless display of violence on national TV was a travesty and polluted the minds of young children.

The van pulled up to a simple three-story building with a tall iron fence around a straightforward parking lot. A small fleet of vans clustered around the building. A shiny, well-maintained sign proudly reminded us of who owned the building.

A handful of employees smoked cigarettes around their vans.

Their hands were in easy view, and they didn’t look alert to our presence.

“Follow the plan, gentlemen,” Kasper said. “The boss and I will go in first. We don’t want this to look like an invasion. Mingle, cover the entries and exits, and make some friends.”

Carlos tossed a packet of cigarettes to each of the other former soldiers.

I slid out of the van and kept up my alternate gait. My clothes made me look more like an accountant or lawyer than a man of action. Kasper pulled in his aura of danger, but it was still clear that he was a fit man with sharp eyes and a no-nonsense attitude.

Military types could’ve spotted him as one of their own from halfway across town.

The two of us made our way into the admin office.

Kasper had already called ahead regarding the incident, and he’d introduced himself as the head of my security. DRC had been more than happy to cooperate and the business manager had readily agreed to meet my head of security.

The furnishings for the office were cheap, simple and clean.

DRC didn’t look like the kind of place that hired cheap muscle off the street to kill the daughters of billionaires. I paid close attention to the auras of the people around us, and nothing spiked or caught my attention.

There was a little nervousness around the secretary.

I chalked that up to strangers sitting in the waiting room and looking serious.

The business manager appeared five minutes later.

Nothing about him looked out of the ordinary.

He had the most boring, unremarkable haircut and a straightforward smile on his face. The same tinge of nerves hovered around him. Kasper caught him in a trademark handshake that scared most people, and we stepped into a remarkable office with squeaky-clean carpets.

I found myself wondering if I’d made a mistake in coming here.

Everything was so clean and neat and unremarkable.

The best place to hide was in plain sight.

Mr Rydes peered at Kasper over the top of wire-framed glasses.

“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Kasper.”

“The feeling’s mutual,” Kasper replied.

“What can I help you with?” The man shifted nervously in his seat. “You were a little vague on the phone about what you wanted.”

I kept my eyes moving over the man’s aura and made sure I could see his hands.

“My employer has some concerns about his security after earlier this morning, Mr Rydes,” Kasper replied pleasantly. “I assume that you’ve been contacted by St. Jacques police?”

Surprise spiked through the man’s aura.

“About what?” he asked.

“One of your cleaning crews tried to kill an office full of people. My employer was there amongst them,” Kasper explained. “St. Jacques’s precinct has had a very full day, so it’s understandable they might not have reached out to you yet. But you haven’t heard anything about six of your employees being killed in self-defense this morning?”

Rydes stared at Kasper in horror.

“I’ve heard nothing,” he protested. “What? How? When?”

The back of my neck prickled a little, and the Key on my wrist vibrated.

I glanced down at it and connected to my escorts’ comms.

“Things are getting strange out here, boss,” Carlos said in a whisper. “People just started looking at us funny. In sync. Like they’re puppets or something.”

Panic roared straight through my body.

We’d either walked into a trap or triggered something else supernatural.

“Retreat,” I said in an undertone.

“What’s that?” Rydes asked, panicked.

“You didn’t make a call before we got here, did you?” Kasper asked pleasantly.

“Not at all.”

“Something about this conversation triggered it,” I told Kasper.

“What exactly are we talking about here?” my head of security asked.

“Some kind of mind control,” I said. “I think someone in DRC isn’t who they say they are.”
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Kasper moved like liquid lightning.

He came up out of his seat, seized Rydes by the tie, and hauled him over the surface of his desk. The business manager gagged as his air supply cut off and I held up a hand.

“He’s clean.”

The Friendly Ghost gave me a look as if I was insane.

“How do you know this shit?” he demanded.

“Remember the Everglades?”

Kasper blinked twice.

“You shouldn’t have been able to stay clear that long,” he said. “You’re one of them?”

“You’ve seen me bleed. I’m not. But I’ve got something they want.”

“And you waited until now to tell me that?” Kasper demanded.

“It was a hunch. It wasn’t supposed to be an ambush.”

Rydes stared up at Kasper’s pistol and pissed himself.

“Do you know anything about this?” Kasper demanded. “You were playing dumb earlier. I swear to God in heaven, if you knew anything about this and didn’t tell me, I’ll go through prison and then some to get back at you.”

“I swear,” Rydes garbled. “I don’t know what’s going on.”

Kasper released his tie. I drew my own pistol from my waistband and took up a position beside the door. I checked my Key, radioed to the other four men outside, and found Carlos a second later.

“What’s the situation?”

“They’re looking at us weird, boss. Like zombies or something.”

“Get back to the car and warm it up. Are they armed?”

“Not yet.”

“Keep me updated. We’re getting out of here.”

I nodded to Kasper. He switched positions with me, and I crouched down beside Rydes. The middle manager looked like his entire world had been cracked open in front of him. He reeked of urine and sweat and fought to get air into his lungs.

His eyes locked onto the gun in my hand.

“I swear, I had nothing to do with this,” he panted. “I’m begging you.”

His aura told me that he wasn’t lying. His emotions were too out of control to form a coherent lie. I scanned the windows around his office and tried to pull together some kind of plan for how to get my people out in one piece.

“How many new employees have you had in the last two weeks?” I asked.

Rydes looked at me as if I was insane.

“I need you to focus if we’re all going to get out of this alive,” I told him flatly. “Someone’s taken control of your people’s minds. I know it sounds completely insane and doesn’t make any kind of sense, but work with me. Who have you employed that’s new?”

“There’s someone down in HR,” Rydes panted. “I never met her.”

“Describe her to me.”

“I don’t know her name. It was something Greek.”

Kasper barked a quick laugh and checked his own handheld unit.

“You bring the drones?”

“Do I look like the kind of idiot who leaves his toys at home?” Kasper hit a button on his phone. “We’ll have eyes on the situation in a second. What are we up against here?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I’ll handle it.”

“The fuck you will. I thought you said you were going to let me take point on this.”

“Use your head for two seconds,” I replied. “Let’s assume that we’re up against an unkillable god who can turn people’s minds to its will. We kick the door down together, and they want me alive or captured. Who do you think they’re going to target first?”

“That’s immaterial,” Kasper fired back.

“ Until they turn you into a weapon that I can’t fight. Then they capture me because I refuse to pull a trigger on you out of the kindness of my heart, and we’re all fucked.” I joined him at the door. “Kasper, you’re the best. Get your guys out of here and call in some backup.”

“I’m not letting you do some dumb action-hero shit on your own,” Kasper warned.

“Just get clear of the location and call in support,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”

He stared at my face for two seconds.

His first loyalty wasn’t to me. It wasn’t even about money, really.

It was to the men who served alongside him in any capacity. He wasn’t going to leave them behind to get mind-controlled or swarmed by cleaners who couldn’t help themselves. I knew that Kasper knew that.

“It’s me or your boys,” I said.

“And fuck you for making me make this call,” Kasper growled. “You shouldn’t have come here, I fucking told you.”

“Aren’t you glad I did?”

“All things being equal? No. Because now I’ve got to hear it from Carla.”

He bared his teeth at me in a wolfish grin.

“Keep your earpiece in. We’ll run some simulations when this is all over.”

Kasper the Friendly Ghost hauled the door open and vanished into the plain, unadorned hallway. I stopped beside the opening and glanced back at Rydes. The middle manager had pulled himself up against the desk and was rocking back and forth like a child.

“Which way to HR?” I asked him.

“Left,” he sobbed. “Please, just go.”

I spent a second and touched the Key on my wrist.

The tiny marvel of technology started broadcasting. It scanned my location, my vitals, and sent out sonar-like pings to track my surroundings in real-time. The Key would send out alarms if anything happened to me.

I tightened my grip on the pistol and shoved out into the hallway.

Old instincts and training from a collection of special-forces types took over my movements. I swept corners and made sure that my profile was as small as possible around corners. Office doors flanked either side of me.

I didn’t hurry ahead toward HR.

My entire body screamed at me to move, to get off the X, and to engage and deal with the threat at hand. Speed and violence of action were usually good tactics against untrained shooters like the thugs from the Cowshed.

I wasn’t up against a human. I was hunting something else entirely.

I reached the end of the hallway, snuck a peek to the left, and found what I was looking for. The back of my neck prickled again and warned me of incoming danger. A steady supply of oxygen rolled through my bloodstream and gave me all the juice I needed. 

The door to the HR office creaked open.

A beautiful woman stepped through it with a deep sigh of contentment.

I’d seen my fair share of women. Supermodels, movie stars, and all the rest.

The figure in the hallway put every single one of them to shame.

Deep pink hair bounced off a pair of perfect shoulders. Amethyst jewels sparkled in her eye sockets. Every single line of her body was exactly where it was supposed to be. The pure sight of her demanded worship. My pants suddenly felt a few sizes too small.

The simple sigh had almost been enough to push me to lower the gun.

The woman had no aura. She wasn’t human.

“Oh, there you are,” she giggled.

Her voice resonated on a spectrum purely designed to make me drool.

I used every shred of mental conditioning I’d picked up throughout my life, kept the pistol steady, and noted the same earpieces in her perfectly-shaped ears as Hermes. The woman from another planet waved her hand.

“Come on, you don’t need that,” the goddess said.

I resisted the urge to drop the pistol. My monkey-hindbrain started breaking things.

“Are you looking for a job?” I asked finally.

She let out a peal of genuine laughter.

“David, my sweet, you made your position abundantly clear last night.”

“I didn’t realize that you were part of the pantheon,” I replied. “Otherwise I might’ve taken steps to reconsider where I stand.”

She tilted her head a little.

“No,” the alien decided. “You’re trying to get me to lower my guard.”

I let the pistol slowly drop down to my side and I holstered it.

The weapon wasn’t going to do anything to her anyway. Not if Hughie’s research was any indication. He hadn’t given me the armor-piercing rounds that we needed to punch through our enemy’s skin yet.

I suddenly felt naked and very, very small.

“Good boy,” the woman cooed. “See? It isn’t that hard. Well, giving in isn’t, anyway.”

Her eyes drifted down below my belt and her smile widened.

A little smile crossed my face.

“You know my name,” I said. “You didn’t get around to telling me yours.”

“Do you even have to ask? You’re a smart boy.”

“Aphrodite.”

She giggled and twirled a strand of her long hair around her finger.

“I love it when men say my name. Especially now. It’s been too long since I was allowed out in the world to play.” The proto-goddess took a step toward me. “I can see the war in your eyes, you know. The others were easy to break. But you, you’re special.”

“I’m glad you think so highly of me. What are you doing here?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m directing Human Resources.” Aphrodite toyed with the words in her mouth. “Such a strange phrase. Humans have always been a resource, you just never realized it.”

“What kind of resource are we?”

“Fuel. Food. Breeding animals.” Aphrodite winked at me. “And some of you are fantastic mouthpieces. You would’ve been the best, but you had to go and kill my brother in front of everyone. That was incredibly rude of you.”

“I don’t get out much.”

“That’s a lie, my sweet. I can smell her on you from here.” Aphrodite sidled another step closer. “What’s the name of the lucky lady? Do I get to meet her?”

“I’m really hoping that you don’t,” I said.

Aphrodite pursed her lips.

“You’re no fun.”

“We’re only just getting to know each other. You’ve got no idea how fun I can be.”

She took another step and I matched it with a backwards step of my own.

Her smile brightened.

“Smart,” she said. “But I’m not trying to hurt you.”

My Key vibrated softly on my wrist. It was picking up her voice, her appearance, and her dimensions and logging them into Montague’s Bullseye. The more data I could pick up, the easier it would be to track her on CCTV or surveillance around St. Jacques.

My reach didn’t go much further than that, but I’d know if she came to town.

“Isn’t it tiring to be thinking all the time?” Aphrodite asked.

“You have no idea.”

“I might, you know. I’ve had millenia to think and I’m just now finding how much fun it is to turn my brain off.”

“Talk to me, Aph,” I said. “What’s the plan here? Why did you send people after Durstin? What is it that she’s got that you want?”

The goddess laughed at my nickname for her.

“We’re already up to cute names?” she asked. “You do like to move fast.”

“Hermes didn’t spend a lot of time trying to explain what was going on last night,” I said. “I don’t know how much you know about humanity, but we’re not exactly jazzed about being subjugated and turned into slaves.”

Aphrodite rolled her eyes.

“You’re not so naive as all that,” the alien replied. “Humanity craves domination. It wants lords and masters to bow down to. Always has. That’s how we programmed you all to work. You’ve just been left to your own devices for too long, that’s all.”

“You programmed us?” I echoed. “Are we just your meat puppets?”

“Closer to automatons, but whatever you want to call it,” she agreed.

I thought back to the men I’d seen back at the Cowshed.

The steady pulse of zealous pleasure and focus.

Aphrodite had dominated their minds, played them like puppets on strings. The men surrounding my security outside had fallen under a similar spell. Something about my conversation with Rydes had triggered an instinctive response to them.

Why hadn’t she already seized my mind?

The goddess darted forward. She didn’t have the raw speed of Hermes, but she made up for it with pure grace and the distracting lines of her body. I barely registered her movement until she was less than a foot away from me.

Her fingers grasped at my jacket.

I parried her hand out of pure reflex and slid to her outside.

A lightning bolt of orgasmic pleasure raced up my arm where I’d touched her.

I turned the pleasure into energy with a snarl and wove out of the way of another grab. Aphrodite pivoted on her heel and almost caught me on the cheek with a slap. I ducked down, slipped the gentle blow, and cleared the knife from my waistband.

The goddess paused and gave me an opportunity to create some distance.

“You’re playing hard to get,” she said. “I can appreciate that. But what do you honestly think you’re going to do with that little blade? Break it against me?”

She slid her hands down over her bust suggestively.

“You’re welcome to try,” Aphrodite said.

“I don’t kiss on the first date,” I said. “Just a rule of thumb I live by.”

“And why not?”

“I like making sure that I know whom I’m getting involved with.”

“I think you know who you’re involved with, in my case,” she replied. “You keep fighting your instincts. You shouldn’t. I like you, I like that you’ve got a little fight in you. But you have to understand, Davie. I can’t just let you go, now that you’re here.”

“You didn’t know I was coming? Now I just feel rude.”

She winked at me.

“One little kiss and everything is forgiven. I promise.”

“I don’t know why you didn’t just come out to St. Jacques yourself,” I replied. “Everyone would’ve fallen over themselves trying to help you take out Durstin. You could’ve done it yourself, if you wanted to. Why use goons to get it done?”

Aphrodite sighed and halted her forward momentum.

I slowed my backward pace but didn’t lower my hands.

“You made things really inconvenient, you know,” she complained. “You could’ve just turned around, shaken Hermes’s hand, and we could’ve gotten on with things. But no, you had to be a hero and cut his throat.”

I grimaced.

“He didn’t exactly give me much choice.”

“I know. But he did his job. He was there to deliver a message. And it didn’t take.” Aphrodite gestured around at the hallway walls. “Life continues on as normal for the insects. They buried their heads into the sand, saw your heroism, and called it a hoax.”

“You think I’m heroic?” I asked.

“They haven’t made any like you in a long, long time,” the goddess agreed. “It’s almost a shame I have to take you like this, honestly. You’d be way more fun as an ally.”

She giggled, tilted her head, and danced forward again.

The Key on my wrist buzzed again.

It let out a high-pitched blast of pure sound outside of my range of hearing.

My earpieces protected me from the frequency.

Aphrodite let out a sudden scream and lost her balance.
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My eyes went wide as the supposedly-immortal creature from legend collapsed on her knees in front of me.

The ping from the Key continued to sound out through the hallway.

“We’re secure, boss,” Kasper said. “The men out here look like they’re coming back to their senses.”

Another voice fought through the comms.

“David,” Hughie cut in. “Can you hear me?”

“I’m here.”

“We found a frequency of sound that interacts with their body,” the bioscientist said. “It seems to be working, for the moment, but it’s draining the Key’s battery.”

I stared down at Aphrodite. She clamped her hands around her ears to try and keep the frequency out of her ears, but her hearing protection wasn’t doing the job. Her skin vibrated in strange, glitchy patterns.

“Remind me to give you a raise,” I said.

“You’ve got a window,” Hughie told me urgently. “I suggest you take it.”

“She’s messing with people’s minds. We can’t just leave her to do it freely.”

“Sir, with all due respect, don’t make me come in there after you,” Kasper said. “This is not our problem. We came here, and we found out who sent the people after Durstin. Your safety is my priority. Use the watch as cover and bug out.”

My brain swam its way through a thick haze of arousal, adrenaline and the need to act. There was an opportunity directly in front of me. I had a live breathing being from Hermes’s family. Letting her free was a death wish.

But maybe I could train her. Ally with her.

She had information and biological samples that Montague Manufacturing needed if it was going to be at the forefront of the war against technologically-advanced aliens. Kasper’s words hammered at the edge of my hearing.

An idea finally crystallized in my head.

“Hughie,” I said. “Can you redirect the pitch through my comms units?”

“You won’t like it,” he said.

“It’s not for me,” I replied. “Kill the sound when I say off. Crank it up when I say on.”

“David, what are you doing?” Kasper demanded.

“Capturing a prisoner,” I said. “Off.”

The brutal spear of sound vanished from the air.

Aphrodite’s skin immediately started to calm down and resume its normal shape. She trembled on her knees, and I moved before she could come completely to her senses. I caught a fistful of her hair, pulled it away from her ear, and tore out her hearing protection.

Her hand latched onto my wrist and almost dropped me then and there.

Pleasure so fierce it was pain rippled through my nervous system.

I summoned the last of my will and shoved my own earpiece into her ear.

My legs gave out at the pure intensity, and I hit the carpet.

Aphrodite let out a moan of pure pleasure and swung a perfect leg over my midsection. I tore the other earpiece out of my left ear with everything I had left in the tank.

“On,” I croaked.

The goddess contorted with a shriek that didn’t sound like pain. Her skin glitched again. I caught a glimpse of her skeleton beneath for a brief second. The perfectly-shaped alien collided with the drywall, cracked it, and collapsed to the carpet.

“Off,” I said shakily.

The piercing wail of sound vanished from her ear.

Her physical form stabilized. I hauled myself backwards on my elbows to get some distance from the creature I’d just managed to capture. I tapped my Key to switch my comms over to loud-speaker.

“Hughie?”

“It’s much more efficient on the battery,” another voice cut in.

Eliot’s tone was impossible to mistake for anyone else’s.

“We’ve got her,” I managed.

Aphrodite straightened up from her position against the wall. Her skin shrank back into its normal, pleasing shape. Her legs coiled up underneath her, and the amethyst eyes glinted with a feral lust that wasn’t even close to human.

“Do you think you can get her back here?” Hughie urged.

“That depends. Aph, can you hear me?”

“You naughty, naughty little boy,” Aphrodite purred hungrily.

She lifted a hand to the earpiece, and I gave the order.

I counted to thirty before I lifted the sonic attack straight into her brain.

Aphrodite drew a shaky elbow up underneath her from the carpet.

“Hughie, automate the deterrent if she goes for the unit.”

“Working on it now. It’ll be easier if she has the Key on her wrist.

Aphrodite stared hungrily up at me through her rose-colored hair.

“I’m going to do things to you that make you tear your own skin off,” the goddess growled. “You don’t get to capture me like some animal.”

“Don’t,” I warned her.

She went for the earpiece again.

I counted to thirty a second time and halted the blast of sound.

“Fuck this,” Kasper called over the comms. “I’m coming in.”

“Make sure you’re kitted up,” I warned him. “She’s more dangerous than she looks.”

“Thanks, dad,” he snarked.

I turned my attention back to the shaking alien curled up against the wall.

She glared at me through her hair but didn’t make any movement to touch her ear. I unbuckled the Key from my wrist and tossed it to the carpet in front of her. Her eyes fixed on the device with a flare of pure hatred.

“Put it on,” I said. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

Aphrodite hesitated.

“I don’t want to hurt you. But you have to do what I tell you, or I’m going to make you glitch out again,” I said. “Keep your movements slow and careful.”

Her hand trembled a little as she picked up the watch and encircled it around her slim wrist. She clicked it shut, and I felt some of the pressure in my chest lift. I sat up against the wall and made sure to shake the last of the burning pleasure out of my limbs.

“You’re making the smart play,” I told her.

“That remains to be seen,” Aphrodite murmured.

Her tone was submissive, even meek, but I didn’t buy it for a second. I’d seen the animalistic look in her eyes earlier. We’d have to figure out somewhere secure to keep her where she couldn’t seduce or interact with my team.

I had a solitary-confinement facility I’d put together.

It was in the Basement.

Kasper appeared two minutes later.

He stopped short when he saw Aphrodite. His aura stretched out into lust and desire, and I watched him force his instincts back into check with an almost-superhuman effort.

Aphrodite followed my instructions with sullen, almost sluggish movements.

She didn’t say a word as I led her back down to the van outside.

The parking lot had been locked down.

Drivers and cleaners sat in zip-tied pairs beside their trucks. The rest of the security team watched them with their weapons at the ready. Our temporary prisoners strained at their bonds the second that Aphrodite left the doors of the lobby.

“Stop them,” I said firmly.

“I can’t,” she said back. “They can’t deny their instincts.”

The prisoners’ auras shimmered with exactly the same pattern I’d seen in the shooters in the Cowshed. The men’s minds had been hacked by the creature beside us, and I had no idea how to reverse it.

It was another thing to add to the list.

I just had to make sure that Aphrodite didn’t get to my security.

“Don’t touch her, don’t look at her if you don’t have to, and drive as fast as you can,” I told the others. “We need to get her back to St. Jacques as fast as we can.”

“Is that smart, sir?” Carlos asked.

“I’m not leaving her here. Work with me on this.”

Kasper issued quiet orders, and we were back in the airport and through security less than an hour later. Aphrodite caught every eye that could see her. She kept her head down and stayed close to my side. I made sure to keep a yard of distance between us at all times.

The jet took us up into the sky just as the sun started to set.

I sat across from my newfound prisoner and touched the spare Key in my pocket.

I reconnected with the crew back in R&D.

“You’ve got her secured?” Hughie asked.

“She’s been cooperative,” I said. “I wouldn’t say that it’s the same thing as secure.”

“We’re readying a space to keep her,” Eliot assured me. “There’s the question of who’s going to guard her, but we’re thinking that a good enough cocktail of beta-blockers should make keeping her in check easy enough.”

“I’m taking her to the Shipyard,” I said. “I’ve already got the facilities we need.”

“With all due respect, sir, the kind of information she could provide us with is more of a pressing matter than anything else,” Hughie interrupted. “We need to study her as soon as we can, find out what her weaknesses are.”

“Stick with Hermes,” I said. “I’ll take responsibility for her.”

Aphrodite stirred at that and gave me an oblique smile.

“Will you now?” she asked.

I ignored the little purr in her voice.

“It’s your party, David,” Hughie replied carefully. “But I don’t like this. It’s clear that she’s able to manipulate people.”

“Which is exactly why I’m going to be the first point of call,” I said. “You’ve got my vitals, you know where I am, and you’re going to know if I start acting weird. We can’t just drop her into the middle of R&D. She could rip the place to shreds.”

“He’s got a point, Hugh,” Eliot said. “We’ve got enough work as it is.”

Hughie hauled back on his relentless need to micromanage and grunted.

“We’ll be watching you like a hawk,” he said.

“Looking forward to it,” I said with a grin.

Kasper poked his head into my private cabin.

“We’re getting close to landing,” he said. “I’ve already let people know that you’re on your way and to clear the place out.” His eyes lingered on the back of Aphrodite’s head. “Call out if she starts giving you trouble.”

“I will,” I said.

He nodded and left.

“You’re quite the leader, aren’t you?” Aphrodite asked. “And you called me a puppet-master. You’ve got your own little lackeys all over the place, all scampering around at your every word.”

“It’s called teamwork,” I said.

Aphrodite snorted.

“It’s domination.”

“I don’t brainwash or kill them if they don’t obey me.”

“But there are penalties, yes?” Aphrodite crossed one leg over another and gave me a seductive little smirk. “Did it ever occur to you that we wanted you for a reason? That your sway over the world is a key piece of our plan?”

My internal defenses went up at her words.

“Hermes got to the end of talking pretty quickly,” I reminded her. “And you haven’t exactly been very clear about what you were doing at DRC. Or what you wanted with Olivia.”

“Let’s strike a deal then, little demigod,” she purred. “I tell you what you want to know, and then you let me free. I might even throw in a few favors to sweeten the deal.”

“I’d love to,” I said. “If I knew that I could trust you.”

Aphrodite’s eyes narrowed.

“You would doubt the word of a god?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Especially when I can drop her with a little whistle.”

Something ugly flickered in her eyes. She hid it behind an empty, pretty smile that still did things to my nether regions. I recalled my last moments with Clara, leaning over the desk and kissing her.

Her incandescent aura and the colors around her were more real than Aphrodite.

I was sitting across from a superhuman predator who used mind control to get her way. My mental defenses seemed to be solid enough, but her dig at me about including me in their plans had struck a chord I didn’t like.

I wondered if my ability to see emotion had something to do with it.

The pilot got onto the PA and announced our descent. The Gulfstream soared down toward the airstrip adjacent to the Shipyard. A small cluster of vans waited beside the doors that led into the cover building.

My solitary confinement facility sat underneath it.

Kasper tossed me a black hood when he checked in with me. Aphrodite gave me a horrified look as I left it in her lap and gave her a pointed look.

“You can’t be serious,” she protested.

“Deadly serious,” I assured her. “Your senses are probably keyed in enough that you can see straight through that thing. But the last thing I want is for you to breach someone’s defenses and turn the place into a shooting gallery.”

Another ugly flicker in her gemstone eyes told me that I’d already anticipated a plan of hers. She turned the hood over in her hands, and used her free hand to pull it over her rose-colored hair. I made sure it was fitted correctly over her eyes.

I made a sudden move for the gun in my waistband.

Aphrodite snapped to attention and took an instinctive step back into some kind of feral combat stance. The hood wasn’t doing anything to obscure her senses. She could still hear and see me well enough to react to a potential threat.

My security team didn’t ask questions as I prodded her out onto the tarmac.

The media would’ve had a field day if they’d known that I’d captured a purported goddess and taken her prisoner. I’d set up jammers around my own personal sectors in the Shipyard for just that reason. Kasper nudged my shoulder when we reached the vans.

“I’m going to be watching you,” he said. “Closely.”

“I’m counting on it,” I replied.

“I won’t get so friendly if I think you’re compromised,” Kasper warned me. “If you’re off your game, if I notice anything out of the ordinary, I’m going to flatten you and take you to the shrinks until they figure out what’s wrong with you.”

I met his eyes with a firm nod.

“I’m counting on it,” I said. “Just make sure you listen to me talk through my reasons first. We’re walking into uncharted territory here, and it’s liable to make anyone sound a little crazy.”

Kasper held my eye.

“I’m going to trust my gut. That’s it.”

“That’s what you’re getting paid for,” I agreed. “Thanks for the escort.”

“You didn’t really need me there in the first place,” Kasper countered.

“I’m pretty sure the guys outside would’ve broken in and torn me to shreds if your boys hadn’t picked up that they were acting weird,” I said. “Have you already called the EMTs to come and get them?”

Kasper nodded.

“Anonymous tip. We were careful not to leave anything too obvious behind. It’ll take them weeks to dredge through all the details and find out that it was us.” Kasper’s eyes flickered to Aphrodite’s hooded face. “And I’m getting the feeling that we’re all about to be a lot more busy than we’d like.”

He gave me a nod and turned back to the others.

Aphrodite followed my instructions and went into the hangar.

I led her into an office cubicle, past the hidden pneumatic ramp that led down to my own personal basement, and tapped a specific code into the old-fashioned computer. The floor of the office started downward and left the shell of the room behind.

We arrived in my hidden lair ten seconds later.

Bright lights flickered overhead. Workstations, computer labs, a well-equipped armory and a smattering of different vehicles filled the space around us.  Walls of ballistic glass sectioned off each part of my Basement.

I took Aphrodite to the rear right corner. A translucent door opened up into a sleek, well-lit prison cell with padded walls. It looked a lot like a zoo exhibit blended with a cell in an insane asylum. It opened at a touch of my Key.

“Get in,” I said.

“You don’t have to do this,” Aphrodite said quickly. “I’m not a threat to you—”

The little sashay in her hips covered a small torque, and I hit the pain button in her ears before she could attack me. She collapsed in a raw moan of pain. I caught hold of the hood, planted a boot into her back, and shoved her straight into the cell without hesitation.

I pulled an office chair over to sit beside the glass wall of her cell.

“Let’s talk about Olivia Durstin,” I said.
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Aphrodite pulled her legs under herself and crawled to the wall.

She settled down against it and hid her face from me. I pulled out my Key and issued a handful of quick instructions to it. Montague’s AI quickly rerouted resources and programs into the Basement. The speakers inside the cell loaded the same frequency that my secondary Key had used to paralyze the goddess.

The motion sensors around the edges of the cell calibrated to her movements.

I triple-checked that I’d secured my new specimen before I spoke.

“You’re locked in here for the foreseeable future,” I said. “You move too fast or attack the walls and try to break out, you’ll get a blast of sound until you stop moving. There’s no cameras or microphones here. You can’t contact the outside world, unless your family has some kind of way to talk that I don’t know about.”

Aphrodite refused to look at me.

“I like this about as much as you do,” I said. “But I need information. I need to know what you and your people are planning for humanity.”

She stayed inert and I shrugged.

“I’ve got time,” I reminded her. “I don’t want to hurt you unless it’s strictly necessary. You’ve been cooperative up until now, and I appreciate it.”

“If I can’t talk to you,” she said finally, “how will you know when I need to eat?”

“I’ll bring you something once you tell me what you wanted with Olivia.”

“You’re a smart boy,” Aphrodite replied. “You’ll figure it out.”

“I’ve already got ideas,” I agreed. “But it’d be nice to check it against a good source.”

The goddess pulled her knees up to her generous chest and wrapped her arms around them. She looked like a vulnerable, lost supermodel. Stupid chivalric instincts blitzed into my mind and tried to make me open up the cell and let her free.

It wasn’t going to do me any favors.

Aphrodite was as much a monster as Hermes.

The memory of her brainwashed thugs’ auras settled in my mind.

She was probably more dangerous than her brother, too.

I stood up, stretched, and gave her a nod.

“I’ll be back later,” I said. “Don’t try anything too stupid.”

I clicked my Key and frosted over the reinforced glass of her cell.

I moved out to the Circle of Power in the Basement.

Lachie had come up with the name when he’d designed the place for me. It was an incomplete ring-style desk with a swiveling chair that gave me access to four or five computers with enough juice to bypass government databases. I checked in with R&D first.

They were still testing the leftovers that they’d pulled from Hermes.

My rabbits were still digging down in the RH.

Carla had left me a single message.

Dinner?

The pure adrenaline and clarity of purpose from my day had finally caught up to me. I realized that I was starving and fatigue wasn’t far off. The meditation and microsleeping could only carry me so far before I needed to reset.

It’d been an absolutely insane two days.

My entire world had changed. Alien creatures were real. They’d come to St. Jacques for me first, and then Olivia. A popular pop-singer was likely in danger, too. I set my AI to search for points of connection between the three of us.

My eyes landed on the frosty glass of Aphrodite’s cell.

I had to assume the worst when it came to her.

She’d come with me too readily. I hadn’t given her much of a choice, but she could have fought tooth and nail to avoid the plane. The proto-goddess wasn’t an idiot. She’d known that I’d wanted her as a prisoner.

And I’d brought her to my lair.

I had to assume that she had a way to contact her family.

I turned to another monstrously-powerful PC and set up a search for any strange atmospheric disturbances close to St. Jacques’ port. I cranked up the camera and sensor security around the Shipyard to tell me about anything out of the ordinary.

It didn’t feel right leaving Aphrodite unattended.

I spent ten minutes showering in the Basement and washing away the prosthetics and all of Fiona’s hard work. It’d given me the cover I’d needed, and I reminded myself to check in with her about it later. A hot towel and a fresh change of clothes later and I felt human again.

I reached back out to Carla.

Takeout in the Shipyard?

I could practically see her rolling her eyes.

I’ll be there in half an hour.

She knew what I liked to eat and hadn’t felt the need to ask.

My mind tried to tug me toward Aphrodite again. Something about the creature in the cell had spread her wings in the back of my head. I pushed the thought of her into the back of my tired brain and took the lift back up to the surface.

The Gulfstream was already parked in the hangar when I stepped out of the office.

The place was wired, secure, and I felt a pulse through the Key in my pocket to notify me that the security had been temporarily disabled. A reinforced PA door clicked open when I approached it and let me out onto the tarmac.

Afternoon had well and truly set into evening.

A light dusting of rain drizzled down over the Shipyard. Powerful lights streamed down from the crane network and stacks of containers around us. Montague Manufacturing had its own shipping contracts with its clients.

My father hadn’t just made his money on creating consumable, high-quality goods for American consumers. He’d built a shipping company that stretched the entire way around the Americas. Contacts in Mexico, to the north in Canada, and a number of moguls in South America had all signed multi-million dollar contracts that stretched over decades.

It gave my father’s legacy serious legs.

There were very few people in the USA who hadn’t heard of the company.

I drank in the rain and the fresh air and the smell of diesel and metal. The grimy scents clung to the air. I’d started my own career in the Shipyard handling logistics, physically training to get into an acceptable shape, and taking lessons from my old man in the site office.

I let my mind wander as I walked.

Olivia had asked to see me tomorrow.

I had no idea what she wanted, but I’d found and contained the creature who’d tried to get her killed. That was one piece of the puzzle solved. Aphrodite struck me as a difficult nut to crack. I had no idea if I could even get her to talk, if she needed to eat, or if I’d have better luck waiting for ten thousand years before she decided to open her mouth.

A sleek sedan from the company fleet was already parked outside the office when I got there. Carla opened an umbrella as she opened up the door. A plastic bag with heated boxes of local burgers filled the air.

Greasy fries, grilled buns, thick American cheese, pickles, and beef.

Carla really knew how to tempt a man with a good time.

I took the umbrella from her before she could protest and gave the driver a wave.

Carlos gave me a wave from the driver’s seat.

“Kasper put a security detail around you,” I said.

“It’s good to see you too,” my PA complained.

The door to the office opened automatically, and we stepped inside.

It wasn’t exactly the peak of comfort, but there was a desk and chairs, at least.

“I looked over your bill of health a while back,” Carla said.

“Stalking me even back then?” I teased.

“I like being good at my job. You know what I found there?”

“That depends on what kind of stalker you are, I guess.”

“You apparently keep up the fitness of a professional track-and-field athlete while you’re busy running one of the biggest companies in the world.” Carla shook her head to herself. “Do you even sleep? Where do you find the time?”

“I make time. Mmf.”

Carla laughed as I dug into the pure, greasy deliciousness of Big Jacques’ Burgers. The two of us collapsed into a comfortable silence and ate. A warm, comfortable atmosphere settled into the site office and I found myself liking the new dynamic.

The tension was still there.

But a deeply-satisfied and comfortable energy hung in the air between us, too. Carla’s aura brimmed with happiness and contentment. A little nervousness still colored the edges, but I was glad to see that she felt safe with me.

I finished the last of our delightful provisions and leaned back in my chair.

Carla gave me a sidelong glance of amusement and appreciation.

“I’m guessing you didn’t just bring me here to feed you,” she said.

“I didn’t,” I agreed. “I need an ear.”

“I can definitely listen,” Carla agreed.

I laced my hands behind my head and put my feet up on the desk.

My eyes traced patterns on the ceiling for a full minute before I spoke.

“I’m risking a lot when it comes to this alien thing.”

Carla nodded.

“I know you’ve got consultants and projections and those crazies in the Rabbit Hole for this kind of thing, but I agree with you. If what you told me was true, then the CIA and the FBI are already getting the warrants they need to tear the Bullseye apart.”

“Have they called you yet?”

“They haven’t tried to. SJPD hasn't even tried to talk to you about the shooting in the Cowshed yet. They’re still on their heels from last night.” A worried tone touched her voice. “You haven’t stopped since then. Don’t you think it’s time you got some rest?”

“That was the plan once I cleared the air,” I said.

“Thank God,” Carla breathed. “Okay, so you’re risking everything. Are you trying to think about how to deal with the legal shitstorm that we’re in?”

“I’m thinking about how we can take care of the alien problem.”

“That’s not our job, David.”

“The hell it isn’t. You know how useless the government is at doing anything.”

“They’re good at war,” Carla said. “And we’re good at making money off their contracts. We’re not superheroes or a private military. The media has us under a gigantic microscope. One small move that causes a stir and they’ll be all over us.”

I turned her words over in my head.

They were sane. Safe. Smart.

And moving in the wrong direction.

“People are going to die, Carla. These things aren’t like us. They see humanity as below them. We’re cattle. And I can do something about it.”

“You got lucky once,” Carla said. “Why risk it again?”

She hadn’t been debriefed about what had happened in Virginia.

“Twice,” I corrected her.

My PA’s breath hitched in her throat.

“What?”

“I may or may not have captured the one who sent people after Olivia,” I told her.

Carla pushed her chair away from mine and shot up to her feet.

“This is a bad time to fuck with me, David,” Carla warned me.

“Do I sound like I’m joking?”

“Why?”

“Because having one of them as a live prisoner gives us the opportunity to figure out what they want, how they’re going to get it, and what they’re capable of.” My eyes tracked her as she paced around my desk. “You look like you’re about to have a panic attack.”

Carla’s eyes snapped to me with a glare.

“You don’t know that.”

“I can hear you hyperventilating from here.”

Agitation and terror and anxiety sliced straight through her aura and darkened it.

“Can’t you see that it makes us into a target?” Carla demanded. “What if they can talk to each other? What if they’re capable of communicating? Are you willing to throw the entire Shipyard to the dogs to try and get more of them?”

I let my eyes wander back to the ceiling and relaxed in my chair.

Carla took a minute to compose herself.

“David,” she said. “You have to release it. Once the CIA or NSA realizes you’ve got it, then this company is history. Montague Manufacturing? Your father’s empire? It’s gone. They’ll drown you in every bullshit law and code they can find.”

“They’ll try,” I agreed. “But it won’t take.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Three-letter organizations are still held back by laws and politics,” I said. “We can take the initiative while they’re still sitting on their hands. They knew about this, Carla. They knew that we were going to get attacked. And they did nothing about it.”

“You said that. And I believe you.”

“So believe this. The company is secondary to the people in it and the wider world. We’ve got the resources, manufacturing, and the best and brightest that the US has to offer.” I slid my feet off the desk and straightened up. “We’re going to move faster than they can. We’re going to figure out what they want, and we’re going to stop them from taking over the world.”

Carla stared at me.

“You’re talking crazy.”

“No, I’m talking sane. You don’t wait for someone to stick a gun in your face before you call the cops. You make sure that you’ve got one ready for the possibility. The cops, the CIA, the government—they’re not coming to our rescue. Not on this one.”

I leaned forward and met her eyes.

“Humanity bows to no-one that it doesn’t want to. You saw what that thing did. And you know what it could have done. We got lucky the first time. They’re not immortal, they’re not untouchable, and they need to know who they’re fucking with.”

Carla’s face hardened and something sparkled in the corner of her eye.

“Why does it have to be you?” she asked desperately. “Why not Kasper? Or some other young billionaire with a martyr complex?”

“I’ll ask Tiana if she’s available to take on an alien invasion,” I said. “Until then, it’s up to me. And us.” I straightened up and circled the desk. “This is what I’m going to do. And I wanted to tell you before things went any further.”

“Things just got started,” Carla said.

She couldn’t look me in the eye.

I could see the pure fear and adrenaline in her aura.

“And I want you to know that there’s an out. Right here and now.”

“You think that I want to leave just like that?”

“I think you’d be smart to.”

Carla barked a hollow laugh and wiped her eyes.

She was so vulnerable and beautiful and conflicted.

I hated seeing her like this.

“Then call me a dumbass.”

My PA took two steps and wrapped me in a crushing hug.

“Because I’m not going anywhere. I don’t care what happens, I don’t care if things don’t work out. I’m done worrying about climbing the ladder or all the rest of it.” She trembled in my arms. “I’m going to stand with you because you fucking need someone.”

Her words drove a spear of pure happiness right into my chest.

“If you’re going down with the ship, then fuck it. So am I.”

I kissed her hair and drank in her aura and her scent.

“You sure?”

“Shut up,” she growled. “Just hold me.”

I did.

Right up until Carla pulled her head out of my chest and kissed me.

The hunger in her mouth turned the hug into something else.


15

My hips bumped against the desk.

I squeezed Carla’s hips, hard enough to make her moan.

“Hey,” I murmured in her ear.

“Mm?”

“I thought you wanted me to rest.”

“You’ve got enough left in the tank,” Carla said confidently. “And we didn’t get to finish our date. You took off out of state before we could get anything serious happening.”

“That wasn’t serious?”

“Do you want to see what serious looks like?” my secretary asked breathlessly.

I touched the Key in my pocket. The wall behind her slid open into the living pod, and I gave her a gentle shove toward it. Carla’s eyes widened when she saw the clean, neatly-arranged quarters.

“You sleep out here?”

“I don’t sleep, remember?”

She caught my shirt and tugged me along with her to the pod. My PA kicked off her heels. I hit the Key again, closed us into the hidden living area adjacent to my office, and watched her settle down on the silk sheets of the two-person bed.

Carla ran manicured nails over the silk with a smile.

“I’ve been in bigger RVs,” she said. “But they didn’t have sheets like this.”

“I don’t need that much space to sleep,” I said.

My PA’s eyes slid up and down my body, and her aura glittered with a blend of genuine affection and lust. I leaned back against the hidden door and tucked my hands into my pockets with a diffident air.

“So,” I said. “What does serious look like?”

Carla’s laugh echoed through the tight space.

“Come here and I’ll show you,” she said.

“Make me,” I challenged.

“That’s what you pay me to do, remember? Make you do things?” Carla faked a pout and crossed one knee over the other. “Am I on company time right now?”

“I’m fairly sure you should’ve finished up an hour ago.”

“You really know how to make a girl feel special, boss.”

I slid out of my shoes, left them by the door, and settled down next to her on the bed. Carla didn’t let me breathe. Her mouth latched onto mine, she caught my sleeve with a surprising grip, and used my collar to steer me into the sheets behind us.

Old instincts kicked in, and I broke her grips.

Carla shimmied her hips and stockinged legs curled around my leg into a half-guard from the top. Her lips brushed against my ear, and she laughed, and I barely managed to get a bridge up to create a gap between us.

“Someone knows what he’s doing,” Carla whispered.

“I didn’t know you were taking Kasper up on his offer of lessons.”

“Oh, it’s not Kasper,” she assured me. “I’ve been doing this a while longer than that.”

Her positioning was fantastic, and her technique was solid. The playfulness in her movements told me that she knew what she was doing and wasn’t taking it seriously. I kissed her deeply, caused a shift in her breathing, and used the opportunity to edge my way out of her guard.

Carla let out a soft moan at the friction and clung harder to my leg with hers.

I hadn’t picked my secretary as a serious grappling practitioner.

And I definitely hadn’t picked her as the kind of girl who got off on being manhandled until today. We fought back and forth for a dominant position on the bed for a few minutes. Carla took every opportunity she had to kiss my neck, my shoulder, and to press her skin against mine.

I loved the way she felt.

I loved the way she tasted.

Her aura spiraled out into gorgeous patterns of light when I touched her, held her, and especially when I was rough with her. I experimented with my fingers, my mouth, and the sound she made when my hand closed around her neck told me that I’d found her weakness.

“David,” she moaned. “Please.”

I leaned into her ear.

“Please? Please what?”

“Just take me,” Carla panted. “Just choke me like a little whore and fuck me.”

The begging tone, the resolution and pure lust in her eyes, and the hunger in my own mind blended together. I slid a hand up under her tight pencil skirt. Carla’s breath caught when I tore through her stockings, found her panties, and touched her.

I tightened my grip around her neck.

Her nails curled in my belt and pulled insistently at my waist.

I pulled her back toward the edge of the bed, slid off it, and used my free hand to rip down my pants. My PA shoved herself toward me with wild abandon. We were still mostly-clothed but it didn’t matter.

All that mattered was her.

Carla dragged her panties to the side. She pulled me in with a breathless snarl of hunger. I took her and her aura turned into a fireworks display. My eyes widened at the sheer psychedelic colors around her body. Carla stared up at me for a second.

I rammed my hips into her, and she moaned and clawed at my wrists.

I settled my other hand around her neck and fucked her with everything I had left in the tank. The stress, the pressure of our situation, and the pure leftover adrenaline from the last two days spurred me on.

Carla looked gorgeous.

Her fingernails dragged against my skin.

Her gorgeous eyes went wide with pleasure.

Her whole body trembled through orgasm after orgasm.

I felt my own climax hit, and I barely had the time to pull out of her.

Carla let out a whimper when my cum splattered against her torn stockings and thighs. I released my grip around her neck, made sure that I hadn’t bruised her skin, and she pulled me down to the covers with her.

The two of us stayed there for a long while.

Taut arms wrapped around my neck and Carla snuggled into my side.

I curled an arm around her, stared up at the ceiling, and fought off the fatigue.

“That was incredible,” Carla whispered.

“You’re one to talk,” I replied.

She let out a soft snort into my shoulder.

“I’ve been waiting six months for that.”

“I’ll be sure to pick up on your cues next time.”

“You do that. Ow.”

Carla flinched as she stretched out. I gave her cramping thigh a massage with tricks that I’d learned amongst some Thai boxers. She let out a groan of relief and fell back into bed.

“Get some rest,” she said. “You’ve earned it.”

I helped her wiggle out of her clothes, and the two of us fell asleep almost instantly.

I woke up alone the next morning.

Carla had left me a voice memo on the MasterKey.

“The show must go on,” she said with a laugh. “You scared me last night, David, but I’m glad we finally got the time to talk. Amongst other things.” The recording giggled. “I’ll be at the office organizing your schedule. You’ve got your meeting with Olivia today. I’m personally against it, but I’ll have her brought over to the Shipyard.”

My heart swelled up with warmth.

I hit the shower in the living pod to freshen up.

I went with another pressed button-down, pants and a pair of comfortable boots. I clipped my knife to the front of my waistband, made sure that the Key was secure in my pocket, and headed out of the site office.

I had results to sift through, boffins to consult, and a goddess to interrogate.

The evening had brought another sheet of rain through the Shipyard and enhanced the smell of industry. I drank it all in on my walk over to my center of operations and thought about the best way to meet with Olivia Durstin.

I needed a secure location with easy access to weapons.

The Bullseye was probably my best bet.

But I was loath to leave Aphrodite unattended.

Bringing the goddess’s target directly to her seemed like a low-percentage move, too.

I decided to compromise and called Carla.

“Morning, sunshine,” my secretary said. “You slept in.”

“Apparently I needed it,” I replied.

“You sound like the walking dead. Do you need a coffee?”

“I’ve got some in the Basement. Talk to me about the Durstin meeting.”

“I didn’t get too specific about where you were going to meet her, but I called ahead to her and let her know that you were willing to meet with her, and you didn’t want to risk her security again. I had a little back and forth with her boytoy that she calls a PA, but he eventually saw things my way.”

“You’re pretty persuasive when you want to be.”

“Mm,” she agreed. “Olivia wanted this meeting as soon as you were available.”

“Did she get around to telling you what it was all about? What she actually wanted?”

“Only that it was super important and highly confidential.”

“She says that about most of our meetings.”

I took the elevator down to my lair.

“I’ll meet her on the docks. She can pull her yacht into port if she wants.”

“Only way to travel in St. Jacques,” Carla agreed. “I’ll tell her people. And, before you bite my head off, I’ve got Kasper and his people coming by to oversee things. They won’t be shadowing you, but they will be making sure things don’t get out of hand.”

Two figures who’d recently been under attack meeting out in the open was a nightmare for serious security teams. Durstin Inc.’s trigger-pullers were far less capable than mine, but I knew that they’d still want to control every element of the situation.

Kasper was flexible but not when it came to keeping things under control.

I could already feel the headache when the Friendly Ghost arrived on the docks.

“Thanks,” I said. “About last night—”

“I enjoyed the burgers,” Carla said briskly. “I’ll put in a note with the restaurant. Talk to you later, David.”

She hung up the call, and I laughed.

Carla was all business this morning.

But she was being smart when it came to keeping the comms clear of personal matters.

I shrugged off the last of my sleep with a serious workout in my home gym in the lair.

Calisthenics warmed me up, a round of awkward weights got me pumped, and a serious practice session of unarmed and weapons striking rounded out my cardio.

Kasper had drilled me in all kinds of physical training.

I’d taken it on board and added my own variations.

I needed to get out to the range soon to pressure-test the new ammunition being made in R&D. My coffee machine gave me a cup of rocket fuel to augment the steady flow of energy through my body. A fistful of fruit went into my blender to make up a protein shake.

I settled down in the Circle of Power and checked in on the results from yesterday.

R&D had sent through a slew of messages.

I read through them and kept my excitement in check. Hughie and Eliot had both cooked up a small arsenal designed at dealing with the aliens and wanted to show them off in person. They weren’t specific with the details.

The Rabbit Hole was still silent on their findings.

Lachie knew how seriously I took background research.

He wasn’t going to bring me any information about the situation until he knew it was bulletproof. My itinerary on the first PC flared up and told me that the meeting with Olivia had been set to go ahead in an hour. I contacted Kasper.

“Well, look who it is,” the Friendly Ghost said.

“How do you think we should play the meeting?”

“If it was up to me, I wouldn’t do it on a boat that we didn’t own, but that was the best concession we could get out of her security guys. They’re insisting that we arrive unarmed as a show of good faith, but I’m still fighting with them over that.”

“I can go in alone.”

“I’ve seen Durstin. I don’t think that’s a good idea, given your proclivities.”

“Set up a trio of sniper hides with thermal up on the containers,” I said. “That way you can track me inside and fire off a warning shot if things get out of hand.”

“I’m sure that’s going to send the right message,” he snarked.

“You can just say that you’re running surveillance.”

“You sure this is how you want to play this?”

“She sounded different yesterday. This doesn’t feel like the usual sparring match she likes to have. Something serious came up, and she wouldn’t push this hard after almost getting killed if it didn’t matter.”

“You sure about that?”

“I know Olivia,” I said. “I’m sure.”

“Your funeral, boss,” Kasper said cheerfully. “I’ll bust out the cannons and get them set up the way you suggested. How’s the prisoner?”

My eyes fell on the frosted glass of the cell.

“I’ll let you know,” I told him. “See you in an hour.”

“If you do, then I’m not doing my job.”

He hung up, and I left the Circle of Power behind to check on Aphrodite.

I tapped the controls beside the cell and the glass cleared.

The rose-haired creature of myth and legend was stark naked.

She’d piled her clothes neatly into a corner.

My entire brain went on hiatus, and I almost dropped my breakfast.

Perfect breasts stood out under her hand. Aphrodite’s tongue slipped out of her mouth and traced her lips as she settled down onto her knees and spread her thighs out in a show of supple flexibility.

Her skin was radiant, pale, and flawless.

I’d never seen anything like it before in my life.

“Good morning, my darling,” she murmured.

Her voice did things to my physiology.

A small ache in my lower back twinged, cut through the cloud of dazed lust in my mind, and reminded me of how Carla had felt under me last night. My brain latched onto the colors of her aura like a lifeline and dragged me out my flash-banged state.

I settled down on my chair and drained the last of my coffee.

“Morning, Aph,” I said. “Aren’t you cold?”

Her hands moved away from cupping her breasts and traced lines down to her lean, slightly-muscled belly.

“I am, now that you mention it,” she replied. “Could you find it in yourself to help me with that?” A seductive smile slid across her face. “I promise to be a good little prisoner.”

No man in his right mind could’ve turned her down.

Pornstars and underwear models had nothing on Aphrodite.

She was pure desire and lust incarnated into flesh.

“So you’re finally ready to talk?” I asked lightly.

Her fingers froze before they could reach past her thighs.

Amethyst eyes narrowed at me for a fraction of a second.

Her hesitation shattered the last of the spell.

“You have to work on your timing,” I told her. “You almost got me.”

“I have all the time in the world to catch you off your guard,” Aphrodite said.

She dropped back onto her ass and gave me the most amazing view of her thighs and a flash of her pussy. I kept my eyes steadily focused on her face and her hair. Parts of me throbbed and demanded control of the brain.

I was the one piloting my body.

Not the creature I had as a prisoner.

“So I’m guessing that’s a ‘no’ on the talking, then?” I asked.

“Come in here with me, and we can talk,” Aphrodite suggested.

“That seems like a low percentage move for me.”

“Only if you let it be, darling.”

“Want to tell me why you want Olivia dead?”

“All you want to do is talk business,” she complained. “Can’t we have a little fun?”

“Sure we can,” I said. “I’ll get the guys to find you something to do while you’re here. Can’t have you getting bored while you sit in solitary for another year.”

“A year?” she spluttered.

“Minimum,” I agreed. “But you’re good at this by now, right?”

A touch of panic rolled into her eyes. I’d touched a nerve.

The aliens were up to something. And it was time-sensitive.

“Good talk, Aph,” I said. “I’ll see you later.”

I frosted over the glass again with a touch of a button and retreated back to the surface to meet with Olivia for the second time in as many days.
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Olivia arrived in style.

She brought her own yacht into the port and checked in with the logistics guys.

The alert sounded on my MasterKey halfway through a small workout with some of the dockhands. They’d recognized me immediately and quickly broken ranks to let me help with a load that had come in via Venezuela.

“Is that your cue?” the foreman asked.

I straightened up from the controls of the crane and nodded.

“Nice looking boat,” another worker remarked.

“You should see what’s on it,” I said.

“Diamonds and gold?” the foreman joked.

“It’s way more poisonous,” I assured him. “Thank you, gents.”

I took the industrial elevator down from the crane to the floor.

Hidden sniper teams had set themselves up at three different sites overlooking the incoming boat. The security system still hadn't been triggered to warn me of the arrival of a new alien.

Aphrodite hadn’t tried to escape her cell.

The quiet made me uneasy. I’d been in the middle of so much action over the last few days that my mind was getting used to it. A decade and a half of relatively-unused training chafed at me and demanded use.

I hit the ground floor, checked that Kasper was reading my mic, and met Olivia on the dock. A small team of experienced boatmen quickly worked with my own people to tether the yacht to a pair of wide concrete pillars.

I spotted an imprint of small, concealed automatic weapons.

Even the crew of her little cruiser were armed to the teeth.

Olivia stood up on the second story of her yacht on a wide balcony and watched them work. Four beefy security guards halted me before I could board the craft.

“We need to check you for weapons,” one of them told me.

I took my shirt out of my pants, lifted up the hem and turned around.

“Ankles,” another grunted.

My pant legs hiked up for inspection.

“I can strip naked if you want,” I offered. “But I think that’s just going to keep the lady waiting, and she doesn’t strike me as being in the kind of mood to play games.”

The knot of quarterback-sized muscle stepped aside and escorted me onto the yacht. They clustered tightly around me for intimidation purposes, led me up a nice flight of stairs, and gestured for me to sit down beside Olivia.

The heir to the Durstin empire looked troubled.

She’d dressed in a stunning navy-blue pantsuit with stylish sandals and designer sunglasses that probably cost more than the average family sedan. The billionaire’s daughter rose as I arrived and jerked her chin at the door behind me.

“Leave us,” she said.

“Miss, my orders were to monitor him.”

“Fuck your orders, Gavin. You can stay and listen at the door if you have to.”

The security team exchanged looks and weighed up the consequences of going against her order. Olivia’s hidden glare was enough for the men to retreat and close the door behind them. My eyes fell on a briefcase tucked beside Olivia’s chair.

A fruit platter and an iced bucket of champagne sat on a table by her elbow.

“You’re handling things well,” I said.

Olivia poured herself another glass of sparkling brut and dropped back into her chair without the usual grace I’d come to expect from her.

“Only on the outside, Montague.”

A tense silence fell between us.

I knew the fear and the nightmares that came with narrowly missing death.

I’d just thrown myself headlong into training to inoculate that fear.

Olivia had never needed to and it was biting her in her fantastic ass.

“Sit down,” she said.

I settled down on the edge of an obscenely-comfortable deckchair.

Olivia started to say something, then thought better of it and drank champagne.

“You’re welcome,” I offered.

“Fuck you,” she snapped.

“We’re both too busy for that, and I know you’ve got a cute little thing chained up below decks somewhere,” I said. “So why don’t you say what you need to say and we can cut through all this waiting around.”

Olivia stiffened a little at my tone.

“I’m sorry, are you in some kind of hurry?”

“Both of us have been targeted by an alien species and we’re both alive sitting on a highly-sinkable vehicle,” I pointed out. “Yeah, I’m in a hurry. I’d love to drink your champagne, do our usual routine of how you really want to buy me out but don’t want to ask directly, load up on the imaginary sexual tension, and end this with an argument. But neither of us have the luxury of time.”

Olivia’s glass froze halfway to her lips.

“You’re saying they targeted me? That was them, yesterday?”

“Friends of theirs,” I corrected her.

“How do you know that? The police haven’t even started looking into it.”

“I made enquiries.”

Olivia placed her glass down without tasting a drop of it.

“I didn’t ask you to do that for me.”

“I didn’t do it for you,” I assured her. “That attack happened on my company’s property close to our HQ. It was a breach in security, and I wanted to find out how it happened.”

“And here I was, thinking that you cared about me.”

I didn’t need to see her eyes to see that I’d touched a nerve.

Her emotions were as clear to me as the sun in the sky.

“What do you want, Olivia?” I asked.

“Well, I came here for something else, but then you went and dangled a big, juicy piece of information in front of me like a lure,” she replied. “So why don’t you stop being all cute about it and tell me what you found?”

I couldn’t tell her about Aphrodite.

The Durstins were rivals. If they’d found out that I’d captured an alien being and chained her up in my Basement, they’d do everything in their power to ruin the company. Carla had already made it clear that we were in hot water.

“I looked into the cleaning company that brought them over here,” I replied.

“And?”

“The hitters that broke in were hired through an unknown contractor from the Mediterranean,” I said. “So either you’ve been working with the Mafia all this time, or there’s some interested parties who want you dead.”

“That’s no proof that it was the freak who attacked you two nights ago.”

“You changed your tune, Olivia,” I said. “I thought that this was all staged. That it was some hoax that I perpetuated to get the public on my side and ruin your stock prices.”

Her aura spiked out in frustration and pain.

“Are you saying that you believe that we might be at war with supernatural creatures?” I continued. “That you were wrong about me and your accusations are false?”

“Stop it,” she growled. “I’m supposed to be the sarcastic piece of shit.”

The admission of fault stopped me dead in my tracks.

I stared at her for a long second and studied her aura.

“Are you feeling alright?” I asked.

“Fuck you.”

“I’m serious. You never say that you’re wrong about everything.”

Olivia snatched up her flute of champagne and downed in a single angry tilt.

“You saved my fucking life,” she said. “I’m trying to show you gratitude, and you’re shoving it down my throat. Just do what you usually do. Sit there, be all patient and understanding and fucking aloof, and let me thank you.”

I glanced up in the sky to look for flying pigs.

Aliens and proto-gods I could deal with.

Olivia Durstin showing appreciation just felt wrong.

“Okay.”

Confusion and more frustration spiked around her aura.

It looked strange on her. I’d expected Olivia to go full princess-mode on me.

She let out a frustrated sigh and poured herself another glass of champagne.

“You want one?” she asked.

“I’m driving.”

Olivia took another shaky sip of champagne and set it down.

“Yesterday made me think. Made me think about a lot of things. The first one was why. I was so convinced that you’d set up this stunt and it was all there to sell your new car. Nothing else really made sense.”

I relaxed a little and let my eyes drift over the Shipyard.

“But that’s not like you, either. You can’t be bargained with, seduced, threatened, or blackmailed. Every legal, underhanded tactic I’ve tried won’t make you budge. Getting people killed or hurt just didn’t make sense to me.”

I smiled and gestured for her to go on.

“You never tell me everything, Montague. But you’ve never outright lied to me. So I started looking into what you were talking about. Reached out through some of our less-than-savory channels. And it turns out that there’s people who know about this.”

I went very still and met her eye.

She wasn’t lying.

“What did you find?” I asked.

“Enough that it made me lose my shit. I haven’t been sober since last night.” Olivia finished the champagne again and placed the glass down on its tray. “My father’s got something to do with it. There’s something going on under the surface.”

Adrenaline blazed through my body, and I forced myself to stay calm.

“I didn’t know who to turn to,” Olivia said. “I tried talking to him about it, but he just told me to sober up and that I was talking crazy because of shock.”

“Please tell me that you didn’t reach out to the official channels.”

“I’m not that stupid. You know we liaise with them all the time. If they knew that I knew, then I might as well have put a gun in my mouth. I haven’t said a word to anyone. Daddy can probably pass it off as drunk ravings.”

Olivia turned her whole body to face me.

Desperation, fear, and guilt bubbled out of her.

“You’re the only one I could think of,” she said.

It would’ve been so easy to write her off then and there.

I’d endured months and months of torment. Bullshit flirtation, character assassination on the feeds, all kinds of legal threats that had cost me time and money that I could’ve used on other things.

Olivia was a bitch of the highest order.

And here she was, practically begging for my help.

I told myself to savor the moment for a few seconds.

“Talk to me,” I said. “What did you find?”

A sudden rush of pure relief rolled through her aura like an orgasm.

“Thank you,” she said. “For meeting with me.”

I winced.

“Don’t go doing that too much, Durstin, or I’ll start thinking that we’re friends. What did you find? What does Durstin Incorporated have to do with the situation at the Gala?”

“Did you pull the guest list after the event?” she asked.

“I figured I’d leave that to the police. I was a little more focused on something else.”

“That makes sense, you were right in the middle of it. I checked the lists for the man in the yellow suit that attacked you. He came up as Harvey Eames.”

It was a very close name to Hermes.

“Let me guess,” I said. “Your father invited him.”

“That’s just the thing, he didn’t, but he was put in as being sponsored by the company. He’d gotten his ticket through us. He wasn’t on file as a client, a contractor, a consultant, or any of it. Someone just issued him a ticket to the Gala.”

“Did you manage to track it down?”

“I did better than that. I found the person in question. He’s some little virgin tucked away in Daddy’s building who apparently looks after a powerful family connection that I wasn’t aware of.” Olivia touched the briefcase beside her chair. “And that family asked us to hold onto something for them until they came to pick it up.”

Holy shit.

Old Man Durstin was neck-deep with the proto-gods. They’d gone through him to get to me at the Gala. Then, when their attempt had failed, Aphrodite had been in charge of punishing him by going through his daughter.

And then I’d stopped that. And caught Aphrodite.

“What’s in the case?” I managed.

“You look like you’ve just seen a ghost,” Olivia said. “Montague?”

I hauled my brain away from spinning its wheels too quickly.

“Things are starting to come together,” I said. “Do they know that you have the briefcase and what’s inside it?”

“Little Eddie thinks I’m just borrowing it,” Olivia said. “I might’ve promised him dinner if he let me take it.” She lifted it up with a grunt of effort and held it out to me. “I know you’ve got a small army of nerds and soldiers tucked away somewhere. And I know you won’t go to the authorities with this.”

I took the silver briefcase and raised an eyebrow at the weight of it.

“Have you looked inside yet?” I asked.

She nodded.

“I don’t know what I’m looking at. I thought you might know something.”

Every instinct I had screamed at me to open the case up then and there and find out what was so important to the aliens. Raw curiosity tore at my brain with raking claws, and I resisted the urge.

I didn’t know what was in the case, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to open it up here in front of everyone. Olivia had taken a prized possession from the family of gods with Olympian names.

I’d seen what Hermes and Aphrodite were like.

She’d already been a target before.

Now she was a top priority.

“You can’t go back,” I told her.

“I know,” Olivia replied. “Taking that thing out of there made me think.”

“Do you trust your security?”

“I’ve had them since I was fourteen, so yes.”

“You didn’t leave a digital or a paper trail?”

“I deleted all my logins. You’re making me sound like a child.”

“These are the most dangerous people on the planet right now, Olivia, and I think the two of us just got away from them by the skin of our teeth.” I glanced over the deck of the yacht and made sure that everyone was still moving normally and their auras were their own. “We need to get you somewhere safe and keep you there.”

“I’m not some precious little princess. I can take care of myself.”

“No, you can’t,” I replied flatly. “You would’ve died yesterday if not for me.”

She opened her mouth to protest and caught my eye.

Her aura pulsed in an odd direction of shame and her retort died in her throat.

“You’re right,” she admitted. “And I figured that I owed you for that.”

I set down the briefcase beside me and started doing math.

Olivia Durstin was a handful. An absolute nightmare.

But she’d brought me the biggest lure I could ask for when it came to getting the attention of the aliens. I didn’t know how long it would take them to realize that she’d stolen their prize, but they were going to come after her.

They had Durstin Sr. under their thumb.

The government knew about the creatures.

Something was rotten, and I was only just starting to figure it out.

I stood up and took the briefcase with me.

I held out a hand to Olivia.

“Thanks for trusting me, Miss Durstin,” I said.

A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth.

“Call me Liv.”

“We need to get you out of here. How do you feel about being a mole person?”

“What?”
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I scanned the deck again and checked the position of the hidden sniper teams.

Kasper was watching with three highly-talented target shooters. They knew what to look for in a potential shitshow. I wasn’t exactly excited about being downrange from high-powered rifles.

But they were the closest thing I had to a weapon.

“You’re not going to look inside?” Olivia asked.

“I will once we’re secure,” I said.

“We’re safe as houses here,” she protested.

I turned on a dime and made my way toward the exit without another word. The door opened before I reached it, and one of the four muscle-heads stepped in to block my progress. His eyes flickered over to Olivia.

Regret, fear, and resolve glittered from his aura.

“Whatever you’re thinking,” I said, “rethink it. This doesn’t go how you think it does.”

The bodyguard flinched as if I’d just slapped him in the face. Olivia’s jaw dropped.

The goon in the suit went for his gun.

I hit him in the throat with my free hand before he could clear his holster.

Olivia let out a shriek of rage behind me. I blasted the bodyguard in the balls with the briefcase, doubled him over, and rammed his skull against the doorway. The threefold attack on his nervous system folded him to the deck.

“What are you doing?” Olivia demanded.

“He just drew on me. Kasper, I’m going to need overwatch.”

“Oh, goody,” he said over the comms. “What are we looking at here? Pay dispute? Political coup? Or is it something even more exciting?”

“Targets with weapons only,” I instructed. “I’ll handle the rest.”

“I’m sending people in,” he replied.

“Don’t bother. We’ll be on the dock before they get here.”

The second bodyguard glanced up from his phone as I stepped over his friend. He’d taken a seat in the upper-deck hallway with his headphones in. Pure shock registered on his expression. Something pinged on his screen.

I threw the briefcase at his face when he tried to claw his gun out of his waistband.

He managed to get his arm up in time, but he couldn’t do two things at once.

I scooped the first guy’s pistol up off the floor, crossed the room in the blink of an eye, and planted a kick straight into his midsection. The blow took him completely off-balance, crashed him into a wall, and sent his gun skittering onto the carpet.

“Don’t,” I warned him. “It’s not worth your life.”

Olivia’s bodyguard stared up at me, and hatred tightened around his aura.

He went for his gun.

The smart money was to shoot him, but Olivia needed her ears. I stamped down on his outstretched wrist, broke it like a twig, and caught him in the point of the jaw with my other foot. Well-made boots shattered bone and put his lights out.

“What’s going on?” Olivia gasped.

“Your friendly neighborhood bodyguards are trying to kill you.” I retrieved the briefcase from the floor and pushed it back into her hands. “Hold onto this for me.”

“They’re my people, Montague, you can’t just—”

A bullet smashed into the wall a foot away from her head. The gunshot filled up the room and forced her down to her knees. I dropped into a roll from my feet and came up shooting.

Two bullets slammed into body armor, and the third found a brick-like head.

I made sure that he was done with another pull of the trigger.

“Everyone’s suddenly very interested in you,” Kasper said.

“Are they armed?”

“There’s a few,” he agreed. “A dozen at least.”

I retreated back to Olivia, caught her by the arm, and dragged her into concealment underneath a table. She came with me easily enough, hugged the briefcase against her chest, and kept her head down. I positioned myself at the top of the stairs.

“So, what exactly happened?” Kasper asked in a light tone.

“Durstin’s in league with the aliens. Her daddy just tried to use her bodyguards to kill her, and she’s got a high-priority package with her.”

“The only high-priority package I care about is yours,” Kasper said.

I dropped into a crouch and let out a sigh.

“Well, it’s awkward for you either way,” my bodyguard continued. “They heard shots, you’ve presumably got a gun, and they’re going to think you killed her. It’s going to be tricky to figure out if they’re here to whack her or to protect her.”

Footsteps thundered up the stairs from the lower deck.

The boatman wasn’t trained to sweep corners.

I caught him in the neck with the butt of my stolen pistol. His eyes bulged. I bounced his head off the handrail and sent him tumbling back down the stairs to his friends.

Gunshots roared up the stairwell and stitched holes in the ceiling.

I was caught at the top of the stairs with an entire army of armed deckhands either coming to save their boss or kill me. I didn’t have an easy way to broadcast my intentions to them and to see their intentions. It took me two seconds to come up with a plan.

“Get a crane over to us,” I said. “Keep them off us.”

Two distant rounds cracked from my hidden shooters, and I heard screams below the deck. My Key beeped insistently at me while my local dockhands brought a crane arm over toward the deck behind us. Olivia stared up at me as I joined her side and dropped to a knee.

A particularly-brave intruder tried to bolt up the stairs.

I put a round in the ceiling above him and forced him into retreat.

“Your people are trying to kill you,” I said to Olivia. “I’m getting us out of here.”

Olivia still had the gall to give me a murderous death stare before she nodded.

“Where do you want it?” Kasper asked.

“Grab the boat and tilt it for us. How far off are the security teams?”

“Oh, so now you want them?”

“Kasper!”

“They’re pulling in now.”

“Set up a perimeter and scare anyone who tries to leave,” I said.

I held out a hand to Olivia.

“You ready?” I asked.

She hesitated for a second.

My greatest rival slipped a hand into mine and dug her nails into my palm. I pulled her out from the table just as the yacht started to tilt. Olivia staggered when she straightened up. The upper deck started to slope downward.

I hauled her up the slope toward the balcony behind us.

The claw from the crane had seized an anchorpoint on the deck.

It wouldn’t hold for long, but it’d give us the time we needed. The boat continued to slant downwards. Olivia released my hand, and we both jumped off the top deck and toward the rapid slope of the main deck down and ahead of us.

I reached out and caught hold of the claw.

Olivia scrambled up behind me and latched onto my belt from behind.

“Release!” I bellowed.

Gunshots cracked out behind us. My teams behind us returned fire, forced the shooters into retreat, and the crane released its grip on the deck. Olivia’s yacht shot away underneath us, threw waves of water over the dock, and threw the people onboard off-balance.

My arms screamed at me as the crane lifted the two of us away from the yacht.

Olivia had a death grip on my belt and enough strength in her single arm to keep a hold of the precious briefcase in her other hand. The crane swung us over the top of a shipping container on dry land, and I finally released my grip on the claw.

The two of us tumbled onto the container twenty yards away from the yacht.

Four armored vans circled Olivia’s yacht. Well-armed men in webbing and armor and carrying rifles had set up a cordon around the boat. Someone barked orders over a loudspeaker at the people on board.

I caught Olivia staring at me like I was a ghost.

Fear, anxiety, and excitement blurred through her aura.

“I’ve never done anything like that before,” she said.

“You should try it more often,” I said. “I’m glad to see all that cheerleading practice finally paid off for something.”

She pulled herself up to her feet and stared down at her yacht.

“What’s going to happen now?”

“They’re your people,” I said. “Call them off.”

Realization washed over her face, and her legs trembled.

“My god,” Olivia whispered. “Daddy just tried to kill me.”

“You don’t know that for certain,” I said. “It could’ve been the aliens.”

She kicked the case toward me and winced at the weight of it.

“You have to take this,” she said. “I don’t want to be anywhere near any of this right now. I have to get out, I have to leave—”

I caught her shoulder and applied enough pressure to make it sting.

Anger and clarity blazed through her eyes, and she hitched her shoulder.

I snapped my arm up to block her slap.

“That’s more like you,” I said. “Do you have your own stash of savings? Alternate passports? Way out of the country? Or are you relying completely on your family trust?”

“I’ve got some. But I didn’t even think about the passport.”

“Durstin has good reach and good relations with the government,” I said. “They already tried to get you through your bodyguards. We don’t know how deep this goes, so protective custody from the police won’t save you either.”

She lowered her hand and took a deep, shaky breath.

“So what the fuck am I supposed to do?”

“First, let’s stop your people getting killed. Then we’ll figure it out from there.”

I saw the war in her aura. The blend of pure fear mixed up with pride and resolution.

I might’ve misjudged Olivia Durstin. She definitely wasn’t cut out for gunfights.

But under the bitchy cheerleader face was a real person who still had a soul.

It’d just taken getting shot at for her to realize it.

“They’re calming down now that she’s out of reach,” Kasper reported.

“Have they surrendered?”

“They’re trying to talk to us.” Kasper let out a grunt. “Huh. They looked like they’re losing their shit, though. Are we looking at more mind control, or do you have that contained?”

“It’s contained, so far as I know. Why?”

“Shit,” Kasper snarled. “Back, get BACK!”

“Montague, what’s going on?”

The back of my neck prickled again.

Some small voice in the back of my head told me to pay attention to the feeling.

I was getting it far too often and I was starting to associate it with bad things.

“DOWN!” Kasper bellowed.

Raw instinct took over. I caught Olivia, shoved her backward, and swept her into the metal underneath our feet. Something detonated in the middle of the yacht. Water and debris showered through the air. Steam hissed up off the surface of the ocean.

My vision went gray.

Ringing pierced my hearing.

Olivia buried herself into my chest. The itch on the back of my neck intensified.

I didn’t know what was going on. Had it been a bomb? Or something worse?

I hauled myself up and saw sentient tendrils of water slice effortlessly through the yacht. The water tightened into blades and cut the metal hull of the luxury craft to ribbons. Blood and screams washed up from the boat. A wide blade of water whipped out in a ripple-like motion.

It tore through the roofs of the vans and sheared through them like butter.

The water lost momentum away from the shore and splashed against the containers and cranes with enough force to make them tremble. I seized the pulse of pure shock and adrenaline and used it to seize the briefcase beside me.

“Stay here,” I told Olivia.

She grasped at my sleeve and silently begged me not to leave her there by herself. I tore my wrist free, rolled off the top of the container, and dropped a few yards to the concrete below. Something in my balance was off. I hit the ground at a strange angle and rolled to recover.

The briefcase popped open beside me.

A strange crystal vial spun out of a bed of felt and spun to a stop beside my boot.

Swirling liquid metal pulsed inside it. Pure instinct made me kick it up into my hand.

It looked like the blood of the alien creatures who’d attacked us.

Whatever was left of Olivia’s boat rapidly vanished into the ocean.

Kasper howled orders over the comms and pushed the men into retreat.

A pulse of water speared up out of the water.

A single, lean-looking teen with vibrant blue hair rose the pulse upward like it was an elevator. Dark glasses covered his eyes. A pair of beaten-up jeans and an open-necked Hawwaiin shirt covered his body. Steam lifted itself off his clothes and bare feet.

He tucked his hands into his pockets with a sigh.

Another one of the family of metal aliens had arrived.

And he had the advantage of the water at his back.

Bullets skipped off his skin as some of my security team laid down retreating fire. He strolled forward through the hailstorm of lead and pulled a single hand out of his pocket.

Spears of pressurized water lifted themselves out of the ocean and bulleted toward the shooters. My men twisted clear of them and took cover. I forced myself to breathe and take control of the situation. I reached down into my pocket and touched my Key.

“Start recording,” I ordered aloud. “R&D, I need anything you’ve got ready shipped here as fast as you can get it. Kasper, secure Olivia Durstin. She’s on Section D4’s pile of ready-to-ship crates. Rabbits, pick up anything you can from the cams.”

The swirling vial of blood tore my eyes down toward it.

A strange, alien design kept the blood contained in cut-crystal.

It was heavy. And it didn’t take a genius to figure out that it was what Poseidon wanted.

I had to buy some time for my people to retreat.

The aliens had no reason to barter with me or talk to me.

But they hadn’t been able to resist the urge up until now.

Maybe the creature laying waste to the Shipyard shared the same trait.

I kicked over the briefcase on the ground and made sure it was empty.

The god-like creature in the distance continued his unhurried stroll forward.

I took a deep breath in and went to test my luck. Again.

I slid the heavy vial out of my pocket and wished I had something—anything—that could pierce the skin of the creature ahead of me. The liquid, metal-like blood in my hand could do the trick, but it was raw, unprocessed, and I didn’t have the means to shift or move it under my own steam.

“That’s right!” the blue-haired invader called out. “Run, you landlubbers!”

His laugh died in his throat as his eyes fell on me.

He stopped mid-step and his eyes latched onto the vial in my hand.

I felt like I was in the middle of an old-school Western showdown.

Twenty yards stood between the two of us. It was another twenty to the water.

I bounced the bait in my hand.

“You guys are really starting to piss me off,” I called out.

Poseidon went inhumanly still.

He took a step backward.

“You,” he spat. “I was certain Aphrodite took care of you.”

“Well, I’m taking care of her,” I replied. “I thought I might add you to the collection.”
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I’d learned a lot about humanity in a short span of my lifetime.

Part of it was being able to see their emotions. The other part of it was being born into a position of responsibility. Wealth, power, and status had a way of warping the people around you into greedy, grasping demons if you didn’t filter them correctly.

I knew people.

The so-called ‘gods’ had emotions, just like we did.

And I knew fear when I saw it.

The blue-haired monster who’d sliced Olivia’s yacht to shreds was scared.

Hermes had thrown his best shot at me. Aphrodite had tried and failed to seduce me, and she was doing a stint in solitary below our feet.

Poseidon looked young. Younger than the others.

That didn’t count for anything. The creature ahead of me might’ve been scared of me, but I could feel cold, paralyzing terror rolling through my own body. He’d torn apart the yacht like it’d been made out of paper. He had some kind of control over the water in the ocean.

He had a lot more ocean at his beck and call than I did resources.

The vial of liquid metal vibrated gently in my hand.

It was time to see if the aliens from Earth’s history were really as god-like as they claimed. I needed Poseidon off-balance, angry, and purely focused on me.

R&D hadn’t let me down before. They weren’t about to start now.

“You’re looking a little pale,” I said. “Everything okay?”

“Where is she?” the creature demanded.

“Safe and looked-after,” I replied. “I think. She’s not talking, and I don’t know what you guys actually eat. Is it this stuff?” I held up the vial in my hand. “Metal shavings? Magnets? What’s a good Olympian breakfast look like?”

“You will pay for your insolence,” he snapped.

“I’m sure I’ll survive if the worst that you can come up with is landlubbers,” I said. “Do they not have cable TV where you’re from?”

The words were spilling out of me in a random jumble.

I normally wasn’t one to trash-talk my opponents in any setting.

But I needed to keep him off-balance. That was the most important thing.

“Give it to me,” Poseidon ordered.

“This?” I asked. “I’ll think about it if you tell me what it is.”

He snapped his mouth shut and glared at me.

It was significantly less terrifying than it should’ve been.

“You can’t think that I’m that stupid.”

“I don’t know,” I hedged. “Aphrodite strikes me as the smartest out of your family so far. Hermes rushed things when he should’ve done his homework. You just tore a boat to pieces, and I wasn’t on it.” I took another step forward and tossed the vial into the air.

Poseidon’s eyes tracked the vial as it spun through the air.

His jaw tightened, and his fingers clenched into fists.

The vial was important. Very important.

Important enough that they’d sent someone after it.

“T-minus two minutes,” Eliot said urgently in my ear. “Keep it talking.”

“What happens if I drop it?” I asked. “Does it blend with the environment?”

The creature in the Hawaiian shirt stepped off to the left and started to circle. I knew better than to get between a purported sea god and the ocean, so I changed my own step and forced him to change directions.

That was good. My opponent was mentally reacting and failing to be proactive.

Now I just needed to figure out why. Why hadn’t he already torn me to pieces?

“You need me for something, don’t you?” I asked. “That’s why you haven’t killed me yet. Hermes stepped out of line when he tried. Aphrodite probably could’ve managed it, but she didn’t expect me to track her down. And now you’re here. You’ve got your shot.”

I opened up my arms to taunt him.

“Take your best shot, water-boy. Strike me down with all your hatred.”

Poseidon’s eye twitched and his fists trembled.

He wanted to. So badly.

But he had enough processing power in his brain to know that I was baiting him.

I lowered my arms and matched each of his steps with my own mirrored movements. Every time he tried to circle around me, I stepped into the distance and pushed him back a few steps. I had no idea what he was afraid of and why he hadn’t moved in on me yet.

“You can’t, which means that you need me alive for something,” I said.

He gnashed his teeth at me and let out a feral growl.

“So who’s calling the shots? Zeus? Athena? Someone like that?”

“You know nothing of what you speak.”

“I know the old stories,” I said. “I know you like to shapeshift and impregnate people by pretending to be animals. I mean, Zeus was worse for it, right, but weren’t you doing the same shit?”

Blue light glimmered in his eyes.

He moved like lightning.

Every finely-honed instinct I’d picked up over time saved my life.

I pivoted on the ball of my foot like a boxer. A claw-like hand grazed the air beside my face. Poseidon sailed past me, and I slammed the pointy-end of the vial into his ribs with an adapted body-shot.

The god of the sea let out an explosive curse and stumbled.

Pure shock threatened to freeze me up.

The vial was made out of the same stuff that the aliens were.

I rammed an uppercut up under his chin with the point of my makeshift weapon leading the way. I punched through flesh, found bone, and a satisfying shock ran up my arm. Poseidon staggered backward and let out an impotent scream at me.

Metal liquid dripped from his mouth and hit the asphalt under our feet.

“You’re nothing,” he snarled. “Just another little mortal that we’re going to discard once we’re done with you. Give me the chattel you call Olivia Durstin.”

I raised my fists into a basic boxing stance and rolled my neck to loosen up my shoulders.

“Come and take her,” I challenged.

Indecision warred in his eyes and forced him to hesitate.

I’d made him lose control and lunge at me.

I’d punished him for it and made him hurt.

Now it was just a case of replicating that until R&D arrived.

I decided to crank up his anger a notch more and spat on him.

Poseidon went inhumanly still when the saliva splashed against his face.

“You dare,” he whispered.

“You’re not a god,” I said. “A god wouldn’t have let me do that.”

I spread my arms out with a defiant grin.

“Come on, Lord of the Sea. Put me in my place.”

“Is he antagonizing it?” Hughie demanded in my ear.

His voice cut off a second later as the AI realized what I was up to. I had every eye from R&D and my security team watching my back. Cameras and microphones were recording every interaction and feeding information into the supercomputer in the Bullseye.

Poseidon just stared at me with boiling hatred in his eyes.

I lowered my hands.

“You can’t, can you?” I asked. “You need me alive for something.”

His silence might as well have been a full confession.

“What is it?”

More silence.

His eyes flickered to the vial in my hand yet again.

“Maybe we can trade,” I suggested. “You get your liquid metal that you left with Durstin in exchange for information. Tell me what you’re really doing here, what you want with me, and your greatest weakness, and you can have it back.”

The blue-haired youth didn’t go for my suggestion.

He blurred forward again.

The creature was too fast to dodge manually, but instincts guided me out of the way. Poseidon’s fingers missed the vial by less than an inch. I drove my fist up into his ribs. One of them gave way under the strange crystal at the point of my fist.

Poseidon blurred back into my sightline with a shocked expression on his face.

“What-?” he stuttered.

I didn’t hesitate.

I’d been trained better than that.

I spiked the vial into his eye with a hammer fist while he worried about the pain in his side. The aliens screamed hard enough to make my ears ring. He flailed at me with a wild haymaker.

A child could’ve seen it coming.

I wove under it with a deft piece of footwork.

He was slow, crippled in one eye, and breathing hard.

I couldn’t tell why he hadn’t already changed his shape and healed around the damage. I shimmied back to dodge another wild punch, rammed the vial up under his chin, and dropped him to his knees.

I resisted the urge to try and stomp him into the ground and backed off instead.

Poseidon was showing all the signs of someone with a concussion and broken ribs that I would’ve expected from a regular human. The makeshift weapon in my hand had done all of the work.

Hermes hadn’t recovered after I’d cut his throat with his own razor.

Poseidon winced when he tried to pull himself up to his feet.

“Stay down,” I told him.

“I’m not waiting here for your monkeys,” he rasped. “You won’t get me.”

“What makes you think I’m going to let you leave?”

He let out a bark of laughter and staggered up to his feet.

I knew I could cut him down with glancing strikes until he collapsed, but he knew not to get close to me. He was going to run for it without his prize.

The vial of metal glinted in the sun when I held it out to him on an open palm.

“What is this?” I asked.

“Ask your alchemists,” he gasped. “I’m done with you.”

Water surged up from the ocean behind him. Panic rippled through my gut, and I instinctively took a step backward. Tiny streamers of water crawled across the asphalt and surrounded his bare feet.

Poseidon sucked in a deep breath of air.

Something clicked together in his chin, and his breathing eased. Piercing blue eyes locked onto me again with renewed hatred. The water flowed under his feet, and he skidded backward with a sudden blur of motion.

“Touch the ocean, and I will find you,” he snarled.

“I’ll be sure to keep my head above water,” I agreed. “Sure you don’t want to surrender?”

“I came for the woman, not you. Now I know where to find her.”

He moved backwards like an in-line skater. The water under his feet tore away any friction from the ground and spirited him back into the ocean. The muscles in my stomach unclenched a little, and old instincts told me to go after him.

I resisted the urge.

Poseidon had all the advantages in the water. He’d torn through the yacht like paper, and I shuddered to think what he could do with human flesh. I didn’t take my eyes off the water until it calmed down.

The bisected vans idled around the dock.

Red churned through the water.

Police would be finding body parts for weeks. They’d probably want to close off operations in the Shipyard. I tore my eyes away from the ocean and spoke quickly into the comms unit.

“Is he still here?”

“Sensors had something take off like a missile,” Kasper reported.

“We’ve got the equipment you ordered,” Hughie said. “I’ll admit, I’m a little disappointed that we didn’t get to test it.”

“You told him that we have Aphrodite,” Kasper said. “And now he wants whatever you’ve got in your hand. I don’t like the idea of slathering you in maple syrup and using you as bait in a trap, boss.”

“We’ve got recorded footage,” I said. “We can study how they hold up under pressure. I don’t know if it’s just me or I’m working with the foot soldiers, but they can’t fight for shit.”

Olivia clambered down from the container behind me.

Her face was pale with shock and her makeup had started to melt around her eyes.

“I need immediate medical teams inbound for anyone who might’ve survived the yacht,” I said. “Kasper, were any of our people hit?”

“Nothing bandages and a spoonful of cement won’t fix,” he reported cheerfully. “I can’t say the same for Durstin’s people. They look like shark chum in there.”

“I need someone to get quarters ready for Olivia Durstin,” I said. “She went behind her family’s back to get this vial to us, and that kind of risk deserves a spot under the umbrella.”

“Carla is not going to be happy about this,” Kasper predicted.

“She’ll understand,” I said. “Have we got any working vehicles left?”

“They’re on the way now.”

“Any disturbances in the company?”

“Weird question to ask,” Kasper said. “I haven’t heard anything.”

“Send out an alert,” I ordered. “We need all ships into the nearest ports and to move our operations out into land-based options.”

“I’m not in logistics, but that sounds like a headache.”

“We’re talking about people’s lives here, Kasper. You saw what he did to the yacht. The merchandise can wait—nobody dies on my watch.”

“He might not seek out our ships,” Eliot reminded me.

“I’m not risking this on a maybe,” I replied. “I’ll be back to the Bullseye as soon as I can with our VIP. Notify Carla about what’s going on—she should know the situation.”

“Vultures are going to be circling,” Kasper warned me. “Something this big—Durstin is going to come after you. He might even try to call it a kidnapping.”

Olivia’s stricken expression was enough for me.

“I’m willing to let him try,” I said. “Closed circuit. Nothing on the feeds.”

My rival stared at the place where her yacht had been five minutes earlier.

“Any survivors?” she asked in a numb voice.

“If there are, we’ll find them. Come on. We need to get you underground.”

Olivia managed a shaky nod. She shivered on her feet, avoided my eyes, and it took me a second to realize that she was about to cry.

She’d been through a lot in the last two days.

I hated everything that Olivia stood for: hedonism, filthy business practices, all about the attention and praise.

Olivia was a trainwreck, and she’d never run into serious opposition.

I caught her arm before she could stop me and pulled her into a hug.

There wasn’t anything other than warm human comfort in it.

Her aura shifted color and turned into pure relief and grief.

She started bawling her eyes out into my chest after two seconds.

The car arrived soon afterward. I put Kasper in charge of Olivia, made sure that the security of the Shipyard was up to scratch, and debated going back down to see Aphrodite.

Two fully-loaded trucks waited for me beside the entrance to the Basement.

The telltale tap of Hughie’s cane echoed through the hangar.

I’d put the boffins into high gear after Hermes’s attack.

It felt like a waste to leave them hanging.

Poseidon had retreated, but he’d be back.

And if it wasn’t him, it would be someone worse.
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The rest of the hangar lights flickered on in my presence.

A small team of dockworkers unloaded a truck under Hughie and Eliot’s watchful eye. The auras in the room told me that there was a blend of excitement, fear, and genuine pride in the two heads of their respective departments.

They’d probably been working nonstop since I’d asked them to cook up a weapon.

The men carried down three different tool chests and a wire rack that held up a suit of armor. I fought to keep my jaw from dropping when I saw the sleek, dark lines of the outfit. It looked like something straight out of the future.

It even had a full-face helmet to keep my identity safe.

“You don’t do things by halves, do you?” Eliot called out.

“I wanted to get as much data as I could from him,” I replied.

“Are you sure that you weren’t doing it because you enjoyed it?” Hughie asked bluntly. “You were a little too showy, if you ask me. You should’ve put him down so we could take his carcass apart.”

“It occurred to me,” I told him. “But he could still fight, and you hadn’t showed up yet.”

The head of Biomed in R&D grimaced and shrugged.

“That’s true enough. But you shouldn’t have a problem the next time they show up.”

The men finished unpacking the truck, piled into it, and drove out without another word or a glance backward. They were well-paid and under a good number of NDAs not to discuss the occasional odd job around the Shipyard.

Hughie settled down on one of the cases, and Eliot gestured to the armor.

“So, what do you think?” he asked.

“I like the way it looks, but I’m pretty sure it’s not just a Halloween costume.”

“Well, you’d be right about that,” Eliot agreed.

He lifted the helmet off the rack and tossed it to me.

I caught the piece of armor and hefted it appreciatively in my hand. It felt lightweight enough, but I knew Eliot’s penchant for superior alloys. The engineer gave me an approving nod, and I fitted it over my head. The helmet felt a little loose until things tightened in the frame of it around my skull.

It felt like a second skin. Not armor.

A HUD came to life ahead of my eyes and locked onto Eliot. A green outline shimmered around his body and a small readout of his full name and other details appeared beside him. I checked Hughie with the same effect, and then I turned to look over the entirety of the hangar around me.

The sensors on the outside of the helmet fed me the details in the hangar in the most crisp resolution I’d ever seen. Some of the best imaging technology from Montague had been integrated into the helmet. I reached up to take it off.

An auxiliary sensor read my intentions, and the helmet smoothly unlatched.

The armor already felt like it was reading my mind.

Eliot beamed at me as I tucked the helmet under my arm with a grin on my face.

“I know you want me to ask, so I’ll bite. What’s the armor made out of?”

“We haven’t even got a name for it yet,” Eliot said. “We’ve taken the absolute best of the carbon fiber and Kevlar stitching that we could find and adapted a small strain of Hermes’ blood into it.”

I almost dropped the helmet.

“It reacts to the rest of the suit and its movement,” Eliot explained. “It’s one of the most resilient materials we’ve ever had to work with. And now that we know how to make it move in the right directions?” He scratched his beard thoughtfully. “I’m not sure there’s anything that can hold up to it.”

“So it’s super dense?”

“Only when you need it to be. The entire suit uses tiny pulses of the right frequencies to shape the metal in the right directions.” Eliot nodded to the vial in my free hand. “I don’t know if that’s the same substance, but preliminary testing has been beyond exciting.”

I took a minute to wrap my head around what my chief engineer had just told me.

“So the suit uses Hermes’ blood to enhance its durability?”

“There’s more to it than that,” Hughie told me. “The metal blood functions as a kind of lattice, or information superhighway. It uses tiny sonic and electric pulses and feeds directly into the helmet.”

“And the sensors do the rest?”

“That’s right. Preliminary tests show an enormous increase to speed, durability, and general combat efficiency.” Eliot gestured to the doors behind us. “You held your own out there against Poseidon without this.”

“He was pulling his punches. They refuse to kill me for some reason.”

“Be that as it may,” Hughie said, “you’ll be on even footing against them.”

I turned the helmet over in my hands and inspected it.

It looked like smooth, curving metal, without a trace of alien blood.

“Everything’s controlled through the helmet?” I guessed.

Eliot snorted.

“Please,” he said. “There’s an additional unit in the armor itself that backs it up. You didn’t have the XM1 for more than a day before you managed to wreck it. The team and I decided to build multiple backup systems in case one of them failed.”

I winced at the mention of the supercar.

I still hadn’t forgiven myself for throwing it at Hermes.

“About that—”

“It was a joke, boss. We’ve already got the second prototype on the way with some adjustments.” Eliot winked. “More on that later. Did you want to try it on?”

“No time like the present.”

It took me a second to realize what the armor reminded me of.

It had taken a lot of cues from old-school hoplite armor. Greaves, pauldrons, bracers, and the chestplate made up the bulk of the protection on the armor. Interlocking fibers wove up the space between the plates.

The kevlar/carbon-fiber weave went on first. It stayed loose until I clipped a belt around it. Something shifted in the undersuit, and it tightened around me until it felt like a second skin. The sensation felt like being squeezed into a tube of toothpaste.

Eliot bit back a chuckle and showed me how to slide on the rest of it.

Each of them had the same size-adjustment trick as the helmet and underweave.

I closed the helmet over my head, took a couple of steps back, and surveyed the hangar again. The armor was obscenely light and responsive. Eliot hadn’t been kidding about how responsive it felt to my smallest movements. I scanned the hangar with the HUD and heard the unmistakable sound of a bolt clicking back over a round.

My head snapped around to spot Hughie behind the sights of an AR-15.

His entire outline changed from a friendly green to a bright red.

The helmet had the side-effect of cutting off the Montague family trick.

I couldn’t see his emotions.

He propped the rifle up on his knee and let out a deafening burst of rounds.

Instinct and reflexes kicked in. I covered my head and dived toward the Gulf Stream ten yards to my right. The polished concrete vanished from under my feet and carried me effortlessly through the air. Something impacted my shoulder and arm, but I barely felt it.

I caught myself mid-tumble over the concrete.

Steel scraped against concrete and brought me to a grinding halt.

I snapped my head up at Hughie with a snarl.

He leaned the rifle against the wire rack behind him and raised his hands.

The HUD isolated him, quickly spat out his details again, and showed that his heart rate was at a normal rate. The sensors were extraordinary. They didn’t have the inbuilt capability of my own bullshit radar, but the helmet could still pick up on his pulse from almost a hundred yards away.

I rolled out from under my jet.

The impact against the ground hadn’t affected me at all.

I didn’t feel even the smallest bit of fatigue from the jump.

“It’s bulletproof,” Eliot called out.

“I figured,” I growled. “You weren’t going to tell me about that?”

“You made it hard to get a bead on you,” Hughie replied.

“Didn’t you swear an oath to do no harm?” I asked.

“I was 90% sure that regular 5.56 wouldn’t do anything to you,” the scientist replied.

He hauled himself up from the crate and flipped it open.

I covered the ground between us with an experimental sprint.

Fifty yards vanished under my new boots in less than four seconds.

An active speedometer appeared on my HUD to track my speed.

The boffins really had thought of everything.

“90% leaves a pretty wide margin for error,” I said.

“So did a boxing match with an alien god, but that didn’t stop you,” Eliot snarked.

I nodded to the vial I’d left on the box beside him.

“They’re coming after that,” I said. “If you’re going to study it, I’m upping your security.” I raised a hand to stave off his protest. “I’m serious, Eliot. The last thing the Bullseye needs right now is an attack from a pissed-off Olympian.”

“Is that what we’re calling them now?” Hughie asked.

“Did you come up with a better name?”

“It’s true they’re styling themselves after the Mediterranean gods,” he hedged, “but I think it’s important we don’t give them any more respect than anyone else. Once word about them actually spills out, I predict a larger-than-zero chance that some of humanity begins to worship them.”

“So what do we call them?” I asked.

“Made of metal, posturing imitations of the real thing?” Hughie shot me a devious smile. “We started calling them Idols. Here. Your first line of defense.”

He scooped an additional bracer out of the crate and tossed it to me.

I caught it effortlessly and turned the blue-black skeletal gauntlet over in my hands.

“What am I looking at?”

“Put it on,” Eliot urged me.

Some instinct told me to slide the frame over my left arm instead of my right. The bracer closed tightly around my left arm. A single blue light flickered around the back of my left hand, and a notification flickered up over my HUD.

Aegis Fitted.

“It’s a shield?”

“Not just any shield,” Hughie assured me. “Open it.”

The new suit of armor should’ve been completely foreign to me. But it was so intuitive and so well-crafted that I didn’t need to think. I slid a foot back and adopted a defensive position with my left arm. The Aegis snapped open into a two-foot-wide circle ahead of my arm. A steady thrum of hypersonic frequency emanated from the Aegis.

My eyes went wide and I straightened up.

The shield snapped back into a gauntlet attachment a second later.

“It emits the same frequency that you used to capture Aphrodite,” Eliot explained. “It should be enough to scramble the circuits of any Idol you come up against and block their blows or their weapons. It’s tough, but it’s not idiot-proof. If they break it, you’re relying entirely on the armor for protection.”

“Which is ill-advised,” Hughie added. “It’s built more for offense rather than defense. We’re working on a second prototype which cares more about armor, but we’re running short on materials.”

“That’d explain why you’re annoyed that I didn’t kill Poseidon.”

“Hermes gave us a good harvest,” Hughie agreed. “But we could do with more. If you’d like to offer up Aphrodite instead—”

“She’s a prisoner,” I said. “No.”

Hughie heard the steel in my voice and dropped the subject without complaint.

He pulled a short, tube-like device from the crate of weapons and handed it to me. There was a deceptive weight to the weapon. I turned to face an empty stretch of wall and flicked the new toy in my hand.

Another message flickered over my HUD.

Gungir Authorized.

The tube snapped out in both directions like a collapsible baton. A rolling mass of clicks resulted in a six-inch blade appearing at the end of the staff. I gave it a couple of experimental swings. I’d done a little staff-fighting in my adventures overseas, but that wasn’t the point of a spear.

Another dangerous hum rolled up the shaft of the spear.

I lowered it and turned to look at Eliot’s grin and Hughie’s raised eyebrow.

“Idol-killer frequencies in the blade?” I asked.

“Plus an additional feature. Try pointing it at the wall and jabbing.”

I twisted in a half-circle and flicked the blade toward the bare wall of the hangar.

The head of the spear shot free like a bullet and stuck into the two-inch-thick walls of my warehouse. A thin, high-tensile cable snaked from the shaft of the spear to the blade.

A steady stream of feedback rolled back down my arm. My HUD’s targeting system chirped at me that I’d missed my target.

“Give it a twist!” Eliot called out.

I was too excited to hear the laughter in his voice.

I twisted the handle of the spear.

Something went click inside the body of the weapon. The cable locked taut and hauled at my hands. I doubled down on my grip until the force of the internal engines of Gungir hauled me across the concrete and toward the wall.

The retraction sped up the closer I got.

I released my grip on the spear before I crashed into the wall and skidded to a halt. The shaft slammed home against the blade, pulled itself out of the wall, and collapsed back into a deceptively-simple looking paperweight.

A huge grin crossed my face. I scooped it up from the ground.

“If I didn’t know any better,” I said, “I would’ve thought that you did that on purpose.”

“Gungir sends pulses of just the right kind of vibration down the cable. Stick that in an Idol and you can reel them in like a fish.” Hughie gestured to the small of his back. “There’s a spot right there for you to keep it.”

I found a magnetic clip at the base of the spine in the suit.

Gungir clipped easily to it and left my hands free.

My eyes fell on the second two crates underneath my R&D team.

“Gungir, Aegis. What’s next? Do you have Excalibur tucked away somewhere?”

“If we did, we’d be making you pull it out of a stone to see if you’re worthy,” Hughie said. “No, our next showings are far less exciting. But they’re reasonably efficient.”

Eliot opened up the second crate and hauled an old-school ammo tin out of it.

“Anti-Idol ammunition, as requested,” he said. “Not quite as fancy as a full suit of armor, a shield or a spear, but it’ll slow them down.”

“It won’t stop them?”

Montague’s chief engineer sighed.

“We tried a lot of different ways to make regular bullets compatible with the Ichor.” He anticipated my question and nodded to the vial. “Blood of the gods, yada yada. Yes, Hughie, I know, it’s not consistent.”

His teeth flashed through his beard at Hughie’s annoyed growl.

Eliot fished out a round of 5.56 and held it up to the light.

“It’s worth mentioning that this is all tested against dead matter,” he cautioned me. “We haven’t been able to test it against a live target yet. It all works fine in theory, and we’ve tested everything that we can based on the data that we have.”

I nodded.

“I would’ve thought bullets would’ve been the easiest thing to make.”

“They’re simple enough to manufacture, but they move too fast. Our best guess is that they’ll only cause surface damage. There’s not enough juice behind our rounds to push damage through an aware Idol.”

“What if they’re scrambled?”

“Then we probably have a better shot,” Hughie agreed. “Which is why we made these.”

He opened the third box and pulled out a baseball-sized orb.

“Sonic emitters. On a timer with a limited range and small battery, but if you can land one close enough to a target, it opens up opportunities with the bullets.”

“Why wouldn’t you—”

“Already thought of it,” Eliot assured me. “And I know it’s not December—”

He pulled out a cylinder-driver grenade launcher from the last crate, hefted it over his shoulder, and gave me a winning smile that could’ve plastered the front of a magazine.

“—but call me Father Christmas.”
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I spent an hour running over specifics and getting the instruction manuals from Eliot and Hughie.

I liked a futuristic suit of armor designed to fight aliens as much as the next guy.

But I knew better than to fuck around with experimental tech without getting a good grasp of how it worked first. Eliot had all the relevant information pushed through to my Key and my own little Circle of Power.

Hughie asked to see Aphrodite.

I warned him off it once again, handed him the vial that Poseidon had slaughtered an entire yacht’s crew over, and told him that it was the best he was going to get until I could capture or kill another Idol.

I liked Hughie. He was a good man.

But he had a streak of mad science in him, too.

I called a truck for the two head boffins and loaded up the crate of ammunition and the sonic grenades. I kept a launcher and a full load of disruptors for myself and made sure to get six magazines of anti-Idol ammo in 9mm.

“Call me if you have any issues,” I said.

I gave Hughie a leg up into the back of the truck.

Eliot stopped me before I could offer him the same.

“What’s the next move?” he asked. “We’ve got what they want. We’ve got Durstin under lock and key, and we’ve got their vial. We’ve got living, breathing evidence that Olivia’s father is in league with these things.”

“The CIA’s tangled up in this too,” I said. “Which means you can bet that there’s a bunch of other governmental departments who either know, pretend not to know, or avoid thinking about it because it’s got ‘top-secret’ stamped on it.”

My chief engineer hesitated.

“So we’re on our own,” he said.

“It’s not looking good for the home team,” I agreed. “But that gives us advantages, too. We’re already irredeemable monsters in the eyes of the government and our fellow competitors. Either we staged the XM1’s release and used it to promote our own products, or gods are real and I’m trying to kill them.”

“Not great for public perception,” Eliot said. “I don’t see the advantages.”

“We’re at war,” I told him. “There’s rules of engagement, of course. No civilian casualties, no excess property damage. But I’ve seen three of these things up close now. Make no mistake. They hate us. More than anything else on the planet.”

“But they still want David Montague.”

“I’m going to figure out why that is.”

“Keep us in the loop, all right?” Eliot said.

“I’ll get a council of war together tomorrow,” I promised him. “Get some sleep.”

“That’s not happening,” he laughed. “Not since you just gave us something new to play with.”

“I’m serious.”

“Fine, I will when you do.”

I laughed.

“They’re going to catch us all with our pants down if we’re narcoleptics.”

“I’ve drunk enough caffeine to see God, David. I’m not scared of these things.”

I clapped him on the shoulder and helped spring him into the back of the truck. The vehicle took off and left me to drag the wire rack and the rest of the auxiliary gear into my office in the corner of the hangar.

Another ten minutes and I had it all assembled in my lair.

I made sure to leave Aphrodite’s cell walls frosted over.

I stepped into the combat-workout section of my Basement, pulled up the news reports and feeds all around me, and added in an additional play-by-play loop of my fight against Poseidon.

I dragged the heavy wooden pillar from its corner, sat in the center of the floor, and found a training staff from a weapons rack. I made sure to keep all kinds of dummy weapons at the ready for the right occasion. Guns and hands were my preferred go-tos, but my dad had taught me to be prepared for anything.

I wasn’t sure if he’d meant alien creatures obsessed with me or not.

I killed an hour drowning myself in physical exercise, staff drills, and thoroughly familiarized myself with the media’s take on the situation. Truth usually only started to bleed through into the feeds after a two-week period.

Speculations were wild. And tame.

I drowned it all out with a final, savage, bare-handed session against the dummy.

I dragged the target back into the corner of the room, killed the screens with a snap of my fingers, and stumped out to find the shower. Five minutes of freezing water and a fresh change of clothes later made me feel ready to talk to my seductive prisoner.

I sat down in the office chair beside her cell and de-fogged the glass.

Aphrodite was back in her usual office attire.

Her amethyst eyes latched onto me with lightning speed.

“Smart,” she murmured. “Drenching down your desire before approaching me.”

“I’m sure a good cocktail of beta-blockers would get it done too,” I said. “So, I found out why you wanted Olivia. Well, I’m starting to get an idea, at least.”

The incarnation of pure desire froze at my words.

It could’ve been a play. She was amazing at controlling her body language.

If Poseidon had been a hammer, then Aphrodite was the scalpel of the family.

“You left something with Old Man Durstin,” I said. “A vial of your blood, I think.”

She didn’t say anything.

“And until you took a swing at her, she wouldn’t have had any interest in bringing it to me. Which begs a bunch of questions, Aph. Why do you want her dead? As a message to her father? A loose end who knows too much?”

Jewel-like eyes didn’t budge from me for a second.

“You couldn’t get the job done, since you were all tied up, so they sent Poseidon.”

Her entire body flickered.

Aphrodite was sitting against the wall. One freeze-frame later and she was a foot away from the glass wall of the cell. She’d accelerated as fast as Hermes had.

Frequencies blasted through the cell.

Her body jittered and glitched, and she powered through it enough to halt a foot away from the wall between us.

My entire body went into fight mode. I came up to my feet out of pure instinct.

The Idol stared at me through the glass with her fists clenched.

“They what?”

The pure venom in her voice told me it was a good idea to drop to my knees and beg forgiveness for bringing her such an inconvenience.

This creature was not to be underestimated.

She’d pushed through the white noise to demand answers.

I smoothed out my body language and stonewalled my expression.

“Blue hair, collateral damage, stupid clothes?” I offered.

“I know my brother. What I fail to understand is how.”

The rational part of my brain forced my attention away from her eyes and lips, and told me to pay attention to the fact that I’d just identified a rift in the family. I hadn’t seen Aphrodite upset like this before.

Annoyed, yes.

Playful, definitely.

Aroused? Sure.

But not the kind of anger that could turn stone into lava.

“How what?” I asked.

“How they decided that he was a better option than—”

Aphrodite cut herself off before she could say anything more.

I righted the chair behind me and took a deep breath.

“Than you?”

She took a step back away from the wall and winced.

“Come on, Aph, that was actually close to some information,” I said. “You and Poseidon don’t get along? Am I poking my nose into a sibling rivalry or something?”

Flat gemstone eyes bored into mine.

She didn’t betray a single thing.

“If it’s any comfort to you,” I continued, “he didn’t get what he was looking for. Durstin’s in my safekeeping, and the little vial of juice is probably getting some chemical analysis as we speak.”

A stricken look blazed through her eyes.

She took a step back.

“You have no idea what you’ve unleashed,” she whispered.

I settled down on the chair again and smiled at her.

Aphrodite actually looked scared.

Which wasn’t a good thing for humanity.

But she could’ve been lulling me into a false sense of security.

“Why don’t you enlighten me?” I suggested.

Aphrodite placed her back against the padded wall and let herself slide slowly down to the floor. The movement pushed her skirt up and gave me a fantastic view of her thighs. I couldn’t tell if it was intentional or not.

My prisoner looked genuinely terrified.

“War,” she whispered. “That’s three times. Once for each of them.”

I couldn’t tell what scared me more.

The fact that Aphrodite wasn’t making sense.

Or that she was genuinely scared enough to give me information.

“Who?” I asked.

“They’ll send him next,” the Idol said.

“Ares?”

She drew her knees up to her chest and hid her face behind a curtain of hair.

“Everything I stand for is nothing compared to what he will bring,” Aphrodite whispered. “I can turn a human heart to violence and passion if their devotion is strong enough. If they lust or love strongly enough.”

A single amethyst eye peeked out through her hair and met mine.

“He makes me look like a lamb.”

“A lamb with very pretty legs,” I said.

She didn’t smile or fire back her own compliment.

Part of me felt bad for her. The rest reminded me that she was a predator.

“Weren’t you two supposed to be lovers?” I asked.

Aphrodite turned her face away from me.

“He doesn’t know love. Just violence.”

“Where can I find him?”

“He’ll kill you.”

“I’m hearing that a lot lately.”

“Your pride will be your undoing.”

“Or it’ll keep me alive.”

“Challenge his pride,” Aphrodite said. “Do it loudly enough that he comes to face you. You’ll know it then. You’ll hear my warning, and it’ll be too late.”

“What’s got you so scared?”

“He doesn’t know love,” she repeated. “I am a spoil of war to him.”

I didn’t need to dig any deeper into the connotations.

It could’ve all been a lie. My gut told me it wasn’t.

But I couldn’t be sure. I needed to verify her information, figure out if it was worth my while going up against an Idol that made Aphrodite act scared. My mind moved over the pieces in my head.

I had a new suit of armor and a mixed bag of surprises to take on an Idol.

But I didn’t want to just match punches with purported gods.

I wanted to kick their asses hard enough to discourage the others from getting involved. I’d caught Hermes by surprise, imprisoned Aphrodite, and scared Poseidon enough to make him retreat rather than try to fight me directly.

My prisoner was making it sound like they were playing with kid gloves.

“What does Durstin have to do with any of this?”

“He’s a Sibyl. Or the child of one. A holder of knowledge.”

“That vial that he was given. What’s in it?”

Aphrodite curled her arms around her knees.

“It’s the seed of a god,” she told me. “Passed down through the eons until the time became apparent to free it. Given shape and form, it will become one of us.”

No wonder Poseidon had been loath to fight me.

I’d beat the shit out of him with a latent sibling.

I pulled my Key out of my pocket after a second of processing.

“Eliot,” I said.

“I’m here,” he replied.

“The vial isn’t just blood. Don’t open it.”

“It’s already encased in lead,” the engineer told me. “First thing we did for safety. Don’t worry, we’re not about to go and drink it. New information coming to light?”

“Apparently it’s a baby Idol.”

Eliot went very quiet.

“You don’t hand us the easy ones, do you?”

“Keep it locked down and do some preliminary tests. I don’t know what it can do, but I’ve got a feeling that it’s the key to figuring out just what we’re up against.”
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I kept my eyes on Aphrodite the entire way through my orders.

Her gaze didn’t leave my face. But she didn’t protest. She could have appealed to all kinds of emotion, but her terrified posture and submissive stream of information was feeding directly into the adrenalin-fueled panic in my bloodstream.

There were people in the Idol family who scared the others senseless.

Aphrodite could’ve used the internet or even just a crowd from a stage to turn thousands of people into brainless zombies.

Wait.

I leaned back in my chair and stared up at the ceiling.

Pieces swirled around and started to click together.

Hermes had been the messenger. But he’d been an opening jab, a test of our defenses. He hadn’t just been there to test me or even Montague’s ability to hold up to public scrutiny.

He’d been the starting gun for the entire human race.

And they’d mostly tripped on their way off the blocks.

Aphrodite was the right cross. She was the power punch, the blow to end the fight. I’d thrown the Idols off their original plan. They’d identified me as a threat and rerouted resources to confront me again.

They’d reached out to their people in the CIA if I was being paranoid.

And I was almost certain that they’d reached out to Durstin Inc.

But the old man had tripped them up. He’d done something to slow down their plans. Aphrodite had been deployed as a way to start a localized assassination cell and punish him by going through Olivia.

They hadn’t done their homework on me.

I’d tracked down Aphrodite. She’d tried to seize the opportunity to seduce me and bring me under her control, and I’d captured her instead. Poseidon had been sent to do her job instead, and he’d back down when he’d realized that I was still tracking them.

Aphrodite had been the punch to watch out for.

“You’re the silver bullet, aren’t you?” I asked.

She didn’t move so much as an inch.

“You were supposed to be the one to get me once you did in Olivia. And then you were supposed to go after Tiana Summers. The one who’s still openly defying you on stage in front of millions of fans. What could someone like you do with that kind of exposure?”

Aphrodite let out a croak of amusement.

“What do you think, sweetheart?” she asked bitterly.

“You could turn an entire stadium into an orgy,” I said.

“Or I could march them against their parents,” Aphrodite agreed. “Their lovers, whoever they may be. I don’t discriminate. Open minds and hearts are so lovely and pure, David. They can be swayed with a slight breeze guided by the right hand.”

She hadn’t denied that Tiana Summers was on the list of targets.

“Not like yours. You’ve got a heart like a steel trap, don’t you?” she said.

Someone with no soul and a defiant grin on his face had accused me of something similar a few years ago in exactly the same cell.

The memory made me smile a little.

“Depends if you’re with me or against me.”

“Well, it should be pretty clear what camp I’m in,” Aphrodite said.

“Against.”

I stood up from the chair and started to pace up and down the hallway outside the cell to stretch out my aching legs. I’d put my entire body through the dry-cleaners all day.

I needed sleep.

I needed to talk to Carla.

I needed to figure out how to save my company from bankruptcy and failure.

And I needed to know exactly what the Idols wanted from Durstin and his people.

“David, wait,” Aphrodite protested.

“You’ve been conversational today,” I said. “I can’t tell if it’s all lies to get me to lower my guard, or if you’re genuinely scared of your ex-lover-boy showing up after Sea-Boy.”

She pulled her head up away from her arms.

“I’m telling you the truth,” she said. “What good does it do to lie to you?”

“Can you talk to your family while you’re down here?” I asked her calmly.

“No.”

Aphrodite stood with an instinctive flourish of her assets.

I caught the movement out of the corner of my eye and still had to force myself to not to turn my head and stare at her.

“Do they have any way of tracing your location?”

“Not while you’ve got me imprisoned with your song,” Aphrodite replied.

“Were you going after Tiana Summers after you were done with me?”

A beat passed.

“Yes,” Aphrodite admitted. “I was.”

“Why did you go after Olivia?”

“Because her father refused to cooperate in a timely manner.”

“So you wanted to punish him.”

“I did. I’m temperamental.”

“Why are you being honest with me?”

“Because I need you to let me out of this cage, David. More than anything else. You saved me for a reason.” She halted a few inches out of the sensor’s range. “I admire your ability to resist me. It tells me loud and clear that we were right to try and recruit you. But that will all be for naught if you don’t let me out to talk to Ares.”

“You said that you couldn’t stop him.”

“I can send messengers. That might halt his wrath before he decides to move.”

The genuine terror in her eyes and the crisp clarity of her answers made my gut twinge a little. I knew it was partially old-school breeding and her powers of influence.

She sounded genuine. Desperate. Scared.

“How long do you think we have?” I asked.

“Ares isn’t known for being patient. I haven’t rejoined with the others in almost a week. I don’t know what plans Athena has for the rest of you.”

“Athena’s the brains behind the operation?”

“She is. But she’s paranoid. You won’t get an audience with her.”

“Do I have to worry about lightning bolts when I go outside?”

Aphrodite let out an incredulous laugh.

“We killed Zeus millenia ago before we went into exile. He was the reason for the war in the first place.”

I was torn.

Aphrodite was freely offering information to me for the first time.

I needed to get as much data as I could about our enemies. But she was only doing it to get me to let her out. I couldn’t let her go. She had too much influence, and too much power, and there was no guarantee that she would honor her word.

Part of me needed to take action. I needed to get to Durstin before the Idols did.

The man had human intelligence that I was confident I could extract from him in person. His information was time-sensitive, and I couldn’t just wait here and interrogate Aphrodite when I had a way to get in contact with the others without risking a catastrophe in the Shipyard.

Aphrodite muttered something foreign under her breath.

“You’re still going to leave me here anyway,” she said.

“Can’t risk letting you out, Aph. You know that.”

“Even after all I’ve done for you?”

“This is a warm up,” I said. “Keep it up, and I’ll start looking into rewards.”

“I am not a pet for you to train,” the Idol snapped.

“Isn’t that what all of humanity is for you?” I replied. “Aren’t I just an untrained dog who refuses to listen to your orders?”

She opened her perfect set of lips to reply and thought better of it.

“Until next time, then,” Aphrodite said.

“Until then,” I agreed.

I frosted over the glass and paused.

The Idol had never said goodbye to me before.

I tracked back across my Basement until I arrived at the Gun Locker. I found my old tranq pistol, a compact .38 with an integrated suppressor, and enough ammunition for both. I rigged up a carry rig for each weapon and made sure to add a magazine of anti-Idol rounds.

The tranq pistol went under my arm.

The lethal one went into my waistband.

I adjusted my wardrobe into a comfortable pair of shoes, found some eyeglasses that integrated with my Key and the Montague AI, and did a quick sweep of myself in the mirror to make sure I looked acceptable.

It’d been three hours since the incident in the late morning.

We were already burning through daylight hours.

I set up the Circle of Power to feed me all the known and unknown information about Durstin Incorporated’s security systems, personnel, and shady business dealings. The Circle synced up with the Rabbit Hole and got a handful of professional sneaks on the case to help. I reached out to the fleet to get myself a vehicle from the Shipyard’s parking.

I had everything I needed. Weapons, a target, and a list of questions.

It was just a case of getting from A to B.

Carla called me when the hidden elevator clicked into place inside the hangar office.

“David,” she said tightly. “I’ve been waiting for hours. Why haven’t you called me?”

A sting of shame bolted its way down my spine.

“I’ve been busy.”

“Kasper told me. Apparently you’re now Olivia Durstin’s caregiver, her family is involved in this, and you fought another one of these gods--?”

“Idols,” I said. “That’s what we’re calling them from now on.”

“Idols, then.” She let out a frustrated sigh. “Listen, you made your position clear enough last night. You’re going out against these things. And I said that I was going to help you, but you haven’t let me. You haven’t even talked to me about what’s going on.”

I took in a deep breath to stave off my instant flare of frustration.

Carla was trying to help. That was what I was paying her for.

But I was now ranging way off the legal reservation of proper behavior.

“I’m going to see old man Durstin,” I said. “I’ve got two guns on me and a list of questions that I want answered. Aphrodite told me that he’s something called a Sibyl. I don’t know what that is, but he’s connected to all of this. Do you want to come?”

I used the stunned silence on the call to lock the hangar behind me.

“What exactly are you going to do?” Carla asked.

“I’m going to ask him some questions and see if I like the answers.”

“I don’t need to tell you how illegal that sounds, do I?” she asked.

“How many warrants are out for my arrest?”

“None, currently. And we haven’t gotten anything from the police, either. I know that the Gala was two nights ago, but it’s still strange that they haven’t wanted you for questioning since.”

“I’ve got some money that says they really want to and they’re being told they can’t.”

“Have you been spending too much time with Lachie again?”

“Why bother weighing me down with legal action and worrying about bail and wasting taxpayer dollars when you can just whistle up an alien to kill me for you?”

“I’m not sure I follow,” Carla said nervously.

“I’m heading to Durstin’s building. I think it’s probably best if you call ahead.”

“I’m coming with you,” my PA said.

“Can you keep Kasper off my back?”

“I can tell him to put a getaway group of people together?”

“Extraction team?”

“That’s the one.”

“Good thinking. See you in a few minutes.”

I kept a good pace over to the site office at the Shipyard. A simplistic HUD flickered over my vision from the glasses and gave me a basic report of Durstin’s security.

He’d hired from the same pool of talent that I had.

Our specifications were different, and I was confident mine were better.

But former special-operations types were no joke. Experience and training beat just about everything else. Technology did the rest of the work. I killed a few minutes on the stairs outside the office going through everything that Aphrodite had told me.

Until next time, then.

It’d almost sounded like a promise of more information.

I found myself wondering if Idols got Stockholm Syndrome.

The car pulled up, and Kasper climbed out of the driver’s seat.

I braced myself for a tirade and instead got a cheerful laugh and a smile.

“So, we’re finally going to war against Durstin?”

“We don’t know if they’re the enemy,” I replied.

“Oh, he’s always been the enemy. Now he’s finally had the balls to pick sides.”

“I was planning to drive myself there.”

Carla poked her head out of the shotgun seat.

Her bright smile, fashionable pantsuit and bright eyes drew a rueful smile out of me.

“I know,” she called out. “That’s why I’m here. I drive, you talk, and Kasper rounds up his merry band of thugs to follow us out there and make sure that we’re okay to leave.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said.

“You carrying, boss?” Kasper asked.

“You know better than to ask.”

“Fancy new shit that the boys and I still can’t touch?”

“It’ll get past most conventional scanners,” I said. “If their security’s worth a damn they’ll pat me down, but I guess we’ll figure it out when we get there.”

Kasper winked at me.

“Just hit ‘em with the old Jedi mind trick. That should work.”

His aura was steady and calm and spiced with excitement.

When Carla saw me, her aura bloomed into a happy yellow that chased away the terror and anxiety hanging around her in a cloud. She shuffled over the center console in a fantastic display of lithe flexibility.

She caught me enjoying the view and leaned in.

I kissed her and held it a few seconds longer than I needed to.

The warmth and the reality of her touch pulled me out of my thoughts and grounded me a little more firmly into the real world. I still had thoughts to juggle and routes to plan out.

But something about Carla and her aura helped keep me plugged into humanity.

She took us out of range of the Shipyard.

I took the opportunity to catch her up on all the information I had.

“So this has all been going on a lot longer than just this week?” Carla summarized.

“That’s the best way to put it, yeah.”

“What exactly do you want here, David?” She drummed her fingers against the steering wheel in a rhythm consistent with a piano’s keys. “There’s a lot more of them than there are of you.”

“We’ve got weapons. We just need to make sure that they work.”

“And then what? You just lock them all up in a specially-made prison?”

“I don’t even know if that’d work. But it’s not a bad idea. My problem is if they’re able to influence minds like Aphrodite. She made it sound like Ares had something similar to her powers. The ability to make people fight or go to war.”

“The concept of her scares me enough. I don’t want another one.”

“Trust me, neither do I.”

I checked in with Kasper.

He’d gotten two SUVs together with some artillery and anti-Idol gear for the worst-case scenario. Carla guided us easily into rush-hour traffic in St Jacques. I leaned back in the shotgun seat and focused on breathing to bring my pulse down.

“I called ahead,” my PA said. “They said that Mr. Durstin was in a meeting.”

“He’ll be in meetings all day if the police or any interested parties ask for him,” I said. “I know where to find him. It’s just a question of timing.”

“He’s not at Durstin HQ?”

I shook my head.

“He likes to buy out a certain rooftop bar in the Northwest once a week.”

Surprise flickered through her aura.

“Are we thinking of the same place? I feel underdressed.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ve got a lifetime pass.”

“Is that just something that comes under expenses?” Carla snarked.

I leaned my seat backward to get a comfortable angle for a short nap.

“I suppose you could call it more of an investment,” I said. “Wake me when we’re five minutes out.”
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“David,” Carla said. “We’re here.”

I eased my eyes open and let my body come alive at its own pace.

The Keyed glasses fed me information about our surroundings, marked me on a map inside of the Bullseye, and gave the rest of my security a real-time marker for my location.

Flashes of color lit up the night all around us.

Most of it was artificial, of course. The Northwest of St Jacques was infamous for being the party quarter of the city. Nightclubs, bars, specialized private entertainment venues, and strip clubs were everywhere around us. Neon flickered on every building in a four-block radius.

Human auras bubbled up with excitement and addiction and pleasure and fear all around us. Carla’s steady, serious energy hovered at the edge of my gaze.

I wondered what she’d say if I told her that I could see her feelings.

The thought came out of left field and made me smile.

Maybe I was going soft with the amount of world-ending threats all around us.

My PA stared out at the streets and the people around us.

“I’m definitely too stuffy for this place,” she decided.

I nodded to the building a hundred yards ahead of us.

It was a swanky hotel that stood abreast of the other venues around it with its head held high. I did a few preliminary stretches in the car before I nodded to Carla.

“Take us to valet parking,” I said.

“Do you really want them to take the car?” she said.

“We may as well get it buffed while we’re here.”

“I’m serious, what if we need to get out in a hurry?”

“We’ll be fine,” I said. “You still have your tablet, don’t you?”

Carla fished her purse out from the back seat.

“You know about the processes for the Bullseye and the HQ. We’ve got other networks all over the city that aren’t usually accessible to people in the company proper.”

“I knew that,” she protested.

“What you don’t know is where most of them are or what they’re for,” I told her.

I held up my Key beside her company device. She had access to some of the R&D files, of course, but that only made sense as my PA. The extracurricular systems were need-to-know only. I’d kept them quiet from just about everyone except the Friendly Ghost and a handful of very close confidants.

The AI recalibrated Carla into the EC routines.

“Congratulations,” I said. “You’re now part of the EC crew.”

“I’ve never heard of them before,” Carla said. “Why does it sound ominous?”

“Mostly because it takes runoff funds from my personal accounts and uses them to purchase certain things from the company that are in a legally gray area.”

My PA’s eyebrows went up.

“How gray?”

“Tonight, almost white. But you’re going to find that you’ve got access to different kinds of information. Stuff you probably shouldn’t have access to as a civilian.” I studied her while she pushed the sedan up toward the hotel. “Now’s the time to walk away.”

“I told you already,” Carla said, her voice firm. “Down with the ship.”

“Alright,” I said. “I need you to be my lady in the chair tonight.”

“Not a nice piece of arm candy?”

“You’d be wasted on the audience,” I assured her, “and we’re trying to keep things on the down-low. You’re going to be treated like royalty when you get into the hotel. Tell the people in the lobby that you’d like to stay in the Silver Suite. They’ll know what that means.”

Carla put the sedan in park and turned to look at me.

“I’ve got so many questions.”

A concierge service saw the build of the car, recognized the license plate, and swarmed toward us with the kind of professionalism and customer service worthy of a sultan.

“I may or may not own majority shares in the place,” I explained.

“Oh. No wonder you’re not quite so worried about security.”

“I’m still worried,” I told her. “But the staff know me.”

The two of us alighted from the company car.

Carla handed over her keys to a bellboy and winked at me over her shoulder. I made a phone-like hand signal next to my face in reply. I left her in the very capable hands of the Cedar Hotel’s staff and made my own way inside.

My Key scooped up relevant information from the local environment.

A few accounting errors and some sympathetic tradesmen had given me a feed into the IT infrastructure of the building. There weren’t any cameras inside the rooms themselves, of course, but there were plenty on the party floors further north.

My father’s enemies had enjoyed staying here a few years ago.

After some of the initial difficulties getting inside, I’d decided to give myself a number of back doors. The place had gone bankrupt and had a grand reopening on the third anniversary of Mr Montague’s death.

Some of the old clientele still liked it.

And Marcus Durstin was on that list.

I fixed an easy-to-miss earpiece in place and strolled into the lobby. There weren’t any metal detectors fitted into the entryway, but there were plenty of cameras scanning for hidden weapons. I kept my movements easy to make sure that I didn’t print for the friendly surveillance devices fitted at tactical points throughout the lobby.

The Cedar Hotel was a gorgeous piece of St Jacques

It was a fifteen-story funhouse with all kinds of clients. Getting inside was difficult, getting onto waiting lists was harder, and it was the only place to party if you wanted privacy and excess in equal measure.

Olivia hadn’t learned her hedonism purely from the movies.

She’d seen it firsthand from her father for decades before she’d even touched a dime of his money. Durstin had a taste for the finer vices. He liked strong, well-fermented alcohol, designer drugs from pharmacies that didn’t even have a name yet, and quiet whores.

And he wanted it away from the public eye.

A tall security guard gave me a wink of greeting as I strode toward the elevator that led to the VIP floors. His name was Bryce Goodall, and he knew exactly who I was and why I was here.

“How’s business, sir?” he asked.

“Boring,” I told him. “Busy night?”

“Very busy. I’m afraid that the VIP area is closed to everyone who isn’t on the list.”

I heard the laugh brewing in his voice, and he called the elevator for me.

“Is he expecting company?”

“My understanding is that he’s already got all the company that he can keep. Don’t know why he took all the big, strong men up there with him when we’ve got such an excellent track record of safety, but what are you going to do about it?”

“Did they look heavy to you?”

“Heavy and sweaty,” Goodall told me.

Armed and in good shape.

Durstin had added to his security detail in the last few hours.

Apparently his daughter’s life wasn’t enough of a reason to interrupt coke and whores on a Friday night. Disgust coiled in my gut, but I kept every shred of it locked up and shook Bryce’s hand.

“Have a good night,” I told him.

“I definitely will now, sir. Sing out if you see anything suspicious.”

Goodall stepped to the side, and I strode inside the twenty-person elevator car.

It was empty, but there were smudges of makeup against the mirrored walls.

The smell of perfume and tobacco hung heavy in the air.

My Key beeped, and Carla’s voice connected to the comms network.

“So, I’m in the Silver Suite,” she said. “You didn’t tell me that you had a nerd’s wet dream put together upstairs just for me.”

“It should be cleaner,” I said.

“It’s fantastic,” she assured me. “So you own this place?”

“People here know how bad certain people can be for business.”

“And they’re letting Durstin party upstairs?”

“Well, if he’s here, that means that he’s contained.”

“He strikes me as a smarter kind of media personality than Olivia.”

“He hates media and avoids it at all costs unless it actively makes him money.”

“That sounds like someone else I know,” Carla snarked. “I’ve already got the cameras pulled up, and it looks like a nightmare up there. So many people. Lot of security that doesn’t belong to the hotel.”

“Are there topless girls yet?”

“I’m yet to see any boobies,” Carla reported. “There’s a lot of drinks and hungry young men, though. I didn’t realize that Durstin had an entourage.”

She linked a camera feed to my eyeglasses.

I checked the corners and found the security guys.

They weren’t hard to spot. Built like heavyweight boxers with light footwork.

None of them had taken off their coats despite the warmth of the heated pool and the mass of bodies dancing to music around the rooftop bar.

They were armed.

“You still didn’t tell me what the plan was,” Carla reminded me.

“I told you the plan. Find him and ask him questions.”

“Yeah, but he’s busy. They’re not going to let you.”

I unbuttoned my coat to give my weapons some more breathing room.

The floors ticked away, and I forced myself into a mild meditative trance. Seeing people in a crowd from the safety of a stage or from a distance was one thing. Walking straight into a tightly-grouped pack of humanity made me feel like I’d dropped acid.

It was colorful. Visually loud. And disorienting as hell.

“David?” Carla asked.

“Warn me if anyone starts doing anything weird like going for a gun while my back is turned,” I said.

My voice sounded far away, even to me.

The elevator doors opened. The noise and the light and the auras hit my senses like a tsunami. Nausea pummeled at my stomach. I forced myself to focus on the right colors.

Anger, high stress, murderous intent, duplicity.

Those were the ones that mattered. Everything else was secondary.

I stepped through the doors at a brisk pace.

A matched pair of 6’4'' gorillas in suits swiveled around to check my ticket. Their eyes locked onto my face, did a double take, and I slipped straight through them into the crowd before they could stop me.

Sweat and alcohol and old-school basslines drenched the rooftop.

The pure volume of every sensation made me want to crawl underground and shut myself in a sensory deprivation tank for an entire day. A handful of girls pawed at my jacket as I passed them.

I logged their faces, body language, and found nothing but raw emotion.

No threat. I pushed on and found myself face to face with my first real obstacle.

“Hey man, I don’t think you’re supposed to be here.”

AI and my HUD gave me the information that I needed.

Corey Hagen. Crypto-bro and powerful investor.

He’d recently skirted legal trouble with young coeds from his university.

The kid had lean muscle that told me that he spent a lot of time swimming and running track. Two shorter, rounder bodyguards with gold chains and grilles flanked his sides.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Hagen,” I said. “I won’t be staying for long. Just need to talk to your boss.” I nodded to the guys on either side of him. “Tell your friends to make a hole for me, and I’ll make sure that interested parties don’t find reasons to talk to Ashley and Barbara.”

His aura turned scarlet, his fists bunched up, and he stepped forward.

I was making a scene.

“Boss, what are you doing?” Carla demanded. “We’re not here for him.”

“I never fucking liked you, Montague,” the crypto-kid said.

He lifted a finger to jab it into my chest.

Something in my eyes froze his hand before it reached its target.

“Leave intimidation to people who are scary,” I suggested. “And if you’re going to assault me, don’t telegraph it so much.”

The finger turned into a claw, and it went for my shirtfront.

I reminded myself that I didn’t need to make a scene. I could’ve been diplomatic.

Then the memory of the yacht and its entire crew being blended up in my Shipyard flickered through my mind, and any thought of diplomacy vanished.

I intercepted his hand with a strike and found a juicy nerve cluster in his forearm.

Hagen’s entire arm went numb, and the color of his face changed.

The first thug had already stepped back to take my jaw off its hinge once his boss got done catching my attention. I snapped my foot out and found his ankle.

I got the angle perfect, and he stumbled.

I lifted my arms in a defensive flourish.

The hapless meathead caught my elbow flush in the side of his neck.

He collapsed to the ground, and the rave-show of auras around me instantly changed color. Corey Hagen’s eyes went wide open, and he scrabbled at the jacket of his other guy.

“I ain’t touching him,” the thug protested. “Sort it out yourself!”

The new hire actually pushed Hagen toward me.

Corey twisted on his feet with the easy, incorrect footwork of a guy who’d only trained boxing for fitness. I trapped his leading hand, torqued my hips, and propelled him into the crowd of onlookers.

Corey’s final bodyguard ducked out of my way without complaint.

I readjusted my coat, filtered out the excess noise and sensory information around me, and pushed onward into the crowd. I walked past men with eight-figure fortunes doing lines of white powder off breasts.

My glasses logged their information and sent it all through to Carla.

“How do you stand it up there?” my PA asked shakily.

“Take a good look at it,” I said quietly. “This is why I don’t take meetings with potential investors. This is the best and the brightest who decided that they wanted money, and they didn’t care where it came from.”

Two of the balanced-looking security operators stopped either side of me when I reached the bar. I turned to face them, leaned back against the bar, and made sure that my hands were empty and in easy sight.

“Evening, gents,” I said. “I wondered when you’d get here.”

“This is a closed event,” Carruthers told me.

He looked like a blend between a polar bear and a SEAL.

“That’s what they said at the door,” I agreed. “You know why I’m here, so let’s not dance around how it’s going to be better for my health if I go downstairs, and so on.”

“I wasn’t going to bother,” the second man said.

Einhart was a strong name for a strong-looking guy by way of Minnesota.

“That’s a nice change of pace.”

“Go downstairs, and they won’t have to drag you out of here in a bucket,” Einhart told me flatly. “We know what happened to Olivia. We know that it happened on your fucking watch. The boss wants your head on ice, you dumbfuck.”

Carruthers shot Einhart a filthy glare.

The information was nice.

“Good to know where the goalposts are,” I said lightly. “Take me to him.”

Carruthers’ aura told me that he was doing the math, and he didn’t like it.

“Guns,” the man said shortly. “We know you’ve got them.”

“So do both of you. Two apiece. More guns on your side than on mine.”

I gestured to the nauseating crowd of people behind him.

“No-one wants a scene. So let’s skip the inappropriate groping, shall we?”

The two men spoke quietly into their mouthpieces.

“That was easier than I thought it’d be,” Carla said.

“That was the entree,” I assured her. “Now it gets fun.”

“He’ll see you,” Carruthers told me shortly. “Only if you leave afterward.”

“Trust me, I don’t like sharing your air any more than you like sharing mine.”

The two men death-stared me. Einhart pushed through the crowd and Carruthers brought up my rear.

It only took three minutes before I was face-to-face with Olivia’s father.
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Olivia’s father looked every inch the indulgent patrician.

A flabby slab of fat hid a surprising amount of musculature from a football career earlier in life. A strong, square chin heavy with jowls and five o’clock shadow jutted out from his face, and viciously-intelligent gray eyes locked onto me when I arrived at his table.

His clothes were perfect. He didn’t have a hair out of place.

A wide spread of hors d'oeuvres, a silver mirror, and a bucket of champagne were laid out on the table in front of him. Expensive callgirls in even more expensive dresses flanked either side of him. Three more security guards took up the rear and swept the crowd behind us.

Curious gazes wandered over to us from the rooftop party.

Withering glares from Durstin’s security sent them scurrying back to their drinks.

“Well, if it isn’t humanity’s hero,” Durstin said.

His emotional state was anxious.

But he’d had a lifetime to practice hiding it from everyone else.

Olivia’s father was nervous. He was uncomfortable.

I allowed myself a second to savor the moment.

I’d never seen him flat-footed like this.

“Evening, Mr Durstin,” I said. “Having a good night?”

“I was until you showed up,” the billionaire snapped. “What do you want?”

He hadn’t accused me of abducting his daughter. He probably didn’t even know that she was still alive. I moved to sit down on a nearby chair. A hazy-eyed call girl gave me an appreciative once-over to my right.

She wasn’t armed. I just had to worry about the six gorillas around me.

“Well, I thought you might want to ask after your daughter,” I said. “She came to see me this morning.”

The armed men behind Durstin stiffened.

Durstin’s hand froze midway through guiding a slice of sushi into his mouth.

His aura turned into a frenzied mass of uncertainty and paranoia.

“Did she now?” he asked carefully.

“The yacht’s in the bottom of the harbor now. Sliced to pieces by one of the same things that attacked me at the Gala the other night.” I leaned forward and watched him like a hawk. “I don’t know how much your entourage here knows about this, but you might want to clear them out while we talk business.”

A ripple ran through the auras around me.

Fear, genuine discomfort, and more than a little curiosity colored the auras of Durstin’s entourage. The news hadn’t become public yet, so either the police were still undertaking an investigation, or Olivia’s father was keeping the situation under wraps.

I knew better than to go to the press with anything.

“Darlings,” Durstin said, “I’m going to need a few minutes while I deal with our unwelcome visitor here. Why don’t you all go with Mr. Carruthers here and get yourselves something to drink?”

The escorts got up in a flurry of short dresses and long legs.

They left me alone in a ring of snarling wolves and their pack leader.

“You know what your problem is, Montague?” Durstin asked.

“I’m inconvenient?”

He stabbed a fat finger at me.

“You don’t respect how the game is played.”

I hadn’t had a lot of opportunities to talk to Olivia’s father.

I was mostly grateful for that fact. Everything I knew about his business choices, investments, and the job satisfaction of his employees made me think that he was the king of the oligarchs in St Jacques.

Fat. Corrupt. Powerful.

And dangerous, in his own way.

“I never went to school to learn the rules,” I said.

“Your father didn’t have a lick of sense. He would’ve taught you how to get ahead in life. Not how to sap off the hard work of your fellow businessmen and use them to stay head and shoulders ahead of the rest.”

Old Man Durstin was upset that he hadn’t gotten a piece of Montague Manufacturing.

And that his repeated attempts to tear me down through Olivia hadn’t worked.

I could’ve lived with that. Almost respected it as part of the price of existing in the same kind of vicinity.

But he’d gambled with the lives of his own people.

And even worse, he’d done it with his daughter.

And then he’d made it my problem.

“Where is she?” Durstin demanded.

“You’ll have to be more specific.”

“My daughter, you little fuckstick. Where is she?”

“I don’t think you heard,” I said. “Her yacht got torn to shreds by some psycho alien calling himself a god.”

“And you were on that yacht, and you’re still here. You’re not the type of man to leave a woman to get killed by anyone.” A glitter of rat-like cunning glinted in his eyes. “You’re here to gloat, and then probably to bargain. So let’s drop the bullshit and get to the meat of the matter.”

Something about his sheer carelessness sparked off an inferno in my gut.

The man really couldn’t have cared less if she’d lived or died.

He’d just banked on my better nature to save her life.

I forced myself to shut out the blinding colors of people’s emotions, get a handle on my own, and look the weasel straight in the eye. The little smirk on his face told me that I’d let a flash of my frustration slip through.

I’d had a long day.

“I like what you’re thinking,” I agreed. “So let’s start from the beginning. Your company issued a ticket for the Gala to a certain individual in a yellow suit.”

Durstin’s aura turned red and violet and he stared at me.

The man had years of training his fortitude in the boardroom.

But he couldn’t hide his real feelings from me.

“That’s quite the accusation,” Durstin said.

“Oh, don’t worry, it gets better,” I said. “One of them asked for you by name. They called you the child of a Sibyl. I didn’t take the time to look into your family tree, but they left something with you. A vial of liquid metal.”

Durstin’s eyes bulged.

I could’ve stabbed him in the gut, and he would’ve looked less shocked.

The men around him tensed. Hands vanished into jackets to find firearms.

“Call off your gorillas before they make a mistake,” I said.

Durstin held up a hand and stopped his security short.

“So this isn’t any big secret,” I said. “At least not amongst your people. They all know that you’re in league with the things that want to subjugate humanity. You’re bought and paid for, Durstin.” I smiled. “And you’re not the only one, are you? There’s others, too.”

His mouth opened and closed soundlessly.

“You’re amongst friends here,” I said. “I haven’t told anyone. Well, not anyone outside of my organization. When did they approach you, Durstin? When did they tell you that they were planning on taking over the world?”

He gritted his teeth.

“You don’t know the magnitude of what you’re talking about,” he said.

“I know they’ve got you wrapped around their little finger. I know that they went after Olivia to punish you. Did they know that you didn’t give a fuck about her? That she could’ve died today, and it wouldn’t have bothered you?”

“Shut your fucking mouth,” Einhart snarled.

“I will when I’m finished.”

The security guy actually drew his weapon from its holster.

He made the move look good. Smooth and efficient and practiced.

I felt a cold trickle roll down my spine when he pointed it at the side of my head.

“Say the word, Mr. Durstin,” Einhart said. “One word and I’ll put his brains all over the sofa. We’ll disappear him, and no-one will know a thing.”

“David?” Carla whispered in my ear. “What’s going on?”

“You must be new,” I said to Einhart. “That’s not how this happens.”

Durstin stared at me in shock.

I could practically hear his brain overclocking. Einhart’s gun didn’t wave from my head. Carla’s breathing took on a panicked pace in my ear. I leaned back in the sofa, scooped up a glass of champagne, and did my best to ignore the possibility of sudden and violent death.

“Do the math, Durstin,” I said. “I’m not exactly known for my public appearances. I wouldn’t be caught dead in a place like this normally. Do you think I came all the way out here with the knowledge that I have purely to get my head blown off in a rooftop bar?”

“Put the gun away, Einhart,” Durstin ordered.

“But, sir—”

“Now!’ he snapped.

Einhart slid the weapon back into his waistband, and I quickly demoted him in my head. He’d struck me as a capable operator, but the guy liked speed and violence of action a little too much.

Durstin examined me over steepled fingertips for a minute.

“You’re at a crossroads, Montague,” he said.

Damn right I was at a crossroads.

I had government departments coming at me from one angle.

I had Durstin and his people coming at me from another.

The Idols themselves were attacking from the north.

I had Montague Manufacturing at my back.

“I encourage you to look at this like a businessman,” Durstin continued. “There’s a lot of money to be made. You’ve been up close and personal with the interested parties. Far more than I have, far more than anyone else. You’ve seen how powerful they are, what they can do.”

He leaned forward.

“And you know what their philosophy is. That humans want to be subjugated, that we exist to serve them. You were born into leadership. Royalty, really. They understand power, and they understand that they can’t govern on their own. They need people like me and you.”

I thought of Olivia’s horror-stricken expression.

I thought about the five dead at the Gala.

I thought about an entire yacht blended into scrap and salsa.

“You’re like your old man. Stubborn. Proud. And capable enough. But you don’t have the benefit of experience. You’ve never really had to get your hands dirty before. Uncompromising black-and-white morality won’t get you ahead in life.”

My eyes drifted to the drugs on the table.

I’d gotten my hands dirty.

I still had dreams about it.

Blood and cocaine and brass casings and glass tables.

“You’ve already got it all,” Durstin continued. “You’ve got balls, standing up to them like you have. But it’s in everyone’s interest not to start a war. Blood in the water is bad for business. Bad for mine, bad for yours. I can reach out, negotiate an understanding.”

“Holy shit,” Carla whispered. “He just admitted to it.”

I knew she was recording. The men on the door hadn’t checked for a wire.

They didn’t really have a reason to. The bar was a madhouse of sound.

But Montague had access to some pretty advanced sound equipment.

“That’s very kind of you,” I said quietly.

A long beat passed. I kept my eyes on the table and my expression thoughtful.

Durstin dipped his head in a very slight nod.

Tiny sensors in my AI-driven glasses mirrored the edges of my lenses and showed me a glimpse behind me.

Someone behind me slid a pistol out of its holster.

A short, stubby suppressor came out of his pocket.

Another voice cut across my comms.

“I don’t know if you can see this, boss, but I think the old man wants to kill you,” Kasper told me. “I’ve got a razor-focused young man behind a scope as we speak. I know they’re listening to you, so just snap your fingers if you want his head to disappear.”

I lifted my head and met Durstin’s eyes.

“You still haven’t asked about Olivia,” I said. “Where she is, what happened to her.”

“Olivia’s my daughter. She knows how to take care of herself,” Durstin said.

Einhart’s face stretched into a grin.

“Do you even really care what they tried to do to her?” I asked quietly. “Or is it just—”

I snapped my fingers.

“—the cost of doing business?”

Something cracked from across the street.

Screams ripped out of partygoers’ throats behind us.

Panic and terror boiled through the auras in every direction.

Durstin’s eyes went wide, and I moved before any of the others could.

The tranq gun came out from under my jacket and I fired off three rapid shots into the men to my right. I made sure to keep the flechettes aimed at shoulders and thighs.

High-powered paralytic tranquilizers exploded into bloodstreams.

I kicked off the ground and went backward over the sofa.

A mad rush toward the elevator doors began in earnest.

Four guns cleared holsters, and I got to work.

I plugged another security officer around the side of the sofa and turned his limbs into jelly. The others weren’t unconscious yet, but their coordination was gone.

A suppressed 9mm missed my face by an inch a second later.

I crouch-waked to the other side of the sofa and popped up from behind it.

It was suicide. Sheer speed and surprise and the chaos around us turned suicidal confidence into justifiable tactics. I nailed the last two security guys with tranq darts.

My first wave of shots had already put down the first trio of former military.

I checked the magazine and stepped around the sofa to confront Durstin.

He held up his flabby hands in surrender.

“I swear,” he gibbered. “I’m not with them.”

“I know that they’re not happy with you,” I replied. “You’re taking too long to do something for them.” I scanned the drugged operators around me and made sure they couldn’t lift their guns to get a bead on me. “So why don’t you tell me what that is.”

“You’re not the police,” Durstin stammered. “You’re not a law unto yourself, Montague. You’re just a scared kid who’s got no idea what the fuck’s going on.”

“Do I look scared to you?”

A small riot had started outside the elevator. People couldn’t get out fast enough and a bunch of them had already gone for the stairs. Security guards and personal bodyguards screamed orders.

Gunshots were bad for nightlife.

I turned back to Durstin.

He stared around at his wall of paralyzed security in horror.

“You’ve got 24 hours,” I said. “24 hours to reach out and talk to me before I put our entire conversation all over the feeds and bring Durstin Incorporated to its knees. You can reach out to your friends in the CIA or private contractors to try and get me killed, but they all seem pretty happy to let your Greek friends do it for you.”

I slid the tranq gun back into its holster.

The crowd was hysterical and trying to go through them was suicide.

I didn’t need to give Durstin’s B-team another swing at me.

“Need a way down?” a voice called out.

Carlos’s head appeared at the edge of the rooftop bar.

He swarmed up onto the rooftop. A harness and a fast-roping rig covered his chest and he had a spare in his other hand. I left Durstin’s ruined party behind me and strapped myself to the rig.

“Kasper said you’ve used one of these before,” he said.

“He’d know,” I said. “He was the one to teach me.”

The two of us scaled down the side of the Cedar Hotel a minute later.

Police sirens howled in the air.

I unclipped myself from the harness and found Kasper waiting by our car.

Carla was behind the wheel and already had the engine running.

“Thanks for that,” I said.

“I’m the Friendly Ghost, so you don’t have to be,” Kasper reminded me. “We’ll be right behind you. Did you get what you wanted from the old man?”

“We got enough,” Carla said fiercely.

“Debrief us at the Bullseye, then,” my head of security said. “We’ll handle the authorities. No more cowboy shit, you hear me?”

“I’m just getting started,” I told him.
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Carla was quiet on the ride home.

Maybe part of it was the fact that she’d just dodged a bullet. Maybe the other part of it had been getting rushed downstairs by the hotel security. Or it could’ve been what she’d overheard from Durstin. Her eyes stayed glued to the road.

She drove two miles under the speed limit all the way into the tunnels that led to the Bullseye. I could feel the post-combat needs kicking in and used breathing techniques to keep the shakes to a minimum.

“Durstin’s dirty,” Carla said finally.

I nodded.

“And he’s going to come for Olivia. You know that.”

“I know that he’s going to try,” I agreed.

“What happened to the world?”

I shook my head.

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask for any of this.”

“You seem to be leaning into it pretty well,” Carla said. “Almost like you were born for it or something. I tracked your movements right up until they tore me out of the Silver Suite. You were like some kind of ninja up there.”

“You can thank Kasper for that,” I admitted. “He taught me a lot.”

“I already asked him about that,” my PA countered. “He said that you had plenty of tricks up your sleeve when he met you. Said you’d been training with people since you were young and that’s why you’re so good at it.”

I shrugged.

“Dad taught me to be self-sufficient.”

“Durstin brought him up.”

“He did it to get under my skin, that’s all.”

Carla bit her lip.

“Do you think there’s any possibility that your dad knew about any of this?”

I went very quiet and mentally kicked myself.

If Durstin and some of his former associates had been in cahoots about the Idols, then there was a good chance that Montague’s former board had heard something about it.

“David?” Carla asked.

“I think he might’ve,” I said. “But he never told me anything about any of this.”

“It’d be a difficult thing to tell a kid,” she pointed out.

“He never shied away from the difficult stuff.”

“Would you believe him if he’d told you?”

I thought about the conversation I’d had with him about the family curse.

“Yeah. I would’ve. I’m no stranger to weird.”

“Which ties back around to what I was saying earlier,” Carla said. “You said that one of the Idols asked for Durstin by name. I’m going to assume it’s the pretty one that you have tied up in the Basement. They’re going after Olivia to punish him?”

“I think they’re finally realizing who they’re dealing with.”

“Us, you mean?”

“No, Durstin himself. The man’s a fucking weasel. He’d do anything for money or power, but he always makes sure that he’s got the upper hand by the end of it. The man read too much Machaevellli at a formative age.”

“He tried to get you to join them,” Carla protested.

“As a front to shoot me in the head and use my corpse to get back into their good graces,” I said. “He’s flailing. He didn’t deliver on what they wanted from him, and now he’s looking for a way back in.”

Carla’s jaw dropped open.

“So that’s why you went in there. To get him to talk.”

“It was part of it,” I agreed. “Worst case scenario, it turns into a shootout which incriminates him. Best case scenario, he gives me the information and someone to contact within the Idols.”

“And we got both.”

“We got both,” I agreed. “We’re not out of the woods yet, though.”

“He can’t move against Montague. Not with the leverage we have against him.”

“Not directly, no. But you can bet he’s going to reach out to as many of his friends in government as he can to put pressure on us from the outside.”

Carla shuddered and shot me an incredulous glance.

“Why are you smiling?”

“Because the government is inefficient,” I said. “It’s going to take them time to get people and institutions lined up. We can string them out in expensive and annoying legal battles. Durstin already knows this, and he wants outside assistance. He could have thrown the police at me already, and he hasn’t.”

“He doesn’t want the bad optics.”

“Exactly. We’re playing dirty with the blackmail angle. But he has to come to us with some kind of honesty, because if he doesn’t, we can expose him for years of questionable business practices with enemies of humanity.”

“The Gala is on him,” Carla said slowly.

“Along with his daughter’s boat getting torn to shreds. And the incident at the Cowshed. Every swing the Idols have taken has happened because he didn’t warn any of us about what the hell’s going on.”

“And you just got him to admit that he’s part of all of this.” Carla’s knuckles tightened around the wheel. “I cannot believe that this shit goes on. How could he know about this? About the Idols? How could he leave his daughter at their mercy?”

“Like I said, he’s a—”

“—fucking weasel,” Carla growled. “Yeah. I almost feel bad for the bitch.”

Doors slid open ahead of us and admitted us into the Bullseye’s North Quadrant. The small army of security guys slid in behind us. Carla used the HUD on the windscreen to find the car’s allocated spot in the company garage and parked it.

“Speaking of,” I said. “We’re going to have to bring her in on the debrief.”

“Makes sense,” Carla agreed. “She deserves to know.”

A tense silence hung in the car for a moment.

“You really don’t like her.”

“I don’t,” my PA agreed. “She’s every bitch I hated in high school on steroids with an ass made out of plastic. I don’t know why or how you managed to entertain her for this long. I always just assumed that you fucked a long time ago, and the two of you never got over it.”

I shook my head.

“That’s not how I do things.”

“I know. There’s just a lot of pent-up feeling there.” Carla’s fingers closed protectively around my wrist. “I’m not an idiot, David. I know how dating billionaires goes. I’m not going to be the only woman in your life.”

I started to protest, and she cut me off with a kiss.

“I’m just going to make sure that I’m the best one,” my PA said firmly.

She slid out of the car before I could process what she’d just said.

It sounded like my brand-new girlfriend had just given me permission to philander. Part of me wanted to reach out to her and address it, but one impatient look from Kasper was enough to put that conversation onto the backburner.

“Where?” the Friendly Ghost asked.

“East Sector, room 6B,” Carla replied easily. “It won’t be getting used for a late-night huddle session, and it’s close enough to R&D to get the important people up there in a hurry.” My secretary pulled her tablet out of her purse and tapped over it. “Olivia Durstin is going to be joining us. I think Lachie should probably make an appearance, too.”

“I want every inch of this place locked down,” Kasper told Carlos. “Get Gigi to the bar and celebrate that shot afterward. We’ve fucked with some serious people, and they are not going to take this laying down.”

The team of security guys split up into different crews and made beelines for different exits around the parking garage. Kasper tipped me a small, informal salute, and I turned to face Carla.

“About what you said—”

“Let’s talk about it over a glass of wine in your apartment,” she suggested with a wink. “Once we’re done with this meeting, like you said. I’ve got a traumatized lady of leisure to round up and dangerous intellectuals to pull together. See you up there.”

She turned on her heel and was already neck-deep in a call by the time she hit the elevator. I stood in stunned silence before I got my brain moving again.

Part of me wanted to grill Aphrodite about the details of the Idol relationship with Durstin Inc. The other part of me wanted to go after Carla and find out exactly whom she thought I was trying to get in bed with aside from her.

It took me a few seconds to realize it was the adrenaline talking.

Pieces and plans were everywhere, and I was in the middle of all of them.

I’d interrupted Aphrodite’s shot at Olivia.

I’d stolen the Idol’s Seed before they could get it back from Durstin.

We had Durstin’s confession over his head like guillotine.

It took me a second to realize the last piece of the puzzle I’d been neglecting.

Tiana Summers. The recent-billionaire pop singer.

Aphrodite had been gunning for her because of her audience.

Now Ares would be doing the same if the Idols still wanted to send a message.

I made my own way up into the circular maze of hallways in the Bullseye.

My skill set wasn’t quite what it’d used to be when it came to making contact with important strangers on the world stage. My little private crusade against the old board members had taught me that keeping my life more quiet was an overall advantage.

Summers was the key.

She was the loaded gun that both Aphrodite and Ares wanted.

They just wanted to supply the ammunition.

I found my way to the meeting room that Carla had suggested.

It was nothing special. Just a screen for projection, sound-proofed walls, and a long table with comfortable chairs. I settled down at the end of the table, leaned back in my chair, and checked the time.

It was barely 9 p.m.

“Call Fiona,” I said aloud. “High priority.”

Montague’s premier beautician picked up the phone with her trademark drawl.

“Well, darlin’, this is a welcome surprise.”

“I’m sorry about the time, but I didn’t know who else to reach out to.”

“You in need of another makeover?”

“It’s actually got more to do with your connections in Hollywood,” I replied.

Fiona laughed.

“You know that I burned my bridges with them years ago.”

“I can’t imagine that they were happy to lose you,” I said. “Not with talents like yours. This is probably the longest shot that I can come up with, but how would I get in personal contact with Tiana Summers?”

Fiona muffled an exclamation of surprise.

“You don’t ask for much, do you?”

“You’re not the first person to tell me that today.”

Fiona let out a thoughtful hum.

“I might know some people. It could take a while.”

“This isn’t anything selfish. It’s got to do with the attack at the Gala and the message she’s been pushing.”

“I know, darlin’. I’ll call you back when I have something.”

She hung up the call without another word.

The others arrived in the room ten minutes later.

Kasper took up a position beside the door. He hadn’t changed out of his tactical gear and looked like a guy from a SWAT team who’d been dragged into the room right after an operation.

Which wasn’t too far from the truth.

Hughie leaned his cane against the table and took a seat beside Eliot.

Montague’s chief engineer flashed me a bright, tired smile through his beard.

Lachie didn’t make eye contact with anyone and settled down on the edge of his chair at the back corner of the room. His heel jammed nervously against the carpet, and his fingers attacked his phone with the kind of vigor that came with too much caffeine.

Olivia and Carla appeared in the room last.

Durstin’s daughter looked like she’d been crying and done her best to hide it with makeup. My old rival looked sober, at least, and an uncharacteristic calm seemed to have settled over her aura.

My PA joined my side with a proud smile and opened proceedings.

“You’re all here because a number of serious events have transpired, and you’ve all been at the forefront of it.” Carla leaned against the back of my chair and gave Oliva a nod of acknowledgement. “I understand there may be some animosity floating around, but I’d urge all of you to be as professional as you can.”

Carla smiled down at me.

“That’s your cue,” she said.

I took in my people’s auras, gauged the mood of the room, and decided to be as honest and straightforward as I could. Carla had asked us to be professional, but nothing about the situation we were in was normal.

“Everyone’s aware of the fact that there is a group of superhuman beings called the Idols trying to take over humanity,” I said. “Everyone in this room, at least. They’ve had our number ever since the Gala and the unfortunate passing of the XM1 prototype.” I nodded to Eliot and his rueful smile. “I give you my word that her sacrifice will not be in vain.”

I straightened up a little in my chair.

“Since then, we’ve gathered information and captured one of their number, and Olivia has brought us a prize that they entrusted to her father. So it’s a safe bet to say that they’re gunning for us, and they want me dead.”

I gestured to Kasper.

“Our resident Friendly Ghost has been doing a fantastic job of keeping us alive. Coupled with Hughie’s and Eliot’s study of these things, we’ve now managed to come up with a few different methods to deal with them if it comes to another fight.”

I took a deep breath.

“And trust me, a fight is coming. I’ve got good reason to believe that we’re about to face off against their god of war next, and he makes Aphrodite look friendly by comparison.”

Hughie leaned forward with sudden interest.

“He has the same psychological properties as Aphrodite?”

“I’m told that he can inspire violence and combat in people,” I agreed. “He’s got our prisoner scared enough to give me useful information, so that should give us all an idea of what we’re up against.”

Lachie took furious notes and raised a hand without looking up.

“Fire away,” I said.

“There was a riot outside Tiana Summers’ concert last night,” he said. “Most people said that it was a protest, but it got violent. Two confirmed dead, and a lot of others injured.”

A cold thrill ran down my spine.

“They’re already moving in on her, then.”

“Clear that up for us?” Kasper asked.

“Some of the Idols want Summers because of her fanbase,” I said. “They seem confident that they can use her stage to influence people all over the world. I don’t know why they chose her, but it could have something to do with the fact that she’s defying them publicly and acknowledging their existence.”

“So Ares wants Tiana,” Lachie summarized.

“That’s my understanding of the situation,” I said. “I’m already making inquiries to get in contact with her, but it’s a long shot.”

“Consider it done,” Olivia interrupted. “I know her.”

“That makes things easier,” I said. “Thank you.”

“What happened with my father?” she asked. “Carla said you spoke to him tonight, but she didn’t say how it went. And my feeds are full of footage of police around the Cedar.”

“He’s in bed with them,” I said. “I got him to admit as much.”

Her eyes widened in sudden shock.

“You’re blackmailing him,” she said.

I nodded.

“I’m going to use him to get us into contact with the Idols. And then, with some luck and some help from Tiana, we’re going to be able to stage an ambush on Ares.”
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My War Council stared at me with a blend of confusion, fear, and amusement.

“I was hoping that we’d have more time to test the Hoplite system before you decided to put it through the blender,” Eliot said with a nervous chuckle. “We’re already working on a lighter and more concealable variant for wider production.”

“Hoplite system?” Olivia asked.

“Irrelevant to the current situation,” Hughie interrupted. “David, you’re talking about trying to lure out an Idol with one of the most security-conscious pop stars in the world. She’s almost as safe as can be without our assistance.”

“You saw what Aphrodite could do,” I said. “Now imagine mindless violence in a stadium. A hate plague that kills everyone there. Possibly even stretching out through the internet and infecting people remotely.”

“Her people aren’t going to like it,” Kasper interrupted.

“They’re going to have to deal with it,” Carla countered.

“Olivia, how soon can you get in contact with her?” I asked.

“Give me an hour,” Durstin’s daughter said. “So she’s important?”

“She’s the linchpin for the next operation,” I agreed.

“I still don’t see how my father factors into this,” Olivia said. “You said that you’re blackmailing him, and you want to use him to get in contact with the other aliens. I can understand that, but I don’t know what makes you think that he’s going to cooperate.”

“I’m fully expecting him to stab us in the back. We just need to make sure that we see it coming. He can contact them and force their hand. If we can get Tiana Summers on our side, then we can set the stage in our favor.”

“You’re talking about using her as bait,” Olivia muttered.

“Only if she’s willing,” I replied. “We’ve got other bait we can use, but it increases the risk factor significantly. It’ll depend on whether or not she wants to meet with us and talk to us in person.”

“We haven’t gone over just how illegal all of this is,” Kasper said.

“You’re clutching at your pearls? Seriously?” Olivia asked. “I’ve seen you work.”

“Oh, I’m not concerned about any of us in this room. I’m more concerned about the entity that I’ve been hired to protect.” Kasper gestured to me. “My job is to keep you alive, but my contract also states that I’m to protect and uphold the character of your father’s company.”

“You’ve not let anyone down in the past,” I said. “I don’t know why you’d start now.”

The Friendly Ghost flashed his teeth at me.

“Fuck the optics?” he asked.

“We’ll take options that hurt the company as little as possible,” I hedged, “but we’re talking about the entire world here. The CIA, the government, and people like Durstin have kept quiet about the Idols. Most of the world seems convinced that they don’t exist. We’re not going to be able to get any support if we stay silent about it.”

“Summers has done a good job of maintaining online support for you,” Lachie said. “Her fans are coming out in support of what you did at the Gala. Some of them are even writing fanfiction about you, boss.”

Carla coughed to cover up a sudden giggle.

“What exactly are you here for?” Olivia asked.

“I’m the one who can crucify you in the feeds, lady,” Lachie replied. “I am the long, insidious, hard-to-kill black-ops team of trolls on the internet that can turn you into the biggest joke this year.”

Olivia looked unimpressed.

“How’s Jonas after that little stint you two took on the yacht a month ago?” my technician asked.

Olivia’s jaw dropped open and her face went white.

“How do you know about-?”

“That’s why he’s here,” I cut in. “He may not look like he’s dangerous, but he’s got his fingers on the pulse of the rumor mill and every feed known to man.”

Lachie smirked at Olivia and leaned back in his chair.

My new protectee stared at me with a hint of new respect in her eyes.

“How long have you had him? How long have you been able to put that out there?”

“It’s not my department,” I said. “And I don’t play that dirty unless someone gives me a reason to. Let’s leave our history to the side for the moment and get back to the matter at hand, shall we?”

Eliot rapped his knuckles against the table.

“You said you don’t care about legalities,” he said.

“So far as I’m concerned, we’re now at war,” I said. “Us against the Idols. They’ve said that they’re here to conquer and control humanity. I’m not into it, and until the rest of humanity gets together and realizes that they’re under attack, it’s up to us.”

“Which is why you’re talking about blackmail and Tiana,” Carla said. “This operation you were talking about—you want to expose them all to the world and get people on your side. That’s the plan here?”

“It’s not just enough to expose them again,” Lachie said. “We need irrefutable proof that they’re real. Looks, appearances, even video evidence is all in question. People are already talking about CGI and deep-fakes after your fight at the Gala.”

I nodded.

“I’m leaving that part up to Eliot and Hughie. You two know more about these creatures than anyone else alive. Except maybe the people in Area 51, but we’ll deal with one problem at a time. We need weapons and terrain that favors us. We need the element of surprise and backup plans for our backup plans.”

Eliot and Hughie exchanged nods.

“We’re on it,” Eliot assured me.

I turned to Olivia.

“I’m sorry about what happened to your people on the yacht,” I said. “They didn’t deserve to go that way. And I probably should’ve talked to you before I went to see your father, but I needed the information that he had and enough dirt on him to get this underway.”

Olivia shrugged.

“He’s a snake,” she said. “The worst kind of scum. Do what you have to.”

“Okaaay,” Lachie muttered. “I’ll add ‘daddy issues’ to the portfolio.”

“Lachie, you’re our eyes and ears on the feeds,” I said. “I need you to get serious personalities from the feeds into position to see the show that we’re going to put on. This is all conditional on Ms. Summers working with us, but I have a good feeling about her.”

“Of course you do,” Carla said. “You can talk anyone into anything.”

My eyes came to rest on Kasper.

“You ready to go to war?” I asked.

“Just tell me where you need me,” my head of security replied.

“Check in with Olivia and Summers’ security. We need a meet, face-to-face. I’m willing to get on a plane and meet her wherever she’s comfortable. The sooner, the better.”

“What are you going to do?” Carla asked.

“I am going to get some much-needed shuteye and wait,” I said. “I’m not letting anyone else take the risk when it comes to Ares. I’m taking the Hoplite armor, and I’m going to show the world that we’re under attack and that we have a hope of winning.”

I expected protests from my people. At least from my secretary.

Silent agreement hung in the boardroom for a full thirty seconds.

I clapped my hands.

“Alright, everyone’s got their roles,” I said. “Get some sleep and get started first thing in the morning. We need to keep our pace high if we’re going to get ahead of the opposition.”

The members of the Council quickly scattered from the boardroom with their new tasks fresh on their minds. Carla hung back at the door and checked the hallway to make sure that it was clear.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

She turned, covered the distance between us in one smooth step, and kissed me.

Her fingers curled in my collar and pulled me down to her. My arms slid around her waist and pulled her closer. The taste of her lips and the warmth of her mouth drew me in until the rest of the world didn’t matter anymore.

Her aura sparked with a sunny yellow.

“I love seeing you like this,” Carla whispered in my ear.

“Overtired and paranoid?”

“In charge and making plans,” she corrected me. “It looks good on you.”

A cheeky smile touched her lips.

“Although I know what’ll look better on you.”

“Enlighten me.”

Carla kissed my neck softly.

“I’ll show you in the penthouse. You said you wanted to rest up, and I think that’s a fantastic idea.” Her knuckles whitened when I stiffened at her suggestion. “David, I swear I’ll make you take me in this room right here and now if you don’t come back with me.”

I laughed.

“We wouldn’t want to cause a scandal,” I said.

“Oh, please. Everyone already knows. And I don’t care if they do.”

The newfound brazenness took me off-guard.

“Come on, hero,” Carla whispered. “Let me send you off in style.”

It didn’t take us long to get back to our shared office.

A touch of a button and the two of us were in my hidden penthouse. The wall slid shut behind us, locked us away from the world and the network and the Idols that wanted to kill us. Carla pushed me back toward my bedroom and slid out of her heels while she went.

“You really are in a hurry,” I said.

I unbuttoned my shirt and dodged her first attempt to get hold of the buttons herself. Carla let out a frustrated growl until I got my shirt open. She stared down at my chest with raw lust hanging in the air around her.

We met at the corner of my bed.

Carla tore her blouse open, bared a lacy white bra barely holding in her bust, and dropped to her knees. She shoved me back onto the bed. Talented fingers tore my belt and pants open. A snarl of pleasure ripped itself from my throat when her tongue found my shaft.

My secretary had a magical mouth.

She didn’t let me breathe for a second.

Wet, slick pleasure covered my cock. Carla pumped me up and down with a steady rhythm. The tip of her tongue rolled lightly around my head and drove my pulse up through the roof. I caught a fistful of her hair, and she let out a moan deep from her belly.

Saliva trailed from her lips as she pulled her mouth away from me and looked up.

“Fuck my face, sir,” Carla said. “I need it. I want it.”

“I thought you were going for something else,” I said.

“We’ve got all night,” my PA said. “And I know what your stamina is like.”

She spat down on my head and engulfed me in warm wetness again.

I pulled her head down onto me until she gagged.

Carla didn’t have a gag reflex, and I couldn’t make her stop.

She sucked and stroked and swallowed and licked until I physically dragged her up by her hair to her feet. A disappointed look touched her eyes until I found the zip on her pencil skirt and ripped it down.

“That’s a little violent—” she began.

A delighted yelp of surprise tore out of her when I tore the material of her skirt, got it around her ankles, and effortlessly lifted her up into the air. She managed to wrap her legs around my waist before I dropped her down onto the middle of the bed.

My mouth found hers in a maddening rush.

Carla ground her hips against me, and I could feel just how wet she was through her panties. I beat her hands down to her hips, pulled them to the side, and took her in a single stroke. Fingernails curled into my back, and Carla let out an animalistic moan of pure delight.

I took her with heavy, hard strokes, and didn’t hold anything back.

Carla held on for dear life. Her teeth sank into my shoulder, and she moaned her way through her first orgasm faster than I’d expected. I kissed my way down her body, tore her bra away from her, and spent some time on her chest.

Carla liked the feeling of teeth against her nipples.

I slid two fingers up into her and brought her to another trembling orgasm.

“Shit,” she whispered, “please, stop, let me breathe.”

I settled down beside her. Carla’s chest heaved up and down. Her eyes stared sightlessly up at the ceiling. I took a moment to admire just how sexy she looked in a soaked set of panties and nothing else. A shiver rolled through her when I ran my fingers up and down her side.

She was so smooth and pale and pretty.

“I thought you were going to pace yourself,” Carla managed.

“That was a warmup set,” I promised her. “You might need to be more careful about whom you go provoking. They might just break you if you’re not careful.”

Lust and need boiled through her aura.

“It’ll take a lot more than that to break me,” she whispered.

I kissed her again, rolled her over onto her side, and took her from behind. My teeth latched onto her neck, and Carla lost her mind. Her fingers scrabbled at the sheets, at my thighs, and her legs spasmed as I drove into her over and over again. Tight wetness completely enveloped me.

I squeezed her breasts, hard, and Carla’s fingers blurred over her clit.

Hot wetness engulfed me as she came again. Her whole body arched as if I’d just struck her with lightning. I managed to slip out of her at the last second. I exploded all the way up over her belly and thighs.

Carla flinched at the feeling of my cum.

She collapsed back in my arms with a deep, contented moan.

“Holy shit, I needed that,” she whispered.

“Had a tough day?”

“Nowhere near as bad as yours, but it’s still hard waiting by the phone for news,” she said. “That, and incriminating myself as an accessory to blackmail and extortion.” Carla turned and gave me a tired grin. “Can I take back what I said? I’m not sure I want to find out what your stamina is like tonight.”

Her fingers curled around my arms.

I brought them tighter around her, and she let out a contented sigh.

“Although I could get used to this,” she said softly.

“Shower first,” I said. “Then sleep.”

It’d been an insanely long day, but we’d managed to get through it without passing out on our feet.

We’d gained new assets.

We had new intel on the Idols.

We had the shape of a plan.

And we had each other.

I passed out with Carla on my chest and a sphere of warmth in my belly.
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I woke up alone.

Carla had left a small note on my bedside table.

Thanks for last night. Time to go to work.

I smiled at the message. I’d slept like a log all night and hadn’t stirred once. A brief glance at my Key told me that it was still early enough in the morning. I stopped for a quick, hot shower, dressed in comfortable jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt, and made up breakfast in a blender.

Tasks flitted through my mind, and I digitized them into my Key.

We needed to establish personal contact with Tiana Summers.

Durstin was running out of time to get in touch with us about contacting the Idols.

And I needed to talk to Aphrodite. She was my back-up plan in case Tiana wasn’t willing to risk her life to draw in Ares and Poseidon.

Shutting down all ocean-bound shipping had slowed down logistics and put extra pressure on our suppliers and transport infrastructure. I adjusted their pay accordingly, made sure that there was sufficient overtime for everyone involved, and checked for any messages from R&D and the Rabbit Hole.

Eliot and Hughie remained radio silent.

Lachie had noted a serious uptick in movement around the Aegean. The local military and coast guards had sent out boats, and the disturbances had ceased. We’d either scared the Idols into retreat, or they’d decided to lay low.

My resident tech geek had also kept a close eye on Tiana’s schedule.

She was due to play in the UK next.

Olivia had pinged Carla and set up a meeting at an internal cafe.

My PA had already agreed to it.

I drank my smoothie, made coffee, and spent half an hour with the news to figure out the gist of what was going on outside of the Bullseye. Most of it was still aglow with the situation around the Gala. The President had been consulted and had refused to comment.

Police and senators were calling for inquiries into Montague Manufacturing.

But our company hadn’t received a single call from them yet.

They were probably warming us up to drag us into the media circus.

I debated the wisdom of talking to the press before I dismissed it.

They had their own angles to cover, and most of them were politically motivated.

It wasn’t convenient to have superpowered aliens running around trying to subjugate humanity. It wasn’t sexy, it wasn’t easy to sell, and it’d force people into action.

The US government didn’t want that.

They wanted control of the narrative. They wanted peace.

I shut down the feeds, washed up, and headed out to the employee cafe in the North Sector of the Bullseye. A handful of early risers gave me a wave as I passed them in the hallways. I made sure I had a conversation and a friendly smile ready, but nobody stopped to talk.

I couldn’t blame them. Things were heating up.

It wasn’t just the media circus and the feeds.

There was something in the air. Something tense, something that felt like it was about to brim over or explode. I took an elevator down a floor and stopped in front of Moircano’s.

It was a little hole-in-the-wall that catered exclusively to the people who lived on-site in the Bullseye and employees. The owner had found out about the underground network when his property had been purchased by Montague, and he’d asked to set up shop underground.

The place was bustling when I arrived.

It wasn’t hard to spot Olivia in the corner booth. The locals gave her a wide berth. She toyed listlessly with her phone until she saw me. I did my best to drown out the auras around me. The full spectrum of human emotion rolled around Moircano’s.

I settled down in the booth across from Olivia.

She barely looked like herself. I’d grown accustomed to the expensive makeup, the tight pantsuits and the attention-grabbing perfume. She’d gone with simple jeans and a nice top that didn’t radiate money. A pair of simple sneakers covered her feet.

It made her look almost normal. Vulnerable. Unarmed.

I didn’t know how to feel about it.

“I like this place,” she said.

I fought off a wave of surprise.

“Doesn’t feel like my scene, does it?” she said. “I’d heard about your own little private city down here, but I’ll be honest—I never thought I’d wind up experiencing it in person.”

“Did you get the tour?”

“Kasper showed me around a little.” Olivia’s aura flared with amusement. “You’re looking at me like you normally do. Like you can see my soul.”

That made me smile.

“I’m adjusting to your new vibe,” I said. “Normally I’m looking around for cover.”

A small flicker of a million-dollar smile passed through her rosy-red lips.

“What’s good on the menu?”

“Everything, but I’d recommend the waffles and black coffee.”

“Well, I’m probably not going above ground for a while. Fuck it.”

I used the Key to order her breakfast and bought coffee for myself.

Olivia’s eyes lingered on the AI-linked gadget in my hand.

“I always see you using that thing.”

I shrugged.

“It’s a tool. Makes my life easier.”

Olivia studied me with a strange expression.

Apprehension and vulnerability colored her emotions.

It was a strange look on her usually-spiked colors.

“I got into contact with Tiana,” Olivia said. “She wasn’t exactly happy to hear from me, but we figured it out. She’s happy to meet with you. I put her in contact with Kasper, so it looks like you’ve got a flight ahead of you.”

“That’s not what you wanted to talk to me about,” I said.

She raised an eyebrow and kept her face expressionless.

“That’s what I’m here for, right? An asset?”

I’d expected bargaining and passive-aggressiveness and difficulty out of Olivia Durstin. I hadn’t expected her to sound quite so hurt when I’d pointed out the obvious.

“I don’t think of you that way.”

“Bullshit. You think about everyone that way. I saw you last night.”

Frustration and anger boiled through her aura.

“You’re projecting,” I observed. “You know that’s not how I do things.”

“You’re wrong,” Olivia countered. “It’s how everyone like us does things. You might play it off like you don’t, but you do. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” She gestured to the happy mass of chattering people behind me. “You’ve set yourself up like an emperor of your own little nation. Everyone reports to you, treats you like a king.”

“That’s not even close to being true. Have you met Kasper?”

“Don’t change the subject, Montague.”

I studied her emotions again.

They were a complex tangle, but I’d seen the pattern before.

“It’s been a stressful couple of days,” I said. “It’s not something you’re used to.”

“Fuck you, David—”

“Olivia, for once in your life, shut up and listen.”

That drew silence from her.

“You’ve had a rough couple of days. I’ve got your family and your company’s balls in a vice, and I’m more or less keeping you in protective custody. You didn’t ask for it, I didn’t check in with you, and I know I should’ve. But you’ve also got to know that the Idols are coming for you.”

Olivia spun her phone around on the table and didn’t say anything.

She couldn’t meet my eye.

“I’m happy to let you go,” I said. “There’s nothing keeping you here. It’d be grossly irresponsible, stupid, and I wouldn’t sleep right, but you can leave if you want to. I’m never going to hold you here against your will.”

“Stop it,” Olivia growled.

“Stop what?”

“Stop being so fucking generous and kind. Drop the act. Tell me what you really want.” She finally raised her eyes to mine. “I’ve been turning it over and over again in my mind. You could still get close to Summers if you wanted to. Someone with your kind of pull doesn’t need little old me to get you a date with her.”

She shook her head.

“I can’t figure it out. I can’t put my finger on why you’re doing any of this.”

“It’s for exposure. So Montague can overtake Durstin’s holdings and properly secure our hold on the premier investment firm in the US.”

“Bullshit,” Olivia snapped.

I smiled gently at her.

“I will punch you in your smug fucking face,” she told me flatly. “What’s your angle?”

“I don’t have one,” I said. “Something’s got to be done about it. You can psychoanalyze me all you like. Maybe I’ve got a superhero complex. Maybe I’m just insane. Maybe I’m doing it for long-term profit and exposure.”

“I know when people are shitting me, Montague.”

“It’s a curse, isn’t it?” I asked. “I’ve got a pretty good idea of why you’re upset, but I don’t think you’re going to want to hear it.”

“Enlighten me,” Olivia growled.

Her waffles arrived and filled the space between us with the smell of freshly-baked sugary goodness. Hot chocolate sauce, ice cream, and a thick side of perfectly-crisp bacon waited for Olivia’s approval.

I sipped my coffee.

“I’m waiting,” she said.

“If you’re going to hit me, make sure that you’re using decent technique,” I said. “I don’t want you blaming me for breaking your hand when you break it against my skull.”

“Montague,” she said warningly.

“You’ve never actually slowed down to think about who I am and what I actually do,” I said with a shrug. “You think that I’m like you and your father. That I’m in this for my own personal benefit and all I want is power and money. I don’t think it ever occurred to you that people take risks that don’t benefit them.”

Olivia had a spoonful of sauce and her eyes widened in appreciation.

“I’m not trying to fuck you, or your father, or anyone else. Part of me would love to just pack up and head for an island somewhere. To leave all of this behind and forget about it.”

“Then why don’t you?”

“It isn’t the way I was raised. If there’s something going on and you can do something about it, you do something about it. Within reason. You pick your battles and you fight and you make sure that there’s still a line in the sand when you’re done.”

“And you think that you’re the one to deal with all of this?”

“I don’t see anyone else doing something about it. But that’s not why you’re upset. Not really. You shouldn’t give a fuck about what I’m doing. And normally you wouldn’t. But I saved your life twice in two days. And you’ve got survivor’s guilt.”

Olivia’s eyes hardened.

“Those bastards tried to kill me,” Olivia growled. “My own bodyguards.”

“They did,” I agreed. “But you don’t know if the entire crew was in on it. You might be a bitch of the highest order, but you’ve still got a conscience. That many people dying on your watch is going to weigh on you. You’re angry because you don’t know if it was your fault or you could’ve done something to stop it.”

Olivia went very quiet and very still.

“Nightmares?” I asked.

“Yeah.” Her voice was thick. “Bad ones.”

“It’s not your fault, Olivia. You didn’t call Poseidon. They did try to kill you.”

“You wouldn’t have let them die. You would’ve saved them.”

I shook my head.

“We’re fighting against powers we don’t understand. I couldn’t have done anything more than you did. I can do a lot, but I didn’t think that your father would try to kill you purely to keep the Idols off his back.”

Tears welled up at the corners of her eyes.

“I still love him,” she said. “Despite all of that. How fucked is that?”

“He’s family. Doesn’t matter how bad of a person he is.”

“You should’ve killed him last night.”

I shook my head.

“It’s not how I do things. I know what the orphan thing is like.”

Olivia shuddered and wiped her face on her sleeve.

“He’s going to try again. To kill me.”

“He’s going to need the army if he wants to get in here,” I said quietly. “I won’t tell you that you have to stay here, Olivia, but I can keep you safe if you decide to stay.”

She stared down at her waffles.

“Join the dark side,” I said in my deepest voice. “We have waffles.”

Something about the dumbass joke made Olivia manage a weak grin.

“Okay, I’m sold,” she said. “If my choices are safety here aiding and abetting my father’s blackmailer or actual assassination attempts above ground, I’ll pick waffles.” She met my eyes. “I’m not good at being grateful. But I see everything that you’re doing for me.”

“Eat your waffles,” I said. “Call Carla and ask her to give you Level 4 access. It’ll give you the run of the compound. You don’t get everything, obviously, but you have access to the residential sector, entertainment and food.”

“It’s more than I deserve.”

“Don’t go and get soft on me, Durstin,” I told her. “I need the cold, heartless bitch back in the driver’s seat for a while. The same one that took what the Idols wanted out from under their nose and handed it off to me.”

“Alright, peasant,” she replied shortly. “Get the fuck out of here and let me eat my waffles in peace.”

Her aura twinkled a little yellow.

I finished my coffee and went in search of the Friendly Ghost.

I didn’t know what was happening to Olivia, but I’d seen similar things happen.

People who were born into positions of power and wealth typically didn’t know how to deal with life-and-death situations. There was a clarity to it that stripped away the zeroes in a bank account and the assurance of security teams.

Olivia was coping better than most.

I found Kasper in the Barracks Briefing Room alone.

He held up a hand when I entered and I made sure to keep my mouth shut.

“—listen, one professional to another, you know that your principal is an absolute lunatic,” he said. “Yes, I’m insulting her, because I’ve got to deal with the same thing. Mine wants to talk to her. And since she’s been spending the last few days serving herself up on a very public silver platter supporting the guy, she might as well meet with him.”

Kasper met my eyes and smirked.

“Yeah, I’ll hold.”

He muted the call in his earpiece.

“I’ve got her on the ropes,” my head of security assured me.

“It sounds like it,” I said. “When do we fly out?”

“Sooner the better. We need to show her people that we’re serious. And yes, before you ask, I’m already getting the Gulf Stream fuelled up. I’ve got a small team together, and I thought that I’d invite Carla. Just so you don’t miss any of your meetings.”

“I don’t remember seeing matchmaker on your business card,” I replied.

“What can I say, I’m a ghost of many talents. You packed?”

“I’ve got a go-bag on the jet.”

Kasper grinned at me and returned to his call.

The security officer wasn’t kidding around.

It took us another hour and a half to get into the air and over the North Atlantic.
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We left at 8am. It was 1pm and raining outside in Tiana’s next tour city.

Montague Manufacturing was still in one piece. Poseidon hadn’t sent creatures from the depths of the ocean to destroy our jet. The weather had been peaceful, and I’d managed to catch up on rest and even do some warm-up exercises on the way over to the UK.

I’d made sure to pack the Hoplite armor.

We’d had to compromise on firearms for the British authorities.

The TSA and other three-letter organizations hadn’t stopped us from leaving the country. I’d been surprised when we hadn’t been flagged on our way into the UK, but maybe the CIA had other plans for me aside from a public example.

Durstin called me earlier than the 24-hour deadline.

I took the call while we waited in the lounge for our ride to arrive.

Carla opened up her tablet and made sure to record the call while I took a light stroll to the bar and ordered myself a black coffee.

“Montague,” Durstin said. “I notice that my company isn’t being dragged through the mud in the public eye. Which leads me to believe that you’re willing to deal in good faith.”

“We don’t do business, so you wouldn’t know this. But that’s the only way that I deal with my friends. I’m making an exception for you for the sake of your daughter.”

“How is Liv?”

“You can ask her when this is all over.”

He sighed.

“You play hardball. Just like your father.”

The attempt to get under my skin wasn’t going to work a second time.

He was likening me to a dead man that I’d respected more than anyone.

It was subtle flattery designed to make me feel like I was in a winning position.

Durstin was a snake. He’d played this game in boardrooms all over the States.

“I wouldn’t know,” I said. “I was too young to see him in action.”

“He was uncompromising. It’s a shame he never considered a merger.”

“I’m glad he didn’t. I want to know what you know about the Seed.”

“The what?”

“The fun little device that your daughter stole from you and the Idols want back.”

“Ah. Their little prize. I don’t know. I was instructed to bury it deep and not to investigate it or research it. Something about likely death and danger associated with it. Why? Are you thinking about opening it?”

“That’s my prerogative. Tell me how you talk to them.”

“My liaisons came through a certain man in a yellow suit. That I’m pretty sure I saw you bleed dry on national television. They haven’t been in touch since. I can’t imagine why. Maybe it’s got something to do with the fact that you shot their messenger.”

I considered the statement and checked it against what I knew.

The self-styled Olympians were a cagey, vengeful pack of superhumans.

It made sense that Hermes had been the point of call. And that Aphrodite and Poseidon had come after Olivia to punish him for the loss of their brother. Kasper snapped his fingers to get my attention and nodded to the doors of the lounge.

I took my coffee from the bar, tipped the barman, and started moving down toward our waiting car. My eyes wandered through the acid trip of busy emotions around us. Kasper and three of his other men spread out around Carla and I in an almost-invisible screen.

“You’re wondering whether or not I’m lying,” Durstin said.

“I’m doing the math. It feels realistic enough based on what I’ve seen from our mutual friends. They tried to kill your daughter, and you decided that you’d placate them by killing her first and taking what she’d stolen?”

“That’s a very serious allegation, Montague.”

Durstin wasn’t an idiot. He knew that the call was being recorded.

He seemed willing enough to incriminate himself with the Idols a second time, however, which led me to believe that he had a trump card that I didn’t know about.

Or he genuinely expected the Idols to come out on top.

“One that we both know is true. So you’re telling me that you can’t contact them.”

“You’ve had more to do with these things than I have, kid. They’ll probably even listen to you. They think you’re special, after all. Why don’t you give them a call?”

“I was hoping that you had something more concrete than do it yourself,” I said.

“Do it yourself,” Durstin said. “I thought you’d at least have the decency to meet with me in person rather than over the phone.”

“That seems like a low-percentage move for me after last night.”

He chuckled.

“Nightclubs aren’t a good place to do business.”

“So you’ve got nothing except a target on your back,” I said. “That’s what you’re trying to tell me.”

“You’re not as stupid as you look.”

I laughed at the borderline-childish attempt to flare my anger.

“I’ll take young and stupid over old and impotent, Mr Durstin. What do your friends in government think about the situation? Do they know about your involvement with the Idols and their plans?”

“That’s a very serious allegation, Montague.”

“Are you just going to spit that line out every time I ask you a serious question?”

“I’m the one who’s under duress here, not you,” he replied. “Ask all you like.”

Durstin was clamming up. He knew better than to be brazen about how untouchable he was, even if he had very serious and dangerous people at his beck and call.

“I’d like you to get in touch with your friends in the CIA and other three-letter agencies. I have information that they’re going to want, and I think it’s best if we all sit down and have a conversation together. In person.”

“That’s going to take some time,” Durstin hedged.

“I know. You’ve got two days. If I’m not hearing back from certain individuals personally over the next forty-eight hours, I’m going to make your life difficult.”

“I’m not some fucking administrator scheduling your meetings,” Durstin said.

“If that’s how you want to play things, I understand,” I replied. “Check the Financial Times headlines in the next few days.”

Durstin started to protest before I hung up on him.

“You’re a little too good at that,” Carla said.

I bumped my shoulder playfully against hers.

“He wants to play hard to get. If he wanted to cooperate, I’d be nicer.”

My eyes continued to flicker unceasingly through the crowd. I didn’t see anyone without an aura, or with an aura that spoke of genuine mind control. We got out onto the pavement outside the airport.

A pair of classy-looking Mercedes were waiting in place for us.

Kasper held up a hand to stop us. There weren’t any valets waiting for our bags.

It was a small detail. One that I might’ve missed if I hadn’t slept on the flight.

I caught Carla’s hand and pulled her away from the doors.

The driver of the first car got out of the vehicle.

Time slowed down to a crawl.

The driver was wearing sunglasses.

In England.

While it was raining.

My entire back turned into a nest of pins and needles.

He didn’t have any colors clinging to the edges of his body.

“Kasper!” I roared. “Down!”

My head of security heard my voice and dropped into a crouch out of pure instinct.

The Mercedes exploded outward. Orange flame billowed outward and threw shrapnel straight up against the glass entrance of the airport. Pure force threw Kasper off his feet and sent him spinning across the ground.

Carla let out a scream, and the only way I could tell was that she’d opened her mouth.

My head spun, and my gut lurched drunkenly around.

Something stung in my right arm.

A figure stepped through the ten-foot fireball to join us. Flame wrapped around its body, burned away a uniform, and metal rippled to replace skin a second later.

It walked through the fireball like it was nothing.

My brain hauled pieces of information together.

A bomb had just gone off outside of a bustling airport.

The driver was an Idol.

My head of security was down. The others were scrambling to get in my way.

The black case two yards to my right had the Hoplite suit. We’d brought it just in case, and it’d passed through customs without any issues. I twisted my arm out of Carla’s grasp and pushed up onto my feet.

I caught hold of the black case and unclipped it.

My arm stung again and I realized there was a piece of glass sticking out of my bicep.

I didn’t have time to figure out how big it was, how deep it had gone, or if it was going to slow me down. I reached down, snapped it off near the base, and reached into the case. My fingers closed around the frame of the Aegis, and I brought it up onto my left arm.

It closed instinctively around my forearm.

I pulled Gungir from the case and hauled myself up to my feet.

The security guards caught Kasper by the coat and dragged him back away from the flaming car. Blood masked the fallen man’s face, and I couldn’t tell if he was breathing. Fear and terror and pure fury washed around the auras of my security guys.

Carlos held out a hand to stop me, and I pushed past it before he could stop me.

The flame-wreathed creature halted six yards away from me.

His skin stitched itself back into the facsimile of clothes.

The sunglasses were still in place, but the hat had vanished in favor of long black braids. Bronze skin shone in the light of the fire behind him. My ears popped a second later, and my hearing washed back in.

Sirens and screams and howls of fear filled the air.

The smell of cooking gasoline and plastic explosive and burning plastic punched into my senses. The Idol glanced at the people behind me and grinned with teeth that were too bright.

“Close scrape,” he said. “I thought I could get away with it when you were all in the car, but you really are gifted, aren’t you?”

“Who am I talking to?” I asked.

“I don’t need to give my name to an ant. Prove yourself worthy of my time.”

“You just held off finishing me off to give me a compliment. I’m worthy.”

His pearly whites flashed brighter.

“Your brains should be slush and you’re still talking. That’s impressive enough, I suppose. How well do you know your own history, mortal?”

“I’m pretty sure that you’re Hephastus.”

He splayed his hands in a there you go gesture.

“So why bother talking in the first place?”

I closed my fingers around my Key and clicked it.

It connected to the weapons and let out a gentle SOS pulse through the company AI.

“You all love to talk,” I said. “It’s almost your worst weakness.”

“Almost? What’s the worst?”

A black sphere clattered against his foot.

The air rippled for a second and pumped out a hypersonic pulse of sound.

The Idol flinched away from it. His skin stayed intact, and he stomped down on the emitter before it could properly take effect. Carlos swore behind me, and Hephastus let out a rolling belly laugh.

“That’s it? A little whistle? That’s how you were going to strike me down?”

I stepped forward and took a steadying breath.

Adrenaline pumped steadily through my body and pushed the worst of the pain away from the half-dozen I’d picked up from the blast. My balance was fine, I still had stamina in the tank, and I had Eliot’s weapons at the ready.

Hephaestus had been a smith, not a warrior.

At least in the myths that I’d read on the flight over.

“I love a good hero,” the Idol said. “Your effigies are always a welcome addition in my halls.” He stretched a pair of heavily-muscled arms over his head and cracked his neck with a metallic clink. “I’ve got one question for you, bastard. Where is my wife?”

“She’s safe,” I said.

“Oh, I gathered that. But where?”

Trails of flame gushed out of his nostrils and mouth with the last word.

I reminded myself that the Idol had just blown up a car without any obvious mechanical assistance. I didn’t know if he could do it to people, but my gut told me that I didn’t have long before more wide-scale destruction erupted throughout the airport.

The press were going to have a field day with this.

I hauled my brain back into gear.

I had a pissed-off primordial being who had just tried to kill Kasper and my entire team in one fell swoop. There was a good chance that our location had been betrayed by someone else.

“Underground, out of sight and mind,” I said. “She's safe. I'm willing to trade her for some information.”

He took a step forward.

Asphalt bubbled under his bare foot.

“Trade? With you? Poseidon may be a coward, but even he knows better than to try and deal with a scheming little rat. No, I think not. You will tell me her location. Truthfully. Or I will rip it from the dying throats of your retinue.”

I planted my feet and watched him close the distance between us.

“Over my dead body,” I said.

“You're talented and unique, and we were given orders to keep you alive,” Hephaestus told me. “But you're too much of a thorn in our side. And standing against me is suicide by your own hand.”

My knuckles whitened around Gungnir.

“Bring it,” I said.

Hephaestus snorted twin streams of fire from his nose.

Bronze skin glinted in the blinding light of the fire.

Rain fizzled into steam before it touched him.

I let him get three steps away before I activated the spear in my hand.

It unspooled into a solid shaft of metal in the blink of an eye.

The hypersonic tip crashed into the Idol’s chest.

It sliced through his diamond-like skin.

Liquid metal streamed out of the wound, and a satisfying shock rolled up my arm. Hephaestus recoiled back with a sudden hiss of pain and confusion. I drove forward with the spear again and aimed at his heart.

The Idol jerked clear of the weapon.

A strange buzz ran through his skin and made it flicker.

He’d gone straight through the disruptor grenade, but Gungir was giving him pause.

“You found a way to hurt us?” he demanded. “You? That quickly?”

I jabbed forward again, and he danced nimbly to the left.

He didn’t have the raw speed of Hermes or Aphrodite.

I was getting the feeling that the volcanic Idol was tougher than the others.

That was why he’d been sent here. I swept the point of my spear into the gap to my right, forced him back to the left, and steered him back toward the burning ruin of the Mercedes behind him.

Hephaestus started to laugh.

“And here I was told that this would be boring. That I’d simply lay waste to your people, your polis, and watch you destroy yourself out of grief.” He shook one of his braids out of his eye and rattled the twin bands on each wrist. “And here you are, making it interesting.”

Flaming sparks danced out of the manacles on his wrists.

Molten metal spilled out of the bands and hardened into wicked-looking chains barbed with steel thorns. The metal caught the light in a strange way.

Just like the rest of the Idols.

Hephaestus had brought his own weapons to the party.

A savage grin crossed my face.

I had to survive this fight.

But once I got to the other side, Acquisitions were about to have a whole new spectrum of toys to play around with. The screaming and shouting behind me became focused and very English.

Bright fluorescent vests, assault rifles and loud, angry instructions joined the ruckus.

The local federal police had arrived, and they didn’t seem happy to see us.
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Hephaestus didn’t take his eyes off me for a second.

“You seem to be a man willing to take risks,” the Idol said.

“I’ve taken a risk or two in my time.”

He stopped just outside of Gungir’s range and snapped one of the wicked-looking chains on his wrist. Flaming sparks crackled off its tip. A single gunshot rang out and a 5.56 round bounced off the side of Hephaestus’ head.

The Idol didn’t even flinch.

“Then why don’t we play a game, you and I.”

The bronze-covered creature raised a hand and pointed at the shooter.

“Stop me before I incinerate each and every one of this land’s army.”

He snapped the chain again. Time seemed to slow and a strange thrill rolled through my fingertips from the weapons in my hands.

One of the police cruisers swelled up from inside and exploded into a fireball.

The entire thing happened out of the corner of my eye. Something in the engine blew the hood off the car, filled the air with gasoline, and tore screams out of the police cordon around us.

Hephaestus let out a deep belly laugh of delight.

“Poor substitutes for real craftsmanship!” he bellowed. “You should do better!”

I feinted with the spear. The Idol lifted an arm out of pure reflex to deflect the strike. I went low, found the meat of his thigh, and tore open strips of hardened muscle. The Idol roared with pain. Wild gunfire filled the air around us from the police.

My opponent ripped his chains through the air.

The Aegis flared open on my forearm. A wall of sound billowed out of it and caught the chain mid-swing. The metal of the flail shuddered and came apart in a strange cloud of metal particles before it could hit me. The cloud swam around my body and rearranged itself back into a metal whip two inches on the other side of my body.

Hephaestus stared at the shield in pure shock.

I body-slammed him with it.

Bronze skin went haywire when it came into contact with the shield. Hephaestus snarled as his body peeled itself away from the circular frame between us. Glitchy spasms rolled over him and he staggered back into the flaming wreck of the car behind us.

I caught him in the side with the spear on the way out.

The steel head of Gungir scraped under a rib and found something important.

The Hoplite system was working. Hephaestus wasn’t immune to the hypersonics.

I flicked my wrist as the Idol struggled to pull himself off the tip of my weapon.

The head of Gungir detached itself from the steel shaft and stayed embedded in my enemy.  Hephaestus cursed in a language I didn’t recognize, stumbled through the wreck of the burning Mercedes, and let out a howl of pain at the sudden wash of heat over his body.

I was burning him.

He wrapped the tensile cable around his wrist, planted his feet, and hauled at it. More cable unspooled from the spear. I darted to the right to circle around the burning wreck. A bullet grazed the air an inch from my cheek, and I heard Kasper’s unmistakable bellow.

My head of security had survived the blast.

Hephaestus yanked at the cable again.  The last of the tether clicked out of the shaft and I went with the momentum. I skidded into his range, and he tried to take my head off with a swing of his chains. I caught the blow against Aegis, blew the attack into metal sand, and sent his physical form haywire again.

I smashed the shaft of the spear into his teeth.

The Idol’s head snapped back, and a spray of metallic liquid splashed out onto the asphalt. A jet of flame billowed out of his face, but it didn’t have the same intensity from earlier. My target had turned into a barely-human glitching mess of metal and steel bones and flame.

And I was fighting him. And winning.

A black sphere sailed over the leftovers of the Mercedes and hit the ground at Hephaestus’s feet. It let out a hypersonic blast, forced the Idol away from me, and the cable suddenly went slack. The blade hissed out of the Idol’s side, flicked more Ichor into the air, and the head of my weapon clicked back into place.

Hephaestus’s skull-like visage locked onto me through a spasming set of facial features and flame. His teeth gnashed together and he let out a primal howl that hammered at my eardrums.

“What are you?” he demanded.

Part of me wanted to keep him alive.

Blast him with sound over and over until I could get him into a cell like Aphrodite’s.

But we weren’t on my home turf. I didn’t have the facilities in the UK.

And he’d tried to kill Carla, Kasper, and the rest of my people.

“You tell me,” I replied.

I rammed my spear into his throat and punched straight through his spinal column.

“You’re the ones who keep coming after me and refusing to finish the job,” I said.

Ruby-red eyes boiled through the remains of his sunglasses.

“Prometheus,” Hephaestus managed. “Of course—”

I tore the spear free of his neck. Red-hot Ichor geysered out of unseen arteries.

The same prickling feeling raced the entire way down my neck and over my back.

My shield arm had been compromised from the blast.

I raised the shield, but it couldn’t quite stop the Ichor from hitting me square in the chest.

Boiling static and pain and brutal heat hammered into my sternum.

My vision turned into silver and red and white. I lost all sensation in my body. Psychedelic colors blazed over my vision a second later. Carla’s voice touched my hearing, but it echoed as if she was screaming at me from the other end of a tunnel.

“David! Don’t fall asleep!”

“I got you, boss,” Kasper cut in. “Just keep your eyes open, eyes on me.”

I found my voice through a throat that felt like it was full of razor blades.

“How bad is it?”

“There’s EMTs here already. We’ve got backup on the way. You called it in at just the right time. Come on, stay with me here.”

I was barely aware of my body anymore.

“He was standing up to the tech,” I said quietly. “Shrugging it off.”

“You still used it to take his fucking head off,” Kasper told me.

I frowned and tried to focus on my eyes.

I could only see his aura. Not the rest of his face.

“Didn’t you just get blown up?”

“You think that’s going to be enough to stop me?” the Friendly Ghost demanded. “You pay me to keep you alive. How am I supposed to do that if I go down like a bitch to some punk with a car bomb?”

I laughed and it hurt.

I wanted to sleep so badly.

My body felt like someone had poured lava through my bones.

Pain was something I’d dealt with before. I could stay alive.

I just had to fight through the tsunami of pure molten lead.

“You’re gonna be okay,” Carla said, over and over again.

Sensation rolled through my hand.

I closed my grip around her fingers.

A spark of yellow pulsed through the fear and the anxiety.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Back of an ambulance,” Kasper replied.

“Carlos and the others—”

“Still alive and kicking, don’t you worry. Your little pulse that you sent out brought in the cavalry. The site’s being locked down and we’re being covered by the police.”

“Tiana,” I managed. “We’ve got to talk to her.”

“I’m working on it,” Kasper said.

I choked back a laugh.

“You’re lying to me to keep me talking.”

“Can you slap him for me?” Kasper asked Carla.

“Miss, we’re going to need you to move,” a strange voice interrupted.

Warm relief from pain spilled down through my body and chased away the pain.

The EMTs asked questions of my people, but I was too busy floating off in a cloud somewhere. Colors washed around my vision and hardened around people’s auras.

My vision finally faded out.

I woke up in a hospital bed.

A digital clock on the wall told me that it was well past midnight.

I’d lost an entire day to the fight with Hephaestus.

My body felt warm and soft and heavy.

I knew better than to try any crazy movements. I lifted a finger.

It responded easily to the order, so I went with the hand.

An IV poked down into my arm, but I hadn’t been tied down.

I took that as a good sign. The British police probably had questions after the car bombing and subsequent medieval throw-down outside their airport. I lifted my whole arm up and braced myself for a napalm-strike of pain.

Nothing happened.

Either the drugs were fantastic, or something else was happening.

I turned my head and found Carla snoring softly in a chair beside the bed.

The rest of the ward was empty. Kasper was nowhere to be seen.

My vitals weren’t hooked up to any machinery. I had an IV and that was the worst of it. A hospital gown and soft blankets covered my body. I pulled the sheets down and carefully wormed my way up into the pillows.

No pain. Full functionality.

I’d taken an entire jet of molten Ichor to the chest.

I’d felt the burn. The pain. The pure agony of it.

I should’ve been a wreck. A burn victim.

I could move everything without pain.

Things almost felt sharper and more real than they had before.

I sat all the way up and tugged at the gown over my chest. I bared my skin and expected to see a horrific graft or missing skin.

A single stylized mark had settled into my skin like a tattoo.

It was burned black and the edges of it stood out with an angry red.

It didn’t hurt when I moved.

It looked like Hephaestus had burned some kind of brand into my skin instead of turning me into barbecue. I went through a series of movements from my fingers all the way down to my toes to check my functionality.

Movement flowed freely through my body.

Nothing hurt. I should’ve had some residual damage or bruising from the explosion. A small red mark on my bicep was the only sign that I’d had a piece of glass hit me like a bullet. I drew in a breath, sat back against my headboard, and looked around for my Key.

Carla woke up with a start.

Puffy red eyes locked onto mine.

“Oh, thank God,” she whispered.

She reached for my hand, and I gave her fingers an affectionate squeeze.

“How do you feel?” Carla asked.

“Great,” I said. “Better than great. Which I’m assuming is some kind of medical mystery, and that’s the reason that we’re in a private ward.”

“You’re a new case study for a medical journal, apparently.”

“I don’t have the time for that,” I said. “We have to talk to Tiana.”

“Her people already came by and swept the place,” my PA assured me. “I can’t believe you’re more worried about her than you are about yourself. Do you know what you looked like in the back of the ambulance?”

“Danger-close Vietnam veteran?”

“Half your body was melted, David.” Carla stared at me for a long moment. “You should be dead. You should’ve lost consciousness and died. Your body started to stitch itself together the second that you passed out.”

I stared at her.

“Like one of them,” I said.

“Like one of them,” Carla agreed.

“What happened to Hephaestus? Is he still alive?”

“You ripped his neck open, and he bled all over you,” Carla reminded me. “He’s dead as can be. We didn’t get hold of his remains, though. That’s on the local cops.” She rubbed sleep out of her eyes. “I keep wondering if I’m waking up from a dream. I don’t know how you survived. Or what to think about the fact that you’re fine.”

“Blood samples,” I said. “We need to get some over to Acquisitions.”

“Kasper already took care of it. He figured you’d ask.”

“Were there any other attacks? Any other Idols around?”

“Just him. The UK is on high alert for any kind of terrorist activity.”

“That’s what they’re calling it, then? Terrorists?”

“It’s that or actually try and make sense of you fighting a flaming metal man in broad daylight,” Carla reminded me.

Her tablet beeped, and she checked her watch.

“Really?” she muttered. “Now?”

My Key vibrated softly on the table beside me.

“Apparently someone wants to talk to me.”

“It’s Tiana,” Carla said. “She can’t get anywhere without drawing huge crowds, so she slipped away from her concert early to come and see you. It’s not much of a window, but it’s what she can manage.”

I swung my feet over the edge of the bed.

“Clothes?”

“You’re lucky you pay me this well,” Carla warned me.

She turned and wheeled over a suitcase. I slid out of bed, landed in an easy crouch, and did one last quick inspection of my own function to make sure everything was working.

Energy brimmed through every inch of my nervous system.

I could’ve run a marathon and still had the energy to keep going.

Carla leaned back in her chair and attempted a devious smile as I lifted the hospital gown over my head. Her heart wasn’t in it. Her aura was almost pure anxiety and fear. Spikes of yellow poked through here and there.

Whatever had happened to me had done a number on her.

I changed into a new set of pants, a shirt, and spotted Aegis and Gungir sitting amongst the clothes. My fighting tools were scorched, but they’d escaped the spray of molten metal. A wash of relief boiled through my body.

I was giving Eliot and Hughie a raise.

Whether they wanted it or not.

I slid on a pair of comfortable spare boots.

I was halfway through tying them when a bodyguard walked into the ward.

The guy had the same lean whippiness that Kasper did.

He scanned the room, spoke quietly into a mic, and stepped aside.

Tiana Summers stepped into the ward.

Long dark hair arranged in a glitter-sprayed braid hung down to the small of her back. A gorgeous, knee-length dress covered an hourglass figure that belonged on a pin-up poster somewhere in the 1920s.

Her aura flowed around her like a knotted ball of colorful streamers.

Anxiety and excitement and stubbornness whirled around her like a force-field.

Two security guards brought up the rear. The guy beside the door closed it behind her.

She was as tall as I was.

One look at her in the flesh, and I was starting to understand the hype.

Tiana Summers looked like the kind of woman that men started wars over.
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“David Montague?” she asked.

“At your service,” I replied easily.

“My understanding from your security guy was that I was here to do you a favor,” she rallied back. “Something about the end of the world, subjugation of humanity, et cetera?”

Her accent was warm and friendly and hinted at the South.

“Something like that,” I agreed. “Would you like to sit?”

I gestured to a small coffee table and sofas beside the door.

They’d had to fill the private ward somehow.

Tiana glided easily over the floor and sat down. She crossed one leg elegantly over another, placed her delicate chin on her hand, and studied me with deep blue eyes.

Carla and I settled down across from her.

“I would’ve preferred to do this somewhere more lively,” I said.

“I could argue that there’s romance in an empty hospital ward,” Tiana replied.

“You’re the one who gets paid the big bucks.”

That drew a smile from her.

“That’s not quite true either, is it? You’re the billionaire here.”

The softly-worded responses were direct and to the point.

Tiana wasn’t here to play games. She was here for information.

“You came out in front of everyone and told the world that we were under attack,” I said. “I saw you. Live on air. Every news outlet back home seems hellbent on putting us through the meat grinder of public opinion.”

“I don’t like bullies,” Tiana said. “Neither do you, apparently.”

“I don’t like being pushed around,” I said. “We have that in common, I hear.”

Tiana graced me with another rueful, mysterious smile.

“We do,” she said. “So, what is it exactly that you want me for?”

I debated finding a more delicate way to say what I had in mind.

Tiana didn’t strike me as the kind of girl who liked beating around the bush.

“I’ve got an Idol under lock and key that says you’re part of their plan. They’ve got mind-control powers, and they want to use your stage and your audience to influence an enormous amount of people.”

Tiana’s mouth dropped open in surprise.

Her eyes sparkled in excitement.

“Really?”

“They originally had one person in mind. The second one coming for you is less friendly. And the reason they haven’t come after you yet is that they’re waiting for the right opportunity.”

“And they’re trying to kill you first,” Carla reminded me.

“I heard you were blown up this morning at the airport,” Tiana said. “What happened? The feeds won’t stop talking about critical injuries and the CEO of Montague Manufacturing being rushed into intensive care.”

“I made a miraculous recovery,” I said.

Tiana shook her head.

“You did, but you’re not telling me everything.”

One word from Hephaestus’ mouth rolled through my memory.

Prometheus.

“I don’t know why I’m still sitting here feeling spry,” I admitted. “I’ve got theories, but none of them make any sense.”

Tiana gestured to the room around us.

“It’s only us here. Well, there’s Casey and his friends.”

Her head of security met my eyes with an icy gaze.

“Can we have the room, Case?” Tiana asked.

“Five minutes. Yell if you need us.”

The wiry young man took the others and closed the door quietly behind him.

Carla gave Tiana an appreciative once-over.

“Your people respect you,” my PA noted.

“He was against this in the first place,” Tiana said. “I’ve made his job much harder, speaking out like I have. He understands. I have to get the music out. That’s all that matters.” Tiana’s eyes rolled over my face and down to my chest. “Tell me your theories, Mr. Montague.”

“Call me David.”

“David, then. How did you survive?”

“One of the Idols bled all over me.”

“Idols?”

“It’s what we’re calling the things that call themselves gods,” Carla clarified.

“Oh. Quite biblical. So it bled on you. Which means you were able to fight it.”

“I’ve got some of the best people in the world working on ways to kill them.”

The world-famous singer focused her eyes on mine again.

I had the distinct sensation that she was reading my thoughts.

Why was Tiana so interested in my theories about the Idols?

A suspicion started to creep into the back of my mind.

“You’ve done it before,” Tiana said. “Twice now, right? Once at the St Jacques Gala, and the second one here in England. But this is the first time that one of them bled on you.”

“The first one wasn’t on fire when it happened,” Carla said.

Tiana nodded.

“So that’s important. Fire.”

Carla frowned at her.

The singer kept her eyes focused on mine.

I had the sudden feeling that we were locked in some kind of primal back-and-forth. It wasn’t raw attraction or anything so romantic. I’d never thought of myself as having any kind of particular energy.

Tiana did. She’d lit up the room when she’d arrived.

And now her aura was flaring up and widening around her.

“Am I missing something?” Carla asked.

I put a hand on her knee and squeezed.

“They don’t know, do they?” Tiana asked me quietly.

“Know what?” I countered.

“Don’t play dumb, David. You’re better than that. They don’t know that they see what you see. They don’t know that you’ve got the Gift.”

My heart lunged into my throat, and my stomach twisted in pure surprise and wonder and pure fucking relief. Carla’s fingers tightened around mine, and I forced myself to keep my face neutral and settle back against the sofa.

“What gift? What is she talking about?” Carla demanded.

Tiana Summers could see auras. She had the Montague family curse.

Or maybe it wasn’t just restricted to my father and his bloodline.

There were others like us out there.

A lot of them were probably in asylums or running cults.

I wasn’t alone when it came to being blinded by people’s emotions.

“David?” Carla repeated. “What’s she talking about?”

“Would you like to tell her, or should I?” Tiana asked.

“I can see emotions,” I said. “They’re colors. Around everyone. There’s corresponding colors for different feelings, and I can see them all. In everyone.”

Carla stared at me in shock.

A small, sad smile touched Tiana’s mouth.

“That’s ridiculous,” my PA stammered.

“I just walked off getting melted,” I reminded her.

“Wait. Everyone? All the time?”

Tiana and I nodded in sync.

“So you know when people are lying.”

“I know they’re going to lie before they even open their mouth,” I said.

Carla’s face went white.

“And you know how they feel. About you. Or anyone else?”

“Intimately,” Tiana agreed. “It’s like paint on a canvas. You learn how to read it.”

“How long?” Carla asked. “How long have you been able to do this?”

“Since I was a kid,” I said. “My father had it too.”

“Mother for me,” Tiana added.

My PA’s eyes jumped from Tiana to me.

She looked like she’d just been stabbed in the stomach.

“How do you live like that?” Carla whispered.

“You stay away from crowds. Find people that you trust and love. And you do something with it to make people feel better,” Tiana replied. “That’s all you can do.”

My secretary got up from the couch.

I couldn’t tell if she was about to cry or start breaking furniture.

“Of course you couldn’t tell me,” she said to herself aloud. “I would’ve just thought that you were insane. That you were some kind of cult leader.” Carla glanced at Tiana. “Jury’s still out on you. But no-one would buy it.” She started pacing up and down.

“You’ve told people this before,” I said to Tiana.

She gave me a sympathetic look.

“She’s handling it better than most people.”

Carla took in a deep, shuddering breath.

“Okay,” she said. “So I’m sleeping with my boss, and he knows exactly how I feel about him.” She stared at me for a long few seconds. “You could’ve taken advantage of that fact way earlier. But you kept your distance. Until Hermes showed up.”

I nodded.

“So you were being honest with me,” Carla said. “It is mutual. You just didn’t act on it because of some stupid fear that finding out you could see into my soul would throw me off.”

I ignored the twist of anxiety in my gut.

“I keep it quiet for a reason,” I replied.

“I can see why,” Carla muttered. “I have to take a lap. Do either of you want anything?”

“Take Durham with you,” Tiana said. “I don’t know who’s watching this place, but I’d hate to see you get hurt.”

“What’s got you all sentimental?” Carla asked.

“You do,” Tiana replied honestly. “You’re handling this better than anyone I’ve ever seen. And I can tell you right now that he really loves you. He’s just doing a great job of hiding it.”

Carla’s aura winked a sudden yellow.

She fought to keep her expression neutral.

“I’m not sure if I like you,” my PA told Tiana.

The singer rolled a bare shoulder into a shrug.

“That goes for a lot of people,” she replied.

“Carla—”

“We’ll talk about this later, boss,” Carla interrupted. “I think you two need to put your heads together about not dying in the next few days. I’ll see if there’s anything decent downstairs.”

My PA left the two of us alone in the ward.

I couldn’t help but feel a spark of anger at Tiana’s observation.

“You had to go and tell her?”

“I’m surprised you haven’t already,” Tiana countered. “Life’s short, and you seem to be in a race to make it shorter for yourself. Why not seize the day? Carla’s a good person. She seems capable and strong. You’re lucky to have her.”

Tiana’s strange manner suddenly made a lot more sense.

She wasn’t just offering me a piece of advice.

‘Seizing the day’ was her entire life’s philosophy.

I felt practically naked for the first time in my life.

A glance over Tiana’s aura told me that she was excited to not be alone.

She was apprehensive and a little scared of me and the situation.

She felt guilt and regret and decided to keep on battling all the same.

“Do you have someone like that?” I asked.

“I can’t say I do. But that’s the price you pay.”

I knew what she meant.

There was a viciously-deep intimacy between us. Anyone else might’ve found it exciting, but the fact that I couldn’t hide my own emotional state from someone else made me feel vulnerable. I forced myself to center my breathing and get a handle on the situation.

“This isn’t how I saw this conversation going,” I admitted.

“Neither did I,” Tiana assured me. “I’ve heard only good things about you.”

“Not from Olivia.”

“Oh, she’s obsessed,” the singer told me with a laugh. “But you knew that.”

“I try not to play into it.”

“You do a great job. It’s been driving her up the wall for years.”

“How do you two even know each other?”

“We went to boarding school together.” Tiana winked at me. “But you didn’t just bring me here to talk about all the girls who are in love with you. You know that already. Why don’t you stop being coy and just tell me what you really want?”

“Right now? I want to take you to a pub and sit down and drink pints and talk.” I shook my head in wonder. “Because I thought that I was alone in this. But since that’s not on the cards, I want to use your stage and your presence as bait.”

Tiana nodded with a warm smile.

“I figured as much, but I wanted to hear you say it.”

“Why does that matter?”

“There’s something powerful in telling the truth,” Tiana replied. “Call me weird, but it’s something I value in all of my friends.” She lifted her head off her chin and mirrored my posture on the couch. “There’s complications, David. You know that I can’t put my fans at risk. In any way.”

I nodded.

“Staging a concert is one thing, but I’m not going to fill up a football stadium with people who’ve spent way too much money already to come and see me just to have them catch a bullet or a falling piece of debris.”

“You’ve risked that in every concert you’ve done since the start of the week,” I replied with a smile. “I get it, though. Risking an appearance is one thing. An actual fight with one of these things is different.”

Tiana nodded appreciatively.

“I’m not averse to being the bait in your trap,” Tiana continued. “The person you’re going to have to convince is Casey. He’s very serious about my safety. Announcing movements to the public, speaking appearances at Galas?” The singer shook her head. “I can’t go anywhere anymore. Not without turning it into a media circus. They’re always looking for an angle, something to write about.”

“Vultures.”

“Vultures,” she agreed. “Going out of my way to publicly announce a route that I’m taking is going to look suspicious. We’re going to need something better than that.”

“So you’re in.”

“Of course I’m in,” Tiana replied. “People like us have to stick together. I’ve never met someone like me in person.” An excited thrill rolled through her aura. “And I’d do anything to stop actual monsters trying to take over the human race.”

A smile touched her face.

“And you still haven’t told me what your working theory about yourself is.”

“Every Idol I’ve come up against has either refused to kill me or they’ve said that they need me for something,” I said. “Hermes came to me first. There’s something that we have in common with them. I think that they can see colors the same way that we do.”

“Which would imply that there’s something about us which we share with them,” Tiana said. “Add in your miraculous recovery from lethal injuries, and we can definitely agree that you’re linked to them somehow. What do you think it is?”

“I think we might be descended from them. A long way down the family tree.”

Tiana let out a thoughtful, musical hum.

“That would explain their interest in you. But they just tried to kill you anyway.”

“And failed. And I’m still standing. There might be a reason why they haven’t just sent everyone after me at once.” I unbuttoned the front of my shirt and showed her the strange insignia etched into my skin. “I don’t know what this means. Have you ever seen it before?”

Tiana stared at the sigil for a long moment.

“No,” she said quietly. “Not until today. But I have seen something like it before.”

“Where?”

She gestured to the air around me.

“It’s the shape of your soul, David.”
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Tiana and I stared at each other for a long moment.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” I said.

She let out an incredulous peal of laughter while I buttoned up my shirt.

“So you took a bath in Idol blood and now you’re fine and carrying the shape of your soul on your chest,” the singer summarized. “I absolutely agree. There’s no way that’s significant.” Tiana shook her head to herself. “Which one of them wants to come after me?”

“First it was Aphrodite. Now it’s Ares. If we can believe Aphrodite.”

“She’s the one you captured?”

I nodded.

“And you said she can use mind control?”

“If she touches you, yeah.”

“Have you touched?”

“We’ve glanced skin once or twice,” I replied. “It wasn’t enough to take my mind. Although it’s close. It’s difficult to be in the same room talking to her.”

“Without adjusting your pants?” Tiana asked.

The pure flash of raw bluntness made me laugh.

“Yeah.”

“You like her, though,” Tiana said.

“I feel like there’s more to her than her being a complete monster,” I said.

“Which is exactly what she’d want you to think if she’s your prisoner,” Tiana noted. “And you’ve already thought that through and decided it’s worth the risk. Okay.” She glanced over my head at the time. “We’re running short on time, David. I’m with you on baiting out Ares. But we haven’t figured out how we’re going to do it.”

“I don’t know if they need a concert specifically,” I said. “I’d have to check.”

“You think Aphrodite is going to cooperate?”

“She was earlier. Ares scares her.”

Tiana blew out a long hiss of breath.

“She’s not playing the injured bird card?”

“She’s serious,” I said.

“Then we’re definitely not staging a concert with fans,” Tiana said. “We need somewhere open and safe, right?”

“Or somewhere closed-in and cramped,” I countered. “I don’t know exactly what I’m up against, but the less room an Idol has to maneuver, the better it is for me.”

“So you’re some kind of ninja?”

“Billionaires have to have hobbies aside from work.”

“I like pool,” Tiana said. “And horse-riding.”

I forced myself not to picture Tiana leaning over a table of green felt.

A wry smile touched her face and told me that I’d failed.

“So this is what this feels like,” I said.

“You’re human,” Tiana replied. “And maybe I was checking that you still were, too.”

I reminded myself to watch my step around the woman across from me.

“Horses,” Tiana echoed. “That might actually do it.”

“Horses?”

“I’ve been meaning to make a music video for an upcoming album,” Tiana told me. “My parents left me their old homestead in Kentucky. It’s not as cramped as you’d like, but it’s remote enough that it’ll take them time to get there.”

“I don’t know how fast they can travel. Or who’s working with them. Or how they even found me here. They were waiting outside the airport.”

“You’d know if it was someone in your team.”

I nodded. “I think they might have a way to track me.”

“Then we need to move fast,” Tiana said.

“I think the local authorities have questions for me.”

“I’m sure that they do. But this is bigger than their questions, isn’t it?”

“A lot bigger,” I agreed.

“I’ve got a flight out of here if we need it,” Tiana said. “We could be stateside in less than twelve hours. It’ll take a few days to get my crew out to the homestead, but you could lay low there. I use the place sometimes when I need to get away from it all.”

“I can get you a crew and the best equipment you could ask for,” I told her.

“I forgot who I was talking to for a moment,” she said with a laugh. “Okay.”

“If they can track me, they can track you too,” I said.

“I haven’t given them a reason to come after me yet.”

“The two of us together might be reason enough.”

“It might. But that’s a risk that we’re going to have to take. You said you’ve got weapons, right? Things that can hurt them?”

I nodded.

“And your people could bring them out to us?”

“I could get them air-dropped if it came down to that.”

“Well, it looks like we’ve got a plan,” Tiana said.

I hesitated.

“David,” she said softly.

I met those depthless blue eyes again.

“I know you’re used to being self-sufficient. I know you have resources that I could only dream of. But you need to slip away without people knowing that you were ever here. I’ve made a brand out of that. Casey will take some convincing, but I can get you and Carla back on familiar turf tonight.”

“My own team,” I said. “I can’t leave them here in hot water.”

Tiana nodded.

“I can only fit the two of you,” she said apologetically. “And it’s after this conversation. I have to get moving before the vultures catch up with me. You know how it is.”

“I do,” I said.

Carla appeared a second later with a tray of cups.

“They actually have a cafe open downstairs at this time of night,” she said.

The uncertainty and fear in her aura from earlier had vanished.

A steady pulse of anxiety and concern rolled through her aura.

But the pure, naked fear had vanished and steady determination had filled its place.

Tiana hadn’t been wrong.

Carla had guts.

“So, what’s the plan?” my PA asked.

“Tiana wants to sneak us into Kentucky on her private jet,” I said. “But they can only take the two of us. We’d have to leave Kasper and the rest of the crew behind.”

Carla handed me a hot coffee.

“Do you trust her?”

Tiana didn’t take the question personally.

She just smiled and leaned back.

“I do,” I said.

“Well, given that you have psychic powers and you’re the one shelling out for our travel, I think that Kasper is going to say the same thing as I am,” she said. “Go on without us and let us handle the situation here.”

“I did say both of you,” Tiana said.

“Kasper’s good with law enforcement, but our UK wing swept in to try and rescue you,” Carla said. “You didn’t see them show up and start damage control. Someone needs to manage the situation on the ground here.”

“Carla—”

My PA placed Tiana’s coffee down on the table and she kissed me.

She did it slowly. Softly. Intimately. The kind of way that a girlfriend would.

Tiana hid a smile behind her back.

“Let me help you save the world,” she whispered in my ear. “I can’t fight like you, and you saved my life. I can administrate. It’s not glamorous. It’s not sexy. But let me do that.”

“You make it look sexy,” I told her.

She flashed a smile at me, and her aura flared yellow.

“I know,” she said.

Carla turned to Tiana.

The singer’s hidden smile spilled out into an actual grin.

“I know,” Tiana said. “Hands off your boss.”

“You wish you were so lucky,” Carla told her flatly. “If I find out that you’re a plant, or you’re working with the Idols, or that you harm so much as a hair on his head, I will spend the rest of my life making yours hell.”

Tiana’s smile faded a little.

“I believe you, Carla,” Tiana told her.

“You’d better. I’m the one who runs the place while he plays hero.”

The sudden flash of reckless confidence and the well-delivered threat caught me off-guard. We were trying to work with Tiana diplomatically, but Carla had apparently needed to mark her territory.

“You don’t have to stay here,” I tried.

“You need me here,” Carla said. “Just call me when you get there. I’ll handle the rest.”

“Medical records? Police interviews?”

“Got it covered,” she assured me.

Tiana rose from the sofa and held out her hand to Carla.

“I swear to you on my life that I’ll keep him safe,” the singer said firmly.

Her aura didn’t carry so much as a hint of a lie.

Carla took her hand and shook it.

The two women took each other’s measure in a flash.

I watched their auras play off each other. They reminded me of two planets in orbit around each other. Powerful masses of potential and dynamic energy. Tiana’s aura might’ve carried a little more refinement, but Carla’s own emotional energy shone far brighter.

I blinked and pushed the thought into the back of my mind.

“Thank you, Carla,” I said.

“Thank me later. I’ll call Hugh and Eliot and tell them that their stuff worked.”

I retrieved my luggage from the other side of the bed.

I caught Carla in a hug from behind and gave her a fierce squeeze.

She hummed and leaned back into my shoulder.

I kissed her. Just the same way that I’d kissed her.

“Love you,” I whispered in her ear.

I might as well have flashbanged her aura and brain.

Tiana had a quick word with Casey in the hallway outside. I left Carla behind with a dazed expression on her face and a kiss on her cheek.

The hospital was silent and cold and quiet.

The scent of disinfectant and the harsh lights brought me back to places I would’ve preferred to forget. The waiting room. The increasingly-negative prognosis from the doctors.

Then the news that my father had died.

“Mr. Montague,” Casey said.

I snapped myself out of my thoughts.

“I’m told that you’re accompanying us on the way out,” he said. “You’re going to need something to make you less recognizable. We’ve got spare suits in the car. How familiar are you with celebrity security?”

“I went to school for it.”

Doubt flickered through Casey’s aura, but he gave me a careful nod.

One of the other two bodyguards took my bag. I fell into step with them and unconsciously wove myself into their screen of bodies around Tiana. I changed my regular stride into something more heavy and confident.

The nurses at the reception stared at Tiana as we passed out of the hospital.

A small crowd of workers had gathered outside the entrance. They quickly swam in to try and talk to Tiana. I body-blocked a couple of the more enthusiastic fans with a friendly, firm smile. Casey took up a position at the rear.

The singer gave them a quick smile and a wave.

She didn’t wait around. She knew how badly we needed to leave.

The driver already had the car idling and waiting for us.

I stopped Tiana from getting inside and did a rapid sweep of the vehicle and the driver. I’d had a close enough call with the exploding Mercedes outside Birmingham airport to not take the risk again.

Casey gave me an impatient glance and opened his mouth to protest.

Tiana calmed him with a hand on his shoulder and a smile.

I probably hadn’t needed to check.

The driver had an aura and it told me he was annoyed.

We were in the back of the car and out of Birmingham inside of half an hour.

I had the clothes on my back, the weapons in my luggage, and a new ally that I’d never expected to find. Tiana stared out at the streetlights around us. The driver took us into an adjacent town.

I meditated on the way through until we pulled up on the tarmac.

The airstrip was on privately-owned land. A manor house rose up in the distance and Tiana exchanged a quick hug and a few words with a teenage girl on the airstrip. I left her to it, took a seat on the jet, and found myself across from Casey.

“Just so we’re clear,” Tiana’s head of security began.

“You don’t like me, you don’t trust me, and you think that I’m going to get your principal killed with my recklessness,” I replied.

Icy eyes didn’t budge from mine.

“She said the two of you were alike,” he said.

“You know us wealthy, self-made types.”

Casey snorted.

“She’s self-made. You’re a kid who lucked out.”

“I’ll keep her safe,” I said. “She’s the one doing me the favor.”

“You’d better,” he warned. “Or I’ll kill you myself.”

“That line is getting longer and longer,” I told him.

“I can’t imagine why,” he snarked.

I settled back in my chair.

Tiana joined the two of us fifteen minutes later.

She immediately picked up on the icy silence in the air.

“Good to see you boys are getting along,” she said.

“Give it some time,” I said. “I’ll wear him down.”

The singer sighed.

“This is going to be a long flight.”


31

We landed in Kentucky 12 hours later. 

The jet-lag might’ve given me whiplash if I hadn’t slept on the way over.

Tiana Summers had the perfect Kentucky ranch.

It came with its own airstrip, flight crew, and ATVs to carry us back to the main house.  Casey and the security crew led the way out onto the airstrip. Bright industrial lights forced my eyes to adjust to the cool evening.

We trekked off the tarmac to the idling buggies.

A couple of tough-looking rancher types drove Tiana and I to her homestead.

I studied Tiana’s employees as we went. They didn’t seem surprised to see me and they didn’t have any personal animosity toward me, either. Their emotional states were steady and unflinching.

They were definitely former military or police.

I glanced behind us and noticed that Casey and the others hadn’t followed us.

“They’re taking the jet back to LA,” Tiana explained. “Scheduled maintenance. And they know how to make it look like I’m home when I need them to.”

“Good cover,” I called back.

She smiled.

“I’ve done this once or twice before, you know.”

We reached a charming little ranch house with accompanying barns and stables twenty minutes later. I hadn’t been able to track the road or find landmarks in the dark. The ranchers pulled up beside a fence that bordered the area around the homestead.

Tiana climbed out. I took my luggage with me.

“If you need us, just call,” one of the hard-looking men said.

“I will,” Tiana promised him. “We’re going to have company on the airstrip later. They’re going to be his people, and I’d appreciate it if you gave them a warm welcome and any help that they need.”

“We’ll be up with the light, ma’am.”

They left the two of us outside the beautiful farmhouse.

It looked like something straight out of another century.

“Does this place even have electricity?” I asked.

“Electricity, guns, horses, and a stocked freezer,” Tiana replied. “Everything a girl might need on a romantic getaway with her latest tabloid boyfriend.”

It was easy to see the bitterness in her aura.

“I won’t ask to see where you bury the bodies.”

She opened the gate and I followed her up a winding pathway. A little vegetable patch stretched around a corner of the house. A wide porch with honest-to-god hitching rails skirted the outside of the building. Three stories of solid wooden construction and windows facing in every direction gave an occupying force a good line of sight in the surrounding countryside.

“Were your parents ranchers?” I asked.

Tiana bit back a laugh and took a set of keys out of her purse.

“God, no. They were meth dealers.”

She unlocked the front door, turned on the porch lights, and illuminated a chunk of backyard with a well-stocked collection of firewood. I understood my assignment before she even opened her mouth.

It took me five minutes to get enough wood inside the living room to start a fire.

The wood weighed nothing.

I checked it over. It seemed well-seasoned and good-quality. I tried to ignore just how easy it was to move, but by the time I had the fire going and not a single iota of fatigue had moved into my muscles, I knew something had changed.

Hephaestus hadn’t just left me with a soul-shaped mark on my skin.

His Ichor had done something else to my body.

I gripped one of the chunks of wood beside the fireplace and tore at it with my fingertips. Splinters erupted in the air and I found myself staring down at two different pieces of lumber. Tiana let out a strangled cry of surprise from the kitchen.

“You okay?” I called out.

“I saw that,” she replied.

I used a nearby lighter to get the fire going and settled down beside it on a tanned rug with a poker. Flames chewed greedily at the wood, smoke vanished up the chimney, and the light illuminated a wide living room with huge, wide, comfortable-looking sofas.

Bookshelves took up one side of the room, and a doorway vanished into a dining room with a table big enough to feed an entire clan of locals.

The place dripped with personality and beauty and a lived-in feel that was hard to replicate. My host appeared with a cup of cocoa and a plate of cookies a moment later. She settled down on the floor across from me and handed me a mug with a look of wonder.

“So you’re super-strong now?”

I lifted the poker and tested its weight.

The thing was solid iron.

It weighed as much as a child’s plastic sword.

“Hard to say for sure. But things weigh less.”

I sipped the hot drink and caught Tiana smiling at me.

“What?”

“You look so out of place here,” she observed. “You should be relaxing on a tropical island somewhere. Or sleeping in a penthouse overlooking St Jacques.”

“I’ve spent some time out in the country.”

“But you’re a city animal,” Tiana countered.

I knew better than to disagree with her.

She could tell what I was feeling.

“I thought you’d be more conversational on the plane,” Tiana said.

“Casey and I were too busy having a staring contest.”

“Don’t take it personally. It’s his job. I’m sure you’ve got a guy like that.”

“Mine’s better.”

Tiana frowned at me.

“Because he lets you out to play without supervision?”

“That’s part of it. Mostly because he’s got a better nickname.”

Curiosity flashed through her aura but she decided to drop it.

“Are you tired?”

I shook my head.

“I don’t sleep much.”

“I don’t know about that. You seemed fine on the jet.”

“That’s different. I’m trying to beat the lag.”

I prodded the fire, stacked up more wood, and stoked it until the fireplace flooded my skin with heat. Tiana shied away from it, but it just felt cozy against my skin.

I was almost tempted to shove my entire hand into the flame just to see what would happen. But I knew better than to be too reckless. Third-degree burns would make it harder to wield Aegis and Gungir, or to shoot a gun if I needed to.

I’d find better ways to test what had happened to me.

Tiana curled up on the couch. I settled down at the foot of it and stuck to the floor.

“Still being decent, I see,” she said. “Worried about what Carla might think?”

I didn’t need to see her to know that she was teasing me.

“We only just met,” I replied. “And I don’t need a blanket.”

“Suit yourself.”

Tiana blew steam off her cocoa.

“So, what exactly is your plan?” she asked.

“I’ll need time to get an idea of the terrain,” I said. “I’d appreciate a tour. I need to know what kind of weapons you’ve got access to, a good place for an ambush, and I’ll probably need some intel from someone who wants to stab me in the back.”

“I meant afterward,” Tiana replied. “After all of this is over.”

“Over?”

“Well, let’s assume that you manage to kill Ares. And then Poseidon, and all the others that they send after you. You find their weaknesses, hopefully make some friends, and you show the entire world that they were wrong about you.”

I turned to look at her.

Her expression was serious.

“There is no after, Tiana,” I told her. “This doesn’t just end with everyone going home and being happy. Heads will roll. Government systems are going to radically change. There’s going to be a political bloodbath. And Montague is going to be right in the middle of it.”

“You don’t think you’ll get a pardon of some kind? For services to the country?”

“The CIA knows about the Idols. I’m pretty sure they set Hermes up to kill me. It backfired, and they’ve been trying to get their gods to do their dirty work for them.”

“I’m not exactly familiar. But the Idols don’t seem like good weapons.”

“They’re arrogant. They think that they’re gods and they’re owed something.”

“All except for Aphrodite, right?”

“She’s probably the most dangerous.”

Tiana raised an eyebrow.

“Female of the species, et cetera?”

I nodded.

“If she was running loose, I wouldn’t know who to trust. I can see auras, sure, but not through cameras or feeds. She could have the entire establishment bending over and asking for it gentle. If she was free.”

“If,” Tiana noted. “What do you think she’d do if you let her out?”

“She’d probably start by tearing my entire company apart.”

“How are you keeping her contained?”

“There’s a certain pitch of sound that makes them fly apart.” I held up the poker. “They’re made of metal. Some kind of liquid mass that they can change the density of.”

“Why do they hide their eyes?”

“They’ve got gemstones instead of eyes. I don’t know why that’s the part of their body that they can’t hide. I’m pretty sure that they can look like whoever they want to. I’m also pretty sure that they see the world the way we do.”

“They can see human emotions?”

“I’ve never met one of them without sunglasses or hearing protection,” I replied. “They’ve got keen senses, they can smell people from across a room. Stronger, faster, denser and with better reflexes.”

“But there’s a frequency which takes them out.”

I thought of Hephaestus powering through my attacks with Gungir.

“It weakens them,” I corrected her. “Someone still has to do the work.”

A thoughtful look crept into her eyes.

“So, you need a tour, a good place to stage a fight, and some time to prepare.”

“And you need a music video,” I reminded her.

“Mm. That I do.” She smiled. “Calling my agent or my manager in LA would kind of defeat the point of being incognito. But they’re the only people that I can reach out to for actors.”

“If you’re trying to get me on camera--”

“You were the one who said I needed a music video,” Tiana replied. “If you really want to send a message to the world, then we need to present them with a united front. The two of us together would make your Idols come after us.”

She had a point.

I hated being on camera.

But I was asking the woman on the sofa to risk her life for me.

She had it all. Money, influence, thousands upon thousands of fans.

I could tolerate some screentime if it meant working together.

“Okay,” I said.

“That was easier than I thought it’d be.”

“Don’t wear it out,” I warned her.

I finished my cocoa and settled down on the sofa beside hers.

“So what do we do now?” Tiana asked.

Longing and excitement and the thrill of possibility rolled through her aura.

“I’m going to finish catching up on sleep,” I told her. “I’m flattered, though.”

Indignation flared in her aura and amusement quickly followed.

“You know, for a moment there, I almost forgot you could see me.”

I pulled a blanket up over my knees and shifted into a comfortable position on the sofa.

“Weren’t you going to call your people?”

“I messaged Carla on the plane ride over. She knows what we need.”

A little frustration and even a touch of self-doubt flickered through her energy.

I smiled at her and injected as much warmth as I could into it.

It became real a second later.

“Thank you, Tiana,” I said. “For everything.”

“You’re welcome, David,” she replied.

The quiet tension between us ratcheted up a notch.

I pulled my eyes away from her pensive expression and counted myself to sleep.

It didn’t take long. I’d slept on the way over, but I’d been through a lot in the last few days. Miraculous recovery and potential new superpowers aside.

I needed sleep if I was going to take on Ares.

I woke up the next morning to the coals of the same fire.

The smell of coffee rolled out of the kitchen.

I slid out from under the blankets. The early-morning temperature should’ve blown straight through my clothes, but my body regulated its own heat to deal with it.

I didn’t feel cold. At all.

I knew myself better than most people.

Training with Kasper in remote locations, pushing myself to the limits of hunger and hypothermia, and a handful of other incredibly-uncomfortable experiences had taught me a lot about myself.

I felt comfortable. Good. Strong. Energized.

White-hot liquid metal had burned through my torso less than twenty-four hours ago.

An old-fashioned coffee machine poured steam into the air of the rustic kitchen.

Tiana Summers had gone with a pair of simple, well-fitted jeans. Worn work boots covered her feet, and a fleece-lined jacket covered her against the cold.

Her aura flickered with excitement and anticipation and fear.

Happiness and comfort slithered inside and around her more negative emotions.

She didn’t hear me come in behind her.

“Can you make me one?” I asked.

She jumped at the sound of my voice.

“Of course,” she replied. “Your people flew in last night. They’re waiting outside.”

I walked to the sink and peered out the window.

Fiona and a small media crew from the Bullseye waited in idling ATVs.

Tiana’s security team were driving.

Light had barely bled in from the hills at the edges of Tiana’s ranch.

“They didn’t waste any time,” I muttered.

“You ready to be a star?” Tiana asked with a laugh.

I sighed.

“Why not. Let’s go and ruffle some of your fans’ feathers.”

We went outside with travel mugs and made introductions. The team of company employees were all superfans of Tiana. My host spoke graciously with them and shook Fiona’s hand. I could see the makeup artist visibly struggling not to ask for a picture.

They were starstruck by the woman beside me.

We mounted up and the ATVs took us down dirt trail roads. A pair of loaded-up trucks followed us away from the homestead, through a few gates, and into a heavily-wooded area at the south side of the ranch.

Light trailed through the trees.

Bright shades of orange and red leaves hung in the trees and crunched underfoot as we climbed out of the ATVs. A small stream raced through a shallow gully.

It looked like something out of a fairytale.

“Perfect,” Tiana breathed. “Let’s get started.”
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I never thought I’d find myself watching Tiana Summers work in real-time.

Production and presentation had never been my strong suit. I helped the cattlemen unload the trucks, set up an ad-hoc makeup booth, and drag crates of equipment off the ATVs. A production manager shot me a strange look as I helped rig up cameras, mic, and run cables back through to generators.

It took a few hours to put the set together.

Tiana and a guy with thick-lensed glasses put their heads together for a storyboard for the video. The singer hummed a few vibrant notes under her breath as she paced around the creek and trees. She tested the footing here and there and even stretched out into poses in her jeans and jacket.

“Isn’t she gorgeous?” Fiona asked me.

I tore my eyes away from Tiana’s colors and laughed.

“I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

“You haven’t been able to take your eyes off her, darlin’.”

“Neither have you,” I countered.

“Mr Montague!”

I glanced up at the owner of the voice. A bearded security guy gestured for me to join him at the back of an ATV. I winked at Fiona, left her with Tiana, and found myself standing over a map of the property.

“Mark Hawes,” the security guy said.

I shook his head.

“Pleasure. What am I looking at?”

Hawes pulled a pen from his breast pocket and circled a certain bend in the creek. It didn’t take long for him to outline where we were and the easiest ways in and out of the woods. I made sure to memorize the roads that led back to the homestead and airstrip.

“Tiana said you needed a tour of the property,” he said.

I nodded.

“Rangers?” I asked.

Hawes chuckled.

“I might’ve had something to do with them once upon a time.”

“You know the terrain better than me. Do you know what we’re up against?”

“I did some reading. It didn’t help much.”

I gave him the five-minute version of the Idols. Hawes grunted but didn’t call me out for being a liar. He took the information in like a sponge. I glanced over the camera crew and nodded the leftover cases in an ATV behind us.

“Is that the care package from back home?”

“Sure is. Figured that you didn’t need it yet.” Hawes chuckled. “You’re not afraid to get your hands dirty. That’s a good quality in a boss.”

“I learned it all from my dad. Never ask someone to do something that you wouldn’t do yourself given training and time.”

“Sounds like he was a good man.”

A strange pang boiled up in my chest.

“He had his moments. Let’s get back to the situation at hand. If you had to ambush one of these things, where would you stage it?”

“We’re talking about literal superhumans here, right?”

“Probably the closest thing that you’ll ever see to one,” I agreed.

“If I’m going against something that’s bulletproof and has better senses than a regular human, then I want a raised position and fire superiority.” Hawes followed my eyes to the unopened cases behind us. “No chance that your people shipped you a SAW in those crates?”

“Hard to say until I see it,” I said. “But I doubt it.”

I ran Hawes through the weapons systems that my team had put together.

“So we’ve got grenades, AP rounds for small arms, and a suit of armor that comes with pointy sticks,” the former Ranger said slowly. “This is some old-school hog-hunting kind of shit. Which one did you say that we’re up against again?”

“Ares. The one who can probably brainwash you into a killing machine.”

“Can’t brainwash me if I’m already there,” Hawes chuckled.

“Then assume that he can point you at your boss if he wants to.”

He scowled.

“You’re not worried about him doing that to you?”

“I’ve managed to contain the other mind-twister, so I think I’ll be able to handle it.”

“Hope you weren’t relying on any direct support from Miss Summers.”

“I know she’s your principal, and that her safety is your priority.”

“Why do I smell a but coming?”

“There isn’t one. She’s already done enough.” I nodded to the girl in question as she sang quietly to herself and paced out her route through the impromptu set. “The fact that we’re here and far enough away from civilians is good enough for me.”

“I haven’t heard anything about a plan B yet,” Hawes said.

“If he kills me or compromises me, run like hell. Keep the jet warmed up and ready to move. Get her out as fast as you can and head to St Jacques. I’ve already left instructions there on how to proceed.”

Admiration flickered through his stoic aura.

“You’ve already thought this through. Like a professional.”

“It’s the best we have with what we’ve got. How good are your guys in the woods?”

“Better than whatever you’re planning on fighting out here.”

“Please tell me that you’ve got some lever-guns in 5.56.”

“Now that you mention it, we actually do. We’ve also got more serious heat if it’s needed. Things that may or may not be illegal without the correct kind of license.”

“AR-mags?”

“You’re getting specific about gear. And yes.”

“I’m getting specific because, unless I miss my guess, my people sent us a few tins of ammo. I usually have them build prototypes around pre-existing platforms.”

“That’s smart,” Hawes admitted. “A lot of newer manufacturers are trying to reinvent the wheel every other year with a new rifle.”

“Technology’s about improving on existing inventions. Making them better and easier to use for everyone. Not about proprietary equipment and services that make it impossible to use.”

“I bet you’re popular with your competitors,” Hawes snarked.

“They hate me.” I looked over the map. “This bald patch here. What’s that?”

“Paddock that used to cover for an underground lab.”

“Is it still there?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny. Why do you ask?”

“Because I like fighting underground,” I said. “It’s cramped, less avenues for escape, and gives the home team a field advantage.”

“I’ll see if Tiana kept a key,” Hawes said.

“David!” Tiana called.

“Duty calls,” Hawes told me.

I stepped away from the short meeting with Tiana’s security wizard.

“I think we’ve got it figured out,” the singer said. “Except for your part.”

“I’m happy not to be involved,” I offered.

“No, that won’t work. The song needs two people.”

I’d never understood theatrical types of people.

“What do you need me to do?” I asked.

“Come here,” Tiana said.

I slid past the wall of crew and cameras and microphones. Tiana shucked her shoulders out of her heavy coat and turned her back to me.

“Give me a hand with this,” she said.

She didn’t need my help.

I helped her anyway. Gently and slowly and carefully.

A loose-fitting top from some kind of chic-country store hung off her shoulders. Long sleeves wandered all the way down to her fingertips. The sunny white of the material contrasted with the mass of colors whirling around her whole body.

Tiana’s radiant smile washed over me like a ray of sunshine.

She took my hand with hers and placed the other on my shoulder.

“You took dance lessons, didn’t you?”

“I might’ve picked it up in passing,” I replied. “Why?”

“The song’s about unexpected meetings,” Tiana said. “Kind of like ours.”

“What’s dancing have to do with that?”

“It’s a metaphor,” Tiana said patiently. “I can explain the intricacies if you’d like.”

“I’ll take a pass,” I said. “Waltz? Tango? Cha-cha? What’s your preference?”

“Let’s start with a waltz--”

“Rolling!” Fiona called out excitedly.

I found a waltz-style song in my memory. Tiana took away the need for it with a gorgeous hum that rolled up from the depths of her throat. My feet moved where they were supposed to and I guided her effortlessly around the clearing.

Tiana stared up into my eyes with disarming intimacy.

I tried not to focus on how good she smelled and the softness of her skin.

I failed. The singer was everything a man could dream of and more.

“Carla’s going to be upset when she sees this,” Tiana murmured.

“You really like trying to set us against each other, don’t you?”

“I actually hate the thought of it,” she admitted. “Vera, could you play the track?”

Gorgeous folk strings and fingerstyle guitar rolled out of a speaker from beside one of the ATVs. Tiana’s tones swelled up through the music and she started to sing the very same song as I danced with her through the clearing.

We did a few takes.

I tuned out the crew and the thought of the camera.

I focused on the woman in my arms and matched the pure intensity of her gaze. Time slipped effortlessly by until the sun told me it was close to 10am. We hadn’t taken a break in hours.

Tiana had sung almost the entire time.

She’d halted a few times to reset the shot or to do a different take.

The singer was a trained dancer and actress. Tiana knew exactly how to move her feet and twirl and add intensity to her expressions. I finally stopped for water and the crowd broke into a round of applause.

Tiana clapped and beamed at me as I left her to the rest of the shoot.

Hawes stubbed out a cigarette as I joined him and drained the last of a bottle of water.

“Professional,” Tiana’s bodyguard said. “Good. Would’ve hated to shoot you when we were just getting to like each other.”

“I’m not made for this Hollywood shit,” I said.

“Neither am I. I leave it up to Case. He’s better at paparazzi.”

Tiana gave me a wave and a thumbs-up.

“You can get your tour now!” she called. “We’ve got more than enough to work with!”

Happiness and excitement and satisfaction flooded through her aura.

I mounted up in the-still loaded ATV. Hawes checked in with the rest of his team and drove us up and away from the creek. A muddy track led us through the trees, past a glassy lake, and north through another handful of paddocks. We wound up back in the woods again.

Hawes didn’t have to check the map once. He knew exactly where he was.

We stopped in the middle of a half-acre clearing in the trees.

“Did you know her parents?” I asked.

“They hired me to look after her before they went away.”

“They’re still alive?”

Hawes shook his head.

“Their business caught up to them. They didn’t go gently. Most people don’t even know their names. Part of it is the change of scenery, change of name, and a good relationship with her manager.”

“So she’s a fighter.”

“She’s been on tour almost nonstop for the last two years, Mr Montague.”

“Yeah. She’s a fighter.”

I circled around to the back of the ATV and hefted up one of the plastic chests. The weight of it caught me by surprise, and I settled it down to the grass with a grunt. I opened it up and almost fell over.

Sixteen ammo cans of 5.56 and handgun ammunition met my eyes.

I didn’t know the exact weight, but I’d just hefted close to 500 pounds with a little effort. Hawes took a firm step backward and his hand went to his waistband as fast as thinking. Alertness and sudden paranoia bled through his aura.

I lifted my hands and laced them behind my head as he cleared his pistol from a concealed holster. I turned away from him and faced the treeline before he could ask me to.

“I can explain,” I said.

“You’d better start,” Hawes agreed.

“Can I stay standing?”

“Turn to face me,” he instructed. “Looks like you know the drill already.”

“I learned from the best.”

I took two long steps backward away from the ATV to make sure that Hawes had plenty of space and time to react to any obvious movements. A fresh wash of appreciation colored his aura, but it wasn’t enough to get Hawes to lower his pistol.

He shoved the heavy chest with his boot.

It didn’t budge an inch.

“Start talking, Montague. You just got done telling me about super-strong creatures that call themselves gods and that are coming to kill Tiana.” A dangerously-cold light shone in his eyes. “And then you go and do some shit like that.”

“I killed one of them yesterday. He splashed blood on me.”

“Casey did tell me that you should’ve died.”

“I don’t know what happened exactly. But I’m stronger than I used to be. I don’t get as cold as I did before, and my energy levels are higher.” I shrugged. “I don’t know if I somehow absorbed Hephaestus’s power or there’s something special about me. But I’m on your side.”

Hawes’ aura told me that he was thinking through the implications.

“If I wanted to kill her, I would’ve done it last night,” I told him.

“You might be biding your time.”

“You said I was a professional. Did you mean it?”

He lowered his pistol slowly. Then he holstered it with a grimace.

“I’m asking for a raise after this.”

I made a mental note to check every crate I picked up from here on out.

Hawes crouched down beside the supply crate and checked over the loaded 30-round magazines. Boxes of hypersonic grenades were tucked neatly beside rotary grenade launchers. I got him to help me pull down the next crate.

It opened with a hiss of pneumatic air. A small platform hoisted itself out of the crate and showed me a gleaming black set of plated armor. Tiana’s security guy stared at it and lifted the helmet out of the felt. He tested the weight of it in his hand and quirked an eyebrow at me.

“This is your gear?”

“It works,” I said. “I probably wouldn’t have gotten as fucked up as I had if I’d had this on me yesterday.” I took the helmet from him and placed it back beside the rest of the armor. “Authorization code - Keyholder0017.”

The crate buzzed again and lifted itself up a little further.

A small arsenal of brand-new weapons sat underneath the armor.

“Keyholder?” Hawes asked.

“Keys to the kingdom,” I said. “Something every Montague gets.”

A short, slightly-curved blade sat in a sheath beside yet another Aegis bracer.

A set of matte knuckle-dusters waited beside it.

A single note had been left beneath the weapons. Hawes got to it before I did and read it aloud.

“Mark II Hoplite system. Thanks for the raise.”

He shook his head with a blend of pure incredulity and amazement.

“Just who the fuck are you?” he asked. “Really?”

I shrugged.

“I guess I’m the one that broke the mold,” I replied. “Where’s this underground lab?”
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I folded the crate back together with a verbal command and hoisted it back into the ATV. Hawes helped me get the ammo crate into the back again with a shake of his head. He drove the two of us across the clearing to a pair of closely-knit pine trees.

Tiana’s head of local security produced a set of keys.

He crouched down at the base of the two trees, brushed leaves away from a hidden trapdoor, and unlocked a worn-looking padlock. Rusted steel creaked open and revealed a tight descent down a narrow set of metal stairs.

Dawes showed me the courtesy of trust and went first.

He disappeared into the underground bunker and I followed him.

Hidden generators fired up at the touch of a button. Industrial-grade lights flashed overhead and revealed an enormous underground warehouse.

Stainless steel benchtops with corresponding equipment turned the place into a complete maze. Rafters and well-engineered air vents kept the place in immaculate shape. I recognized most of the appliances from two decades ago. A thin layer of dust coated everything.

It was clear the place had been abandoned for years.

But it’d been built better than most prepper bunkers I’d seen.

I let out a low whistle at the sheer scale of the former operation.

“I bet Tiana’s parents were popular with the locals.”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Hawes said.

He crossed his arms and leaned against a bench.

I spent fifteen minutes searching the place from top to bottom. The place had been concreted perfectly and routinely scrubbed from floor to ceiling. There wasn’t any leftover signs or smells of methamphetamine. The place would definitely raise a few eyebrows if someone stumbled across it.

“It’s perfect,” I said finally. “This is where we’ll set up.”

“It’s a death trap,” Hawes warned me. “One way in, one way out. Designed to be easy to defend. But if you’re looking to get out of here in a hurry, then you’re in trouble.”

“Who said anything about leaving?” I asked.

Hawes helped me drag my Hoplite suit down into a corner in the abandoned lab.

He gave me the keys to the trapdoor. I locked it shut, covered it in leaves, and mentally logged the exact location of the place in my mind. I didn’t want to lose my home-field advantage if I could help it.

I checked my Key. I had a list of messages from Carla and the professional boffins.

“Where to now?” Hawes asked.

“The barracks,” I said. “I need to brief your guys. Or drop this ammo off, at least.”

“Why don’t you brief me instead. I’ll make sure that they hear it.”

The ATV sped us away from the hidden underground labyrinth. I marked landmarks in my memory as we went. I told Hawes everything that I knew about the Idols and their weaknesses.

Hawes listened intently and only asked questions for clarification.

I was relieved that he didn’t blow me off as being crazy.

I’d had far too much of that lately. The two of us arrived at a bunkhouse close to the airstrip half an hour later. I unloaded the ammo with Hawes’ help. A side-door led into a short hallway. A steel door opened up into a well-stocked, walk-in gun locker.

Obvious military gear hung neatly on hooks on the walls.

“Do you mind?” I asked.

“You’re fine,” he assured me.

I took an old-school M4 off the wall and checked the load.

The rifle was empty. And it still had its select-fire switch above the trigger.

“You weren’t kidding,” I said. “You’ve got the good stuff here.”

The former Ranger laughed.

“Anything special about the ammo?” Hawes asked.

He hoisted up an ammo can onto a workbench.

I shook my head.

“Plug and play,” I said. “Simple as you can get. It’s not going to do much against Ares if he’s not already messed up by the soundwaves from the grenades, though. They’ll hurt, and that’s what matters. You don’t want to fight this guy.”

Hawes chuckled.

“From anyone else, I’d take that as a challenge. But seeing as I just watched you manhandle this crate off the back of a buggy like it was nothing?” He shrugged. “I’ll take your word for it. You didn’t say how you were going to get the thing here in the first place.”

I grimaced.

“I’m waiting for word from a certain someone who’s cozy with them.”

Hawes caught my tone with a raised eyebrow.

“I’m guessing you’re not friends.”

“Professional enemies.”

“What have you got on him to make him play ball?”

“Audio recording,” I said.

“Blackmail?”

I nodded.

“Shoot, Montague. I didn’t take you for the criminal type.”

“This is war,” I told him firmly. “We can worry about legalities later.”

“You make me feel like I should salute or something.”

“Tiana’s not paying you that much.”

Hawes barked a laugh and took a minute to write down a quick series of notes onto a whiteboard in the gun locker. They were all in a shorthanded language that I recognized as some kind of code. I left him to it and waited outside beside the ATV.

My Key buzzed insistently in my pocket. I slid in an earpiece and answered the call.

“Boss,” Carla said, relieved. “I was about to start screaming into the void.”

“That’d be a sight,” I said. “What’s the situation in the UK?”

“We weren’t arrested, if that’s what you were wondering. Someone from high up on the food chain pulled some strings to get us released and get us on a plane back to the States.”

“Were they waiting for you?”

“Who’s they?”

“Police, FBI, men in black suits?”

“Nothing. We got back through into the Shipyard and back to the Bullseye without a hitch.” Concern crept into her tone. “Wait, did Durstin already try and contact you?”

“Has he left a message?”

“Not him. Someone else from the CIA. They gave us a number to call.”

“Which means that they want to know where I am,” I said. “Perfect.”

“Why’s that perfect?”

“Because I don’t think the CIA is going to send people to publicly execute me when they’ve got an Idol that is happy to do it for them,” I replied. “How are you feeling?”

“You don’t just say that you’re going to use yourself as bait for a lunatic super-god and then ask me how I’m doing,” Carla said, exasperated. “That’s not how this works.”

“Well, you can teach me how it works when I get home, then.”

“Eliot and Hughie got hold of your medical records. Their first test results from the Seed came back, too. They’re ringing every line off the hook to get to you.”

“I’ll call them back,” I assured her. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

“I’m stressed out of my mind, jet-lagged, and running on pure caffeine and adrenaline,” Carla replied shortly. “I’m worried sick about you and just want you back here.”

“I’m taking a vacation once this is all over,” I assured her. “You and me.”

“That sounds heavenly,” she said. “Where?”

“Somewhere in the Keys,” I said. “Sun and sand and rum.”

Carla sighed.

“You’ll have to clear your schedule.”

“You’re more worried about clearing your own, don’t lie to me.”

“I’ll pencil it in under ‘not attending the boss’s funeral,” she said.

The bolt of black humor made me laugh.

“You do that. Talk to you soon, Carla.”

“Thanks for calling me back,” she said. “Love you.”

She hung up the call before I could say it back.

A stupid grin crossed my face just as Hawes stepped out of the barracks.

“All set,” he reported. “What’s so funny?”

“Just someone back home.”

“Ah, so that’s how you’re avoiding Tiana’s charms.”

“It’s part of it,” I agreed. “The rest is professionalism.”

Hawes drove me back to the clearing with minimal conversation after that. His emotional state stayed stable, but I could still see the flickers of determination and paranoia rolling through his system.

I couldn’t blame him.

I was asking the guy to trust me when it came to aliens calling themselves gods.

The set was practically empty when we arrived. Fiona, the beauty salon, and the filming crew had vanished. Tiana chatted amicably with one of her security guards and stopped the moment that we pulled up.

She only needed to look at us once to know what we were thinking.

The singer disengaged with her bodyguard and glided over to meet us.

“You found what you were looking for,” she said.

“We did,” I agreed.

Tiana tilted her head.

“You’re still nervous about something.”

“The next call I’ve got to make is going to send up a lightning rod to our friends in Washington,” I said. “And maybe the others in the Aegean. But it’s got to be done, and I don’t think I have a lot of time left here before I’m found out anyway.”

Tiana glanced up at the sky and logged the time.

“You’ve still got a couple of hours before the afternoon really sets in,” she said. “Let’s go and do something fun before you start risking your life.”

“Thought you were already having fun, Miss Summers,” Hawes snarked.

“That’s work, Mark, and you know it,” she countered. “What do you do for fun, David?”

“Risk my life unnecessarily?”

“I’m being serious.”

“So am I,” I said. “I train and do dumb shit that I can afford to do.”

“Like what?”

“Like bare-knuckle tournaments with cowboys in a corral,” I said.

Tiana let out a delighted laugh.

“You’re serious?”

Hawes eyed me.

“I’ve never done it before,” I admitted. “But it’s one of those things I’ve always wanted to try.”

“You’ve got too much money and not enough sense,” Hawes warned me.

“You did complain to me that the boys felt like they weren’t getting enough exercise,” Tiana reminded Hawes. “Do you think that they’d be up for it?”

“Only if they know they’re not going to get their ass sued off for damages.”

“I’ll put up prize money for anyone who can knock me down,” I said.

Hawes chuckled.

“Oh, they’ll go for that. Even if they should know better.”

“Then let’s do it,” Tiana said. “We’ll use the homestead as a base and get something on the spit. There’s bourbon in the cellar, but I know what your policy is when it comes to drinking.”

Hawes nodded.

“No drunk idiots around firearms,” he said. “Especially not if they’re on protective duty.” The former Ranger looked me over with a skeptical eye. “Superpowers or not, you’re still human. And you’re going to want to save your energy for later. Are you sure this is what you want?”

I smiled at him.

“Bonfire, meat, couple of fights and Tiana singing?”

“Who said anything about that?” she cut in.

“Will you be able to stop yourself?” Hawes laughed.

The world-famous superstar pouted.

“Probably not,” she admitted. “Okay, set it up. Let’s warm our hero up for tonight.”

It took an hour and a half before I was facing off against my first sparring partner.

Tiana’s gang of bodyguards and security guys leaned against the fence around the small corral outside her homestead. Cans of light beer spilled out of iceboxes around their feet.

Hawes had allowed light refreshments, in the end.

A freshly-dressed buck rotated on a steel pit over coals a small distance away from the corral and filled the air with the smell of woodsmoke and cooking fat. I pulled my senses away from my surroundings, draped my shirt over the side of the fence, and turned back to face my first opponent.

Energy surged through my body.

I didn’t feel tired. Or sore. No small aches or pains from previous training or exercise pulled at my joints or muscles. I felt as if I’d just come straight out of a tank designed to spit out superhumans.

My opponent was a stock, grain-fed guy with a Navy tattoo over one arm and a wicked grin through a mouthguard. We’d agreed to mouthguards and boxing wraps. Some of Tiana’s people had wanted to change the rules from boxing to some kind of soldier-style MMA, and I’d happily agreed to it.

The crowd wanted to see striking, though, and I intended to give them a show.

Well-trained, fit fighting men were as good as I could ask for as a warm up against Ares. Jeers and jocularity flooded into the corral from the fences. Hawes put his fingers into his mouth, let out a shrill whistle, and caught everyone’s attention.

“All right, gents, we’ve already been over the rules. Go as hard as you like, but do your best to keep it gentlemanly. Avoid the balls and the eyes if you can. We’ve got a field medic on standby but he’d rather not burn through his kit.”

The former Marine nodded, advanced forward with a heavy-footed stance, and tapped his fist against mine to start proceedings.

“Name?” I asked.

He threw a power shot with his left in reply.

I slipped it, countered with a body shot and corkscrewed him up onto his tiptoes. The Marine got his footing back a second later. I backed off to give him some space and saw irritation flicker through his aura.

“Hardy,” he replied shortly.

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

Hardy could fight. He threw punches and used good spacing to compensate for his shorter, wider build. He almost landed a blow or three but good training, reflexes, and a new burst of borderline-superhuman stamina got me out of trouble each time.

I’d trained all kinds of martial arts before.

Most of them had a more lethal tint that felt out of place in a corral.

I blocked punches, countered shots at half power, and I watched his frustration and anger build in his aura. Jeers and good-natured shit flooded in from the fences. I even heard a few bets being called out.

Hardy changed tactics after another combination and shot for a single-leg.

I sprawled him into the sand, slipped out of his grip and twisted around easily until I had him tied up in a seatbelt. Hardy’s lack of a ground game became pretty clear once I locked up one of his arms with a leg and snared him into a rear-naked choke.

Hardy didn’t tap and didn’t stop fighting until he sagged unconscious into the sand.

A couple of rowdy cowboys dived into the makeshift arena to wake him up.

I backed off once I knew he was okay and caught Hawes’ eye.

“Alright, hot stuff!” he bellowed out. “You know what you’re doing!”

Two guys jumped down from the stands with shit-eating grins on their faces.

“Let’s get you properly warmed up, shall we?” Tiana’s security guy called out.

The singer leaned against the fence and grinned at me.

This had been her idea.

I didn’t know quite what to make of my gracious host.

But it was clear that she was enjoying the show.
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Fighting two people at the same time isn’t easy.

Give them additional training, a superb fitness level, and good technique, and it’s a nightmare. I forced distance between us while they worked out my defenses. Probing jabs, teep kicks, and flanking maneuvers kept me on my guard.

I had advantages that they didn’t.

The first was my limitless gas tank.

Whatever Hephaestus had done to me had extended my stamina out into a near-infinite pool. I hadn’t been tired or sore once since I’d woken up in a private ward in Birmingham.

The second advantage was raw training.

I’d taught myself not to sleep and to fight at my most tired and run-down.

Traditional martial arts, combatives, weapons, and shooting drills.

I could afford the good stuff and the gym experience that came with it.

The two soldiers came after me looking for an extra paycheck.

It was impossible to miss Tiana’s interested gaze from the fenceline.

I couldn’t get beaten up by her people in front of her.

I slipped yet another jab from the taller soldier, countered with a vicious little hook into his bicep, and found a nerve cluster. He swore, backed off, and I followed him with a calf kick that blew his feet out from under him.

The shorter guy saw the exchange and shot in with a front kick.

I covered up, caught the worst of it on my arm, and rocketed back into the fence.

A lightning-fast series of punches followed the kick.

I blocked one, slipped the second, and caught the third on the top of my skull.

The striker recoiled at the stress on his hands.

I caught him in the gut with a straight punch that blew the air out of his body. I covered up and stayed low. A right cross skidded off the top of my head. My fist crashed into the meaty inside of his thigh, buckled his leg, and gave me a nice uppercut opportunity.

I took it but pulled the punch enough to just rock him back without jaw damage.

A sneaky ankle pick was enough to drop him to the ground.

The taller guy tried to hit me with a superman punch from the right.

I slipped the shot, torqued out of the way, and sent him flying into the fence.

The second soldier squirmed away from me in the sand and didn’t give me any grief.

I half-turned back to the wannabe prizefighter. I got inside of his first jab. My fist crashed into his ribs, and it was simplicity itself to tie him up and blast his feet out from under him with muay thai sweep.

He landed next to his buddy with a whuff of exhaled breath.

I held up a finger gun at the two of them with a grin on my face.

“Stay down,” I warned them.

The shorter guy rubbed his jaw and glanced at the other.

“That’s plenty of fun for me,” the taller guy agreed.

I helped them up to their feet, shook their hands, and sent them back over the fence to get their celebratory beer. My Key buzzed insistently in my pocket. I vaulted easily over the edge of the corral, winked at Tiana, and slid a comms unit into my ear.

“Eliot,” I said. “Thanks for dropping off the new prototype.”

“Thanks for picking up the call. Did I interrupt some kind of date?”

His voice sounded tired but upbeat. My chief engineer still hadn’t slept.

“How’s lucid dreaming while standing up?” I countered.

He laughed.

“You saw the new equipment, then?”

“I liked the addition of the blade and brass knuckles. Good for sending a message.”

“We got the footage of your fight with Hephaestus and made adjustments before we sent it over. It’s got better protective properties now, and it should move faster. Any news from your sparring partner?”

“I need to get in touch with the man behind the man.”

Eliot sucked in a pensive breath.

“CIA?”

“Probably,” I said. “How’s things back at the fort?”

“Everyone’s home and not in jail. The federal police still haven’t kicked our door down yet. I’m starting to smell a plot after all the extracurricular activities you’ve been up to.”

“I’ve got money on Durstin keeping them at bay and trying to wrangle the Idols into killing us instead,” I told him. “I’ve got some ideal terrain for the fight. Now it’s just a matter of getting Ares to come to us.”

“Is this a kill or capture mission?”

“Depends on how reasonable he’s feeling.”

“You do have his lover under lock and key. I can’t imagine he’ll be in the mood to talk.”

“These things love the sound of their own voice,” I reminded him.

He laughed.

“True. There’s something I need to talk to you about when you get back. It’s about the XM1 model. I’ve been making some adjustments to it. Things that might make your life easier if they ever let you out of the Bullseye again.”

“I’m sure Carla’s already put it in my calendar.”

“I’m sure she has. Good hunting, boss. The more field data you can get from the Hoplite system, the better. I don’t mind if it comes back a little worse for the wear. Just so long as it works.”

“Roger that. What’s the situation with the Seed?”

“That’s Hughie’s department. He’s been trying to call you all day.”

“Have you found a way to turn it into a perpetual motion machine?”

I heard a scuffle in the back of the call.

Hughie’s voice cut into the conversation.

“If you answered your phone more often, we’d actually get some things done around here,” he growled. “The Seed is impenetrable. We’ve tried to perforate the casing with everything. Up to and including leftover material from Hermes. It didn’t scratch the surface.”

“I hope you’re not suggesting that we turn it into a bullet.”

The biomed expert ignored me.

“Do you know the only thing that it did react to? A sample of your blood. We took one of your samples from the hospital in Birmingham and placed it in proximity to the Seed. The substance inside started moving by itself.”

“You’re saying that the Seed cares about my biological matter?”

“I’m saying that it has properties that are only tied to you. I’ve spent all morning testing it against other kinds of biological material. Your blood is the only thing that it seems interested in. I haven’t tried to combine the two elements yet.”

“You’re afraid it might explode?”

“Do you understand how unprecedented this is?” Hughie demanded. “Something about Hephaestus’s Ichor blended and bonded with your bloodstream. Part of your body and your DNA is now integrated and interacting with pure, raw Idol biology.”

“Are you saying that I can control them?”

“How are you feeling after your mysterious regeneration?” he asked instead.

“I feel fantastic. Borderline superhuman. I can lift weights like they’re nothing, fight better and longer, and temperatures don’t affect me anymore.” My eyes wandered over a bout between two of the other guards. “I’m running rings around Tiana’s crew of cowboys.”

“That’s because the Ichor in your blood is replicating the parts of your cellular structure and overclocking them,” Hughie replied. “I’m not even sure I can accurately call you human anymore after I’ve looked at some of the numbers.”

I flinched at that.

“He’s getting excited,” Eliot called out.

“You have to get back here so we can run more tests,” Hughie continued.

“I’ve got an Idol to ambush, remember?”

“If I was in the mood to overstep, I’d tell you that this takes priority.”

“I’m not going to have an opportunity like this again, Hughie. We can run all the tests that you’d like when I get back to St Jacques. Until then, get some sleep. The two of you. I need you at peak efficiency and you’ve been burning the candle at both ends.”

“Roger that,” Eliot echoed. “We’ll get right on that, won’t we, Hughie?”

“This is unprecedented--”

“Call us when you’ve got new material for us to pick up,” Eliot interrupted. “Good luck and godspeed.”

He hung up the call before Hughie could get another word in.

I perched myself on a fence away from the corral and stared up at the afternoon sky. Thoughts and theories and insane coincidences blurred through my brain in an unbelievable whirl.

There was a definite connection between my genetics and the Idols.

Hephaestus’s spray of Ichor had changed my biology into something different.

I had weapons and armor that were untested and aching to be used.

I still needed to call Durstin’s CIA contact.

I heard Tiana coming before she said anything.

“Having fun?” I asked.

“Well, it’s less fun when you’re not beating up my boys,” she said.

“Something about sweaty shirtless men do it for you?”

“Only certain ones,” Tiana said shamelessly.

I met her eyes and saw the hunger and lust and hesitation in her feelings.

She saw the flicker of appreciation and hunger and need in mine.

It was chemical. Fighting always got my blood going.

“Is there something that you want to tell me, Tiana?” I asked her.

“I just wanted to check that you were okay. Your soul was all over the place there for a second. And given that you’re the one we need to kill a certain interloper on our planet, I just thought that I should check on you.”

Her aura told me the things that she couldn’t bring herself to say.

She saw the recognition in my eye and blood tinged her cheeks.

“I swear I’m normally better at this,” she told me.

I laughed.

“Normally your boy toys can’t see your feelings. Of course it’s going to be different.”

Tiana didn’t push back against my barbed rejoinder.

“That just makes me feel vulnerable,” she told me quietly. “And I’ve never met anyone like you before. Someone who can look at me, read my feelings, and still not think that I’m crazy or some kind of predator.”

“We’re all a little crazy,” I told her.

I slid off the fence and slung my shirt over my shoulder.

I could smell a soft whiff of bourbon in her breath.

She’d been into the stash that she’d been talking about earlier.

“I’m a bit more crazy than most,” Tiana said.

Her aura was different from most people’s.

But it wasn’t twisted and scattered like a mental patient’s.

“I’ve got to call someone,” I said. “Get the party started.”

“Does it have to be tonight?” Tiana asked.

“We’ve got everything ready and in place. I need a couple more hours of prep time. If everything goes well, I’ll have a dead Idol getting shipped to St Jacques, CIA people calling me in for questioning, and a seriously pissed-off billionaire asking me what to do next.”

A reckless streak blazed through Tiana’s aura.

She crossed the space between us with two firm strides and kissed me.

Her mouth was impossibly soft and tasted like honey bourbon.

My head spun and blood rushed faster and my hands found her cheeks.

She let out a little whine when I pulled her gently away from me.

“Shit,” she whispered.

I brushed the corner of her mouth with mine.

“I’m not opposed,” I promised her.

“But Carla--”

“Carla’s got a strange idea about how I should do things,” I said quietly.

Tiana searched my aura for deception and found nothing.

“Then why are you stopping?” Tiana asked.

“Because I don’t kiss on the first date,” I replied with a smile. “And I haven’t had the opportunity to take you out just yet.”

“You didn’t count the music video as a date?”

“Professional courtesy,” I replied. “And only because you asked so nicely.”

“Okay, handsome,” Tiana snarked. “Where do we have to go that counts as a date so I can get you out of these clothes and into bed?”

Something about how forward she was sent tingles rolling through my body.

“Business first, pleasure later?” I managed.

“I can see that you want this just as much as I do,” Tiana reminded me.

“That doesn’t make it the right move just yet,” I replied.

She drew in a deep breath and wrapped her fingers around my wrists.

Those pure blue eyes bored up into mine like lasers.

“I guess one of us has to be responsible,” Tiana admitted.

I kissed her forehead, slowly and gently.

A thrill rolled down her entire spine.

“You’ve just given me another reason to win tonight,” I assured her.

“Good,” she said, and stepped away from me. “Because I don’t think I’m going to be able to live with myself if you get killed and I could’ve done something about it.”

“Everything okay over here?” Hawes called out.

He strolled toward us with his hands in his pockets and a cheeky grin on his face.

“We’re just fine, Mark,” Tiana replied easily. “How’s the deer?”

“It probably needs another six hours,” he said.

“Are you all prepped to move?” I asked.

“Jet’s warm, crew’s on standby. All they need is us to get moving.”

“Ammunition?”

“Loaded and distributed. Everyone’s got a Humdinger with them.”

“A Humdinger?”

Hawes slid one of the sonic grenades out of his pocket and bounced it in his palm.

“I didn’t hear a name for them, so I decided to call it a Humdinger.”

“I’ll be sure to pass the name along,” I said.

“You look like you’re in a hurry.”

“I’ve still got to prep the field and make a call,” I said. “Can I borrow an ATV?”

Hawes handed me the keys.

Tiana gave me a last, longing look, but she didn’t say anything. I winked at her, nodded to Hawes, and made my way over to the one of the buggies beside the corral. The guards hooted and hollered at me as I passed them. I waved and blew them off with a grin.

A single AR was holstered between the seats in the ATV.

The rotary grenade launcher sat in the shotgun seat.

I took both with me and set off into the darkening afternoon to find the battleground that I’d chosen. I found the number that Carla had gotten from Durstin’s contact, and waited to dial it until I’d reached the open field above the hidden lab.

The phone rang a few times before a man with a rich voice answered it.

“This is Wickerman,” he said.

Daniel Wickerman was one of the chiefs in Covert Action in the CIA.

Lachie had put him through the wringer in the Rabbit Hole and given me a rundown on his career path and accomplishments. The man was former military with a swathe of command positions under his belt.

By all accounts, he was a serious player in the spy game.

The fact that I was now dealing with him told me that Durstin was taking me seriously. But it also meant that I was up against stone-cold bullshitters that I couldn’t read without seeing him in person.

I’d just have to rely on my own internal truth radar.

“I didn’t know that the CIA operates domestically,” I replied.

“What you don’t know could fill a library, Montague,” he replied easily.

The banter was a polished response. He was already trying to trip me up.

I stopped the buggy beside the trapdoor.

“Well, I’m glad we have brains like yours running our international information department,” I replied. “I’ve got a message for your attack dogs. Something that they’re going to want to hear, probably.”

“I don’t have the faintest idea of what you’re talking about.”

“Agent Markson and his friends have a pretty good idea,” I replied. “They’re the ones that wanted to find out what happened to Hermes after I killed him. That’s practically ancient history at this point, but humor me.”

I checked the chamber of the AR-15.

“How long have they had you by the balls?”
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“You’ll have to forgive me. I don’t follow.”

“Cut the shit, Daniel.” I leaned back in the buggy. “I know you’re tracing the original point of the call. The only reason that you’re finding it is because my people want you to. I know you think that the CIA is the only one with the top-of-the-line stuff, but trust me, the private sector is better.”

“Have you been holding out on us?” Wickerman asked, amused.

“You know I have. You’re probably reading over my file right now, desperately looking for reasons why I know who you are, how I know about the Idols, and why I know about your decorated military career in the sandbox.”

“Is this supposed to intimidate me?” he asked.

“No. The little village girls that you got friendly with when it came to asking about terrorists, though?” I let a cold note creep into my voice. “That was out of line. Killing them all afterward and making it look like self-defense? Now that is some premium bullshit. And it’s probably why your friends in Langley took you in afterward, isn’t it?”

Wickerman didn’t say anything.

He was probably staring at the handset and wondering how I knew about his secrets.

The Rabbit Hole was one hell of a resource. Despite what a lot of my more sane and well-adjusted employees said about it. Wickerman had been a naughty boy, and there were people in dark corners who’d waited years to see him get torn down.

“So, how long have they had you by the balls?” I asked.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Montague. You’re insane.”

“Yeah, but the team of analysts are giving you weird looks, aren’t they?”

His voice clicked off as he muted me for a long second.

Wickerman probably needed to get his composure back.

I would’ve needed to if a dozen people were listening in on the call, too.

“You’ve got to be getting close to it now, right?” I asked. “The right location?”

Nobody replied, and I realized that I was enjoying myself a little too much.

The CIA had made my father’s life hell. It was nice to get some payback, even if it was relatively small and petty. I already knew I had a target on my head. The real question was how I was going to get myself out of the corner I’d found myself in.

I could kill Ares. I had the equipment, the environment, and maybe the strength.

But the survival of my company and everyone I’d been associated with was something else. The CIA had a handful of contracts with certain people who were very good at making certain targets disappear.

I knew about them because I’d trained with a handful of the certain people.

“So now I guess you’ve got a decision to make,” I continued. “Drone strike on private property on US soil is a little difficult on the morning news. You could try and fly in one of those drone-bombs you’ve been working on for a while, but I’m guessing you’re still having problems with the range.”

Crackles rolled through the call.

“You could send through a crew of morally-flexible operators, of course. But you’re moving in on unfamiliar terrain, private property, and you have no idea what I’ve got cooked up down here. Chances of it getting untidy are pretty high. But don’t you have the perfect catspaw to use?”

Wickerman’s voice found my ears again.

“You’ve been watching too many movies, Montague.”

“I just talk to the right people,” I said. “I mean, a big deal in the CIA’s field crew already using government resources against an American citizen as a favor to a billionaire is pretty questionable as it is. He’s got something on you, you’ve got something on him, and now you’re thinking if the best way to deal with this is to just make me vanish.”

“I’m running out of patience,” Wickerman said shortly. “Why don’t you just tell me what you have to say and I’ll make sure that it gets out to the friendly media.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll try,” I said. “But I never give public statements. And I have an army of trolls who are very happy to prove doctored audio and tie it back to you. This is what I have to say to Ares.”

Wickerman went very quiet at the name.

“I’ve got your girlfriend, I’ve killed your rival, and I’ve got your prize right here with me. I’m with the one that you want, and I think that you false god types are a lot weaker than you’re making out. Ask your friendly walking suits where to find me. Then we can duke this out, man to god. Unless you’re a coward.”

I paused.

“Did you get all of that?”

“You’re insane, Montague.”

“Look, I’m doing you a favor,” I pointed out. “You’ve pulled strings to keep me out of hot water because you don’t know what information I have or don’t have. I appreciate that, honestly. So I’m giving you a chance to get out from under their boot. Here and now.”

“I don’t know what boot you’re talking about.”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but the CIA needs to hire better liars.” I climbed out of the ATV and hauled the trapdoor open. “Call him in, Wickerman. I’ll kill him for you, you can deny everything, and then the two of us can sit down and talk about all the charges you could press but won’t because of my service to the United States.”

I hung up the call and got to work.

The Hoplite armor was the first priority. Eliot went out of his way to make every one of his inventions as simple as possible. The fiber-woven suit unzipped at the back and tightened around my body when it felt the heat of my skin. The greaves, boots, chest plate, pauldrons and gloves clicked effortlessly into place over the underweave.

I connected my Key to the armor and holstered my weapons.

I’d left Gungir in the homestead, but I had a better suite of weapons for close-range. The curved kukri-style sword went into a sheath close to the small of my back. The knuckle-dusters went over my left fist and connected effortlessly to the rest of the suit.

The Aegis flickered effortlessly out of my arm with a gesture from my hand.

The thin wire frames I’d dealt with had shrunken down into a smaller dish-like structure that folded straight out of the vambrace itself. Hypersonic sound poured out of it until I sheathed it with another flick of my wrist.

I moved through the lab and set up Humdingers as I went.

Each of them had been overengineered and designed to interlock with the Hoplite suit. I made sure each and every one of them were wired to a direct voice line from my helmet.

I hid them inside appliances and magnetized them underneath the benches themselves. I used the far wall to test-fire Hawes’ AR. Specialized ammunition drilled holes into the reinforced concrete at the other side of the room. I used the plug-and-play style of belt on the suit to rig up additional magazines for the rifle.

The sights were old-school, but my helmet didn’t seem to care about that.

I’d only fired the rotary-style grenade launcher in training once, so I refamiliarized myself with how it worked, loaded it to the brim, and slung it over my shoulder on its strap.

I wandered back up into the late afternoon light, slid the rifle back into its place in the ATV, and used the Hoplite’s HUD to scan the local environment. It calibrated its cameras and live feed to the terrain and started to check for anything out of the ordinary.

I half-expected Hughie or Eliot to use the opportunity to call me.

I leaned back in the ATV, centered myself, and started to meditate.

The Hoplite armor was far more comfortable than I’d thought it’d be.

My HUD flared up at the sound of a helicopter two hours later.

I snapped straight into a sense of sharp alertness.

It normally took me a minute or two to get back to baseline, but my newly-hybridized system seemed to help speed up the process. I pulled the AR out of its sheath. I hung it over my neck with a strap and then scooped up the rotary Humdinger launcher.

I slid out of the ATV. The sound of the chopper got closer and closer.

A small mini-map appeared in the corner of my vision and tracked its trajectory.

I took cover behind the ATV, crouched down behind the small tray at the back, and did a last-minute check of my gear. I’d found a Glock beside the seats, loaded up with the adjusted 9mm rounds. I’d rigged up the holster onto my thigh and added yet another weapon to my arsenal.

I had a feeling I was going to need it.

A military helicopter appeared in the distance above the treeline.

My HUD zoomed in my facial sensors on the chopper and my gut sank.

It wasn’t a transport helicopter. They’d brought an Apache.

My hands shot to the trapdoor and I lunged down into the underground bunker. The entire structure shook. Missiles and huge rounds raked the earth overhead. The supports shivered as an entire boatload of ordnance opened up on my last known location.

I checked my comms and settled back against a bench.

I hadn’t missed any calls. My information was streaming effortlessly through to the Bullseye. I blew out a deep breath and started across the lab again. The structure around me hadn’t been compromised by the attack. I got to the ladder and paused to listen.

The shrieking howl of helicopter blades sliced at the air overhead.

I hefted the grenade launcher over my shoulder on its strap.

I’d survived the initial attack. The range and lethality of the attack helicopter was no joke. I didn’t know who was driving the thing, but I had no intention of letting them think that they’d killed me.

If they thought they’d put me down, it wasn’t hard to read what their next target would be. I’d promised Hawes that I wouldn’t bring any harm down on Tiana.

The memory of her kiss played over my mind for a second.

I raced up the ladder and shoved at the trapdoor’s underside.

It detached from the sheer force of the movement.

Light and the smell of fresh cordite and newly-detonated explosives hung heavy in the air. The paired trees had been blown to splinters and spot-fires had started in the trees. I pulled myself effortlessly out of the hole in the ground.

My scanners cut effortlessly through the smoke and the chaos.

The chopper wheeled around in place overhead as it detected a new target.

“Shit,” I muttered.

I pulled the Humdinger-launcher into my shoulder and squeezed the trigger.

A single phut sent a ball-like projectile soaring into the air toward the chopper.

I didn’t hear the blast of sudden hypersonics.

But the pilot did.

The Apache tilted to the side on a crazy angle.

I didn’t know the specifics of flying the aircraft, but I knew it wasn’t easy.

I tracked the tumbling chopper with my launcher and cycled another two grenades into the air around it. The Humdingers detonated and sent the Apache into a crazy spin into the treeline. Blades mulched branches and the highly-armed chopper came apart in a scream of tearing metal.

I started across the clearing.

Holes pitted the earth all around me and the Hoplite took me easily through a handful of fires without any ill-effects. I swapped the Humdingers for the AR. I set it into my shoulder and took to the trees to the left.

The more cover I had, the better.

An explosion punched out from the wreckage as a missile cooked off.

My usual instinct to flinch didn’t trigger. I was perfectly-balanced, overflowing with stamina and energy and focus, and I had a full magazine of ammunition at the ready.

The Humdingers shouldn’t have worked against a human enemy.

Someone had given an Idol the keys to one of the best aircraft the military had to offer.

Durstin had either branched out into military contracting, or the CIA had given me what I’d asked for. My scanners swept over the terrain around me, adjusted to the new dynamic, and locked onto a single humanoid figure.

It kicked the bulletproof windshield off the chopper and climbed out with a curse.

Burning fuel clung to his skin until he brushed it off. Wire-like muscles covered themselves with a smooth layer of skin a second later. A bald head and a jawline like a brick shithouse jutted out from the rest of the figure.

A modern battlefield loadout hung off his body.

It’d come with a few extras.

I was fairly sure the average infantry grunt didn’t have an additional SAW, shotgun, and extra bandolier of grenades attached to the back of their webbing.

Ares had made his entrance.

Part of me guessed that he hadn’t expected the fight to last long.

He’d come loaded for bear. I knew Eliot’s engineering was good.

I wasn’t sure if it was ready to take on the kind of fire superiority offered by a SAW.

“MONTAGUE!” Ares roared.

His voice was loud enough to make my stomach twist.

“SHOW YOURSELF!” he howled.

I stopped beside a tree and used the pine to steady my shot. I put a bullet into the side of his head, just above his ear. His body jerked away from the round and sent a small spray of metal Ichor into the air. He snapped his hips toward me and lifted an assault rifle in a single hand like it was a pistol.

I shot him in the head again.

Twice, just to really rub it in.

His head jerked and his shots went wide. 5.56 sprayed through the trees and tore chunks out of the bark around me. I ducked my head down and broke into a sprint. The suit and my new strength propelled me effortlessly from tree to tree.

A chattering spray of bullets followed my movements.

A savage grin touched my face under my helmet.

I was moving fast.

Fast enough that an Idol’s superhuman senses couldn’t keep up with me.
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Ares halted his hailfire of bullets when his gun ran dry.

I dropped to a knee behind another tree two hundred yards from my original position. I watched my enemy through the sights. He slapped a new magazine into his rifle with careless, easy movements. He knew what he was doing, but he was still disoriented from the crash.

I swapped the AR for the Humdingers again.

Memories of my previous fights with the Idols rolled through my mind.

Ares had been the one that Aphrodite had been afraid of.

Hephaestus had almost blown straight through all of my earlier weaponry.

I needed to throw everything I had at Ares.

But I wasn’t going to do it out in the open.

I let out a shrill whistle and fired off a grenade.

Ares’s body rippled in a spiked wave of metal. He gritted his teeth, pushed through the wall of sound, and broke into a sprint. His body re-formed itself almost instantly the second he was out of the effective range of the grenade.

I turned, broke cover, and ran for my life.

Bullets raked at the trees behind me. Two or three of them slammed into my back and pushed me even further forward. My HUD told me that the suit’s integrity was holding. I made a beeline for the smoldering wreck of the ATV.

“COWARD!” Ares bellowed at my back.

I swung my launcher over my shoulder and cycled another grenade in reply.

His shout of discomfort told me that I’d slowed him down for a second.

The launcher was empty and I tossed it to the side to give myself a little more speed.

I made it to the trapdoor before something exploded behind me.

A fist of force sent my senses into a spin. My scrambled brain screamed at the rest of my body for what felt like an entire minute. Vision came back into focus a second later.

I was staring up at the square hole that I’d reached a second earlier.

I caught a flash of Ares’s grinning face.

Three frag grenades tumbled down the steps toward my body.

My body finally responded to my movements. I kicked off a nearby wall with both feet, rolled up to my feet, and realized too late that my opponent had cooked the grenades before he’d sent them down to me.

I covered up and launched myself away from the explosions.

The combined force, shrapnel, and concussive force in close-quarters took me off my feet and smashed me straight through a table of beakers. Glass shattered around my suit and I wound up on concrete again a second later. Bells rang in my brain.

My HUD flickered weirdly, monitored my vitals, and showed me that the suit had held. I hadn’t been hit, but the pure violence of the frags could apparently cut through my focus. My rifle had vanished in the insanity above ground.

Ares dropped through the hole.

Concrete crunched around his feet when he landed and straightened up. A berserker grin crossed his face. He didn’t have the same glasses or ear protection that I’d seen in the other Idols. Boiling-red garnets stared down at me with a blend of pure excitement and willingness to do violence.

My own frustration and anger boiled up in my body.

The need to do violence and to tear limb from limb raced into my mind.

The purity of hate and frustration clicked in the back of my mind.

This bastard had come after me with an Apache and he’d missed his shot.

I was going to make him pay for that.

He makes me look like a lamb, Aphrodite had told me.

Whatever was left of my rational brain clawed its way back to the forefront.

Ares roared out a laugh and shrugged the SAW off his shoulder.

“You wanted my attention, Montague,” he told me. “You got it.”

I rolled under one of the benches to avoid a spray of armor-piercing lead from the LMG. Concrete dust sprayed up into the air where I’d been a second ago. I pulled the Glock from its holster as I went.

I fired off two shots from under the table and hit him in the leg.

Ichor flashed but it didn’t stop him from ripping another pin from a grenade.

I closed my fingers into a certain pattern and triggered the hidden Humdinger on the closest table. A blast of hypersonics forced him backward. The grenade clattered to the ground at his boots. I covered up as it went off and popped up from behind the bench.

A glistening, half-shredded metal skeleton pushed off the wall.

Metal teeth bared themselves at me in the same hellish grin.

The frag paired with the hypersonics had done the job for me.

“You are one annoying little--”

I put two shots on target in his chest before he could finish his sentence.

The slugs blew clean through his torso and splattered more blood on the wall behind him. I edged out from behind the tables, kept my weapon on-target, and focused my HUD on the Idol as his body stitched itself back together at a rapid pace.

“An insect after my own heart,” Ares managed. “All action, no talking.”

“Who sent you?” I asked.

He wheezed in a breath and staggered away from the entrance ladder. He groped for his bandolier of grenades, but the last detonation had ripped them away from his body. I shot him through the knee.

Ares’s body had already caught up on its healing.

The 9mm might as well have been mosquito bites.

“You know who gave me directions,” Ares replied.

“So you are in touch with the CIA.”

He chuckled and straightened up.

Metallic clicks rattled out of his spine as it realigned.

“They’re the best warmongers on the planet,” the Idol replied.

“I don’t suppose that you’ve got something to do with that?”

Ares turned on a dime. The rifle on his shoulder appeared in his hands like magic. He pulled the trigger and the gun failed to cycle.  A frown crossed his face and I snapped the fingers on my gauntlet again.

Another Humdinger hit him from underneath the table two feet behind him.

Ares snarled and staggered forward. His skin rippled crazily and exposed the metallic wire and strange, biological metal in his body again. I dumped the rest of the magazine into his face and chest and forced him back into range of the Humdinger.

Ares screamed and swung his hand down.

The pure force of the strike blew through the steel bench and crushed the magnetized grenade. Dripping wounds and exposed tissue started to heal again.

He was healing faster than I could do damage to him.

At least with firearms.

I threw the empty Glock at him.

Ares swatted it easily out of the air and caught hold of a set of burners beside him.

He pulled the entire stovetop off the bench and threw it at me like a frisbee. I drew the blade from the small of my back and dropped into a crouch. The makeshift projectile flew straight over my head.

Ares soccer-kicked me straight in the head before I could get my bearings.

My entire body arched upward and forced me back into a stumble.

Part of me was surprised that my head was still attached.

The Idol of war snorted.

“The others got soft. Complacent.”

He hit me with a straight punch that felt like a bullet train.

I didn’t see it coming. I couldn’t have parried even if I’d wanted to.

My back slammed into a bench and Ares caught me by the throat.

Vice-like fingers crushed their way into my throat.

“Prometheus,” he sneered. “What a joke. Hephaestus and his bitch were wrong.”

He was too close. And I couldn’t match his strength. A clumsy swing with the blade in my hand would probably result in losing my hand.

I had to force him to commit everything.

I let the blade drop from my fingers and clatter against the concrete.

My fingers tightened around the knuckle-dusters and I pressed them up under his armpit with a flailing gesture.

My HUD flashed red with warning signs.

“You’re just as soft as the rest,” Ares told me.

I gave the back of the brass knuckles a quick squeeze.

A pulse of pure sound bolted up into his body. The grip around my throat vanished, air rushed in, and Ares’s entire arm went dead. I smashed a palm-shot into his face, rocked him back a step, and then hit him with the hardest right-hook I’d ever managed in my life.

The Idol’s entire face caved in at the burst of sound.

He collapsed to a knee with a shocked gleam of excitement in his eyes. I hit him with a knee shot from hell. His skull bounced off the edge of a table. A gurgling chuckle rolled out of him as he put a hand down to push himself back up.

I hit his shoulder with a knuckled hammer-fist.

His joint came apart under the pulse of high-pitched sound.

I paid him back for the soccer kick with one of my own, bounced the back of his head off the table again, and caught hold of the surviving harness around his chest. I lifted him up with a single hand.

Ares’s eyes glinted at me and his jaw hung off at a strange angle.

“Well, I might’ve been too harsh. You’re not that soft.”

“How much influence do you have over the CIA?” I asked.

“Enough that they give me what I want when I ask for it. It’s any soldier’s dream, isn’t it? Never-ending wars to fight, all the equipment and none of the rules of engagement.” His voice came out garbled and his shoulder clicked back into place. “You’re a war-dog, Montague. I can see it in the way you carry yourself. You love this. You live for it.”

I rammed the brass knuckles into his good arm, broke his shoulder, and weakened the strength of his Ichor. He tried to grapple with his good arm, but his movements were slow and disoriented. I slipped under his arm, stretched it out, and used the knuckles to turn his entire arm inside out.

Ares just laughed as I shoved him back against the bench.

“See?”

“You people came after me. Because I’m descended from one of you, right?”

The Idol rotated around until he was looking at me.

His arms dangled uselessly down by his sides.

He didn’t look like a threat. He looked like a pale imitation of the bald lunatic who had tried to kill me with a blast of overwhelming fire superiority.

But I’d prepped better. I’d draw him into an ambush.

And he knew it. There was resignation on his face that hadn’t been there before.

“Prometheus,” he agreed.

“The Titan that gave fire to humanity,” I said. “I know who he’s supposed to be.”

“Ah, but you haven’t figured it out yet,” Ares cackled. “Hephaestus recognized it before you burned him alive. Burned him. It still beggars belief.” He swallowed down a laugh and spat Ichor on the concrete beside him. “I suppose it’s useless trying to bargain with you.”

“You’re a mind-bender,” I said. “There’s nowhere I can take you that you can’t slip out of. And you came here to kill me and then Tiana.”

“Well, I wasn’t going to kill her,” Ares said with a leer. “Not right away.”

Aphrodite’s fear suddenly came back to my mind again.

I resisted the sudden and violent urge to end him then and there.

“Ah, you’re disciplined,” the Idol sighed. “It’s a shame you didn’t join with us, Montague, really. Now you’ve really gone and done it for the rest of your precious humanity.”

“What are you talking about?” 

“What, do you think we’re the only ones?” Ares jeered. “The only gods that walk this earth? There’s Sleepers, there’s Wakers. You never even figured out what the Seed was for.” He jerked his chin at the knuckle dusters. “Those are all well and good against us. The next family coming after you won’t be so easy to kill.”

“Who leads you?” I asked.

“Oh, I do. Or did. And now?”

Ares let out a bark of laughter that chilled me all the way to the bone.

“Now you take my mantle, Prometheus. Congratulations. You got what you wanted.”

My HUD blasted more warnings at me. Ares straightened up against the bench. His garnet-like eyes shimmered with sudden electricity. The rest of his body melted away from his chest to bare a single whirling ball of pure lightning.

“I took this from Zeus,” Ares choked out.

His eyes settled on me with a blend of relief and pure vindictiveness.

“Now it’s yours. Asgard’s your problem now.”

The lightning lunged from his body and latched onto the Hoplite suit.

Blinding pain and pure ecstasy combined together in my nervous system.

I hit the concrete and spasmed while lightning coursed its way through my veins.

I forgot where I was. What time it was.

The same blinding, molten-lead feeling from Hephaestus’s Ichor overwhelmed me.

I woke hours later when someone prodded me with a lever-action rifle.

I groaned and Hawes took a hasty step back.

A burned-out metal husk that looked vaguely like Ares was slumped against the bench beside me. My brain raced to keep up with the details that I’d just taken in.

My body had already recovered.

A warm center of pulsing power had settled into the middle of my chest.

I took in a deep breath and sat up.

Men around the corners of the lab suddenly snapped toward me and lifted rifles. Hawes held up a hand to stay their trigger fingers. I lifted the fried helmet off my head and took in a breath of gunsmoke-tainted air.

I’d done it.

I’d killed Ares.

Tiana was safe. And unless I’d missed what Ares had said to me, the Idol had just given me some kind of authority over the others. The thought sent a chill rocketing through my entire body. I shook the melted brass knuckles off my fingers, hung them off my belt, and retrieved the blade from the ground beside me.

It went back into the sheath and I met Hawes’ stunned expression.

“Is she safe?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he managed. “Uh, your eyes are different. Like gems.”

End of Book 1
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Poseidon was a bitch.

He’d run away the first time we’d fought.

And he’d spent the last month ducking my attempts to flush him into the open.

Hundreds of thousands of dollars, a handful of very motivated geeks with internet connections, and the collective research power of the entire CIA had finally tracked him back to the Aegean Sea off the east coast of Greece.

I cracked an eye open when the captain of the cruiser appeared.

Custom Key-linked sunglasses hid the pure, diamond-like structure of my eyes.

I didn’t need to sleep anymore. But I could drop into inert, meditative states of consciousness to pass the time or give the appearance of doing it. I gave him a nod of greeting and unfolded my legs from their crossed position.

“Any sign of him yet?” I asked.

“Nothing, sir,” Captain Reginald Cartwright replied.

“I told you, it’s—”

“David, sir. I know, sir.”

Reggie’s British accent made almost everything sound sarcastic.

“I’ve been told to come and find you by your secretary, sir. She’s received word from the mainland and said that you needed to hear what she had to say.”

I came to my feet in a single, liquid motion.

“She didn’t have to send you up here for that, Reggie.”

The Captain affected a small smile.

“It’s my job, sir. You can be difficult to reach.”

A quick sweep of his whirling aura of emotions fed me simple information.

He had a lot on his plate, and he felt nervous. Fear and anxiety and pure awe rippled at the edges of his psyche. The good captain of my pleasure yacht didn’t feel comfortable or safe around his boss. I gave him a quick grin of apology.

“I’m working on getting better at that,” I told him.

“I’ve noticed, sir. It’s been years since you took this old girl out for a spin.”

The Captain was making conversation to stay professional.

He wanted nothing more than to get away from me.

I slid my hands into my pockets and glided past him with a nod of thanks.

The Greek Islands were beautiful this time of year. The sun, the breeze, the smell of the sea. All of it felt familiar and alien at the same time. I leaned against the railing of the yacht and glanced down at the deck below.

A single figure stretched herself out on a sunbed in a fetching little bikini.

Carla Wolfe had started in my company as yet another PA tasked with managing my professional life and my meetings. A close scrape with a seemingly-immortal god later and I’d found myself spending much more quality time with her.

It was good sense in my world not to get involved with your secretary.

I’d outfought and outplayed my biggest competitor and the entirety of the CIA’s desire to kill me four weeks ago. I’d gained something borderline supernatural in the process and found more questions than answers. A short conversation with a certain goddess of love locked in my Basement had revealed the location of her most annoying sibling.

“Took you long enough,” Carla muttered.

She glanced up at me through a pair of tinted sunglasses and gave me a sunny smile.

Her aura flickered with pure yellow happiness and love.

The sight of it made my insides swell up with warmth. I didn’t see that kind of aura from a lot of people anymore. Ares’s parting gift had fundamentally shifted me into something that could only barely pass as human.

It scared people.

Carla hadn’t turned away at my transformation.

She’d been scared. She’d been anxious.

But she’d left it behind after a few days and accepted me for who I was.

I perched myself beside her on the corner of the sunbed and took in an eyeful of her gorgeous, strong thighs and flat belly. Carla wasn’t supernaturally gorgeous or gifted when it came to seeing people’s emotions.

She was human. And warm and lovely and beautiful.

That was what I’d always liked about her. She was smart and she had guts.

She didn’t need supernatural powers or high-tech gear to be an asset in my life.

“No kiss?” she teased.

“Maybe after you give me some good news,” I replied with a laugh.

“Your new friend Wickerman wanted to talk to you,” Carla said.

“He can wait. It’s not like he doesn’t do the same to me.”

“I still can’t believe that you’re working with the CIA.”

“They’re working with me,” I reminded her. “Not the other way around.”

“Right,” Carla drawled. “That’s why they invited you to the Pentagon.”

“That was just a show of confidence. To tell me how much they trust me and how much of an asset I’m going to be for the country.” I let my eyes rest on the shining azure waters around us. “It’s probably the same thing that they told Ares.”

Her hand came to rest on my shoulder.

“Brooding on things you can’t change doesn’t look good on you,” Carla said quietly.

“I’m not brooding.”

“Well, you’re being cynical. And staring off into the ocean.” She shifted up until her hip bumped against mine. She rested her head on my shoulder and let out a slow sigh. “I knew things were going to be different, but I didn’t think that they’d be this different.”

I squeezed her hand.

“At least you got your vacation,” I said.

“This is still work,” Carla complained good-naturedly. “I’m still taking calls.”

“I told you not to.”

“Prometheus or not, you’re still bad at staying organized,” my PA said. “That’s what I’m here for. To make your life easier.” She straightened up. “What should I tell him?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I’m going to stop by when we get back.”

Carla nodded.

“Olivia left you a postcard from Norway. She said you should come and visit her sometime.” My PA hesitated. “Tiana’s still calling once a week. Between shows and everything.”

I nodded.

“That’s nice of her.”

“You going to tell me what happened between you two?”

“One day,” I told her. “Not now. And don’t pretend you called me down here just to tell me that Wickerman wants to talk to me. You need someone to get sunscreen on your back.”

Carla laughed.

“I mean, now that you’re here?”

I had her lay down on her stomach and stretch out. She gave her tight ass an inviting wiggle as I ran my hands down over her skin. I resisted the urge to do anything about it and got a handle on the flood of sudden need and hunger that rolled through my mind.

The Idol architecture in my body had changed things.

My resident expert on biology had put me through a full fortnight of isolation and tests when I’d finally found my way home. He’d come up with half a library of information that flew in the face of science and human biology as we knew it.

I’d had him condense it down into smaller pieces and gone to work on adapting to my new circumstances. On the whole, it was a net increase to my physical capability.

I barely needed to eat, drink water, or sleep.

I had almost unlimited stamina at my disposal.

I could do reps with 600 pounds pretty consistently.

My senses had sharpened to a fever pitch. 

I could heal from gunshot wounds in less than a minute.

Hephaestus and Ares had turned me into a fucking superhuman.

All in all, it was an absurd advantage.

The problems were in the smaller details. Interacting with other people, the huge mood swings and primal need for domination and control. My temper had shifted significantly in bad directions.

I’d trained for years to regulate my emotions.

The training was paying off.

“Sir!” Reggie bellowed from the cabin. “We’ve got contact!”

I was on my feet in a second.

“Where?”

An enormous splash of water at the side of the boat answered my question for me. The entire yacht pitched to the left. I caught Carla before she could fly off the sunbed, held her down with one hand, and tapped the Key on my wrist.

“Shields up,” I told MAI.

The company’s AI received my request and sent a burst of hypersonic sound out from hidden projectors built into the boat’s hull. The enormous wave’s structure came apart and water slammed down onto us.

I swarmed over Carla and felt a truckload of seawater smash into my back.

The entire boat shuddered under the blow, but it held strong.

I straightened up, sent out a warning ping to my team stateside, and glanced down at Carla. She stared up at me, hair sodden wet and her chest heaving.

It reminded me a little of how she looked after she came.

“David?” she spluttered.

“I’m here.”

“Go kick his ass,” my PA growled.

A grin touched my face. I coasted across the soaking deck of the yacht, reached the side of the boat, and scanned the waters around us. Acute vision sifted through the white foam and movement of the water and found my target a second later.

A single figure with electric-blue eyes and a Hawaiian shirt sat waist-deep in water two hundred yards away from us. He had his hands clamped across his ears to cut off the stream of sound. A lonely sandbar sat behind him and gave me the perfect arena where I could talk to him.

I dived overboard and sliced into the water like a knife.

The sound reached a fever-pitch in my hearing underwater.

It didn’t affect me the same way it did the Idols. It was of the main things that had stumped Hughie. I lacked the speed of healing and recovery ability of the other Idols, but the pulses of hypersonics didn’t weaken me either.

It still made my eardrums buzz like crazy.

I swam through the water like a bullet. Old instincts took over and pushed me effortlessly through the ocean. I tasted salt and saw tiny pieces of marine life all around me. I tracked Poseidon’s location through the water.

I came out of the surf like a monster, caught him by the face, and slammed his head backwards into the sandbar ten yards behind him. Sand plowed up around us in a crazy spray of motion.

“Shields down,” I said.

The Key read my words and cut off the stream of high-pitched frequency.

Poseidon kicked his feet up into me from underneath.

I took the hit and let it propel me up into the air.

The sheer force of the blow cracked ribs and tore muscle.

I turned a lazy somersault in the air and landed on my feet.

My organs and bones stitched themselves back into place easily enough. Poseidon pulled himself out of the crater I’d created with him. Pure sapphire eyes locked onto me with pure hatred, and I offered him a grin in reply.

Pure adrenaline and the thrill of combat flooded my body.

I was made for this. To fight and kill gods.

“You,” Poseidon snarled.

I spread my hands in a welcoming gesture.

“Me,” I agreed. “It’s been a while. I thought you might’ve given up the whole god gig after you stopped attacking my freighters. But no, you’re still here, aren’t you?”

The god dropped to his haunches with a snarl.

The water at the edges of the sandbar writhed at the touch of his will.

“You shouldn’t have come here,” Poseidon warned me.

Streams of razor-edged water lunged up from the ocean and blurred toward me.

“Shields up.”

Hypersonic sound smashed outward from the yacht, caught Poseidon’s keen senses, and disrupted his focus. The blade-like water lost focus and splashed harmlessly against my body. The Idol’s body shimmered and glitched as his Ichor fought to keep itself together.

“Shields down,” I said.

The sonic assault vanished.

Poseidon’s eyes narrowed. He straightened up and stared at me.

“There’s something different about you,” he said. “I should’ve torn you in half.”

“I’ve been working out,” I replied.

His eyes lingered on the black, tattoo-like brand half-exposed through my shirt.

“I can see that,” he said.

The supposed lord of the sea licked his lips.

I didn’t need emotion-reading powers to know he was scared out of his mind.

“Talk to me, Poseidon,” I said. “We’re practically family at this point. I need to know where I can find the shot-caller.”

Rat-like cunning gleamed in his eyes.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, mortal.”

“Athena,” I said. “Ares killed Zeus to claim his bolt and went to do some freelancing for the CIA. He may or may not have started a few proxy wars while he was at it, but that was his whole schtick.”

Poseidon went statue-still at the mention of his fellow Idol.

“Aphrodite was on watch for Tiana until I caught her. You know what happened to Hermes. Hephaestus had a little car-bomb accident outside Birmingham. That leaves two of you unaccounted for. My own little aquatic terrorist and the one with the plan.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Poseidon protested.

I shrugged.

“It’s enough to go off,” I said. “Where’s Athena? A punk like you doesn’t do anything unless he’s told to. You can’t hold your shit in an honest fight, and you like to hide behind people with actual power. So tell me. Where is she?”

Poseidon weighed up his options.

His eyes fell on the watch around my wrist.

“You talk about actual power,” he snapped. “You don’t know the first thing about it. All you have is your little toys.”

I unstrapped it from my wrist and bounced it in my palm.

“You think this is what I’m going to beat you with?” I asked.

I tossed it through the air.

His hand blurred up to catch the Key.

“Shields up,” I said.

Sonics turned his knees to jelly and his reflexes into a drunken swipe. He completely missed the watch and collapsed to his knees in the sand. I strode forward with a sigh, retrieved my watch from behind him, and caught him by the scruff of his collar.

“Brains beat brawn and power,” I reminded him.

His body glitched and spasmed under my steel-like grip.

“Let’s try this again,” I said.

The joking tone left my voice.

I found the warm sphere of pure energy in the center of my chest and sent a flickering touch of willpower toward it. White lightning coursed up through my fingertips and blasted through my knuckles.

Poseidon screamed at the touch of Zeus’ lightning.

“Where’s Athena?” I asked.

“Fuck! She’s in New York!” Poseidon howled. “That’s all I know! I was supposed to wait for her here until she got back!”

I cut off the stream to the divine lightning.

Poseidon collapsed forward on his hands and knees with a raw-throated yell.

“Who the fuck are you?!” he demanded.

“I’m still figuring it out,” I told him honestly. “But Ares called me Prometheus.”
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“Are you sure about this?” Carla asked.

I glanced up from her tablet’s feeds and frowned.

The background howl of jet engines drowned out the ambient ocean waves around us. We’d docked in a private island that, up until a few years ago, had belonged to one of Montague’s board members.

He’d died under questionable circumstances after my father’s car accident.

“Sure about what?”

“Leaving Poseidon alive,” she said. “You should’ve captured him.”

I shook my head.

“He’s a rat,” I said. “I pressed him, and I’m pretty sure he respects his own skin more than anything else. Aphrodite hates his guts because he’s got no honor and no respect for anything except his own life. I checked his information against Lachie’s.”

“That doesn’t mean he’s not going to bite you in the ass if he can,” Carla replied.

I smiled.

“We talked it out. He knows better. And now he owes me.”

Most people would’ve flinched away from that smile.

Carla took my hand and curled her fingers around mine.

“You’re scarier than you used to be,” Carla told me.

I tapped the screen and closed down the white noise of the media’s latest gossip.

“Am I?”

“You know you are,” she replied. “God knows that you’ve had your fair share of fighting, but Poseidon tried to kill Olivia for her father. He shut down all of our shipping routes until recently. He could get a bug up his ass and come after us again.”

“I showed him something,” I said.

Carla frowned.

“What?”

I snapped my fingers and let Zeus’s soul loose for a second.

White electric sparks jumped from my fingertips and made her flinch.

“Right. Your new toy.”

“And a mark of authority amongst the Idols,” I reminded her. “At least these ones. Athena’s the last. Once we talk to her and figure out what her deal is, we can start worrying about the next problem.”

Carla let out a deep breath she’d been holding.

“Okay,” she agreed. “New York it is.”

I glanced down at our meager arrangement of luggage.

“We might need to go shopping, though,” I hedged.

Carla snorted.

“You’re not just going to bust into her office looking like a rich tourist?”

“We need to blend,” I said. “She’s got some of the best security in the world, and if she’s half as smart as Aphrodite and Poseidon make her out to be, then she knows that we’re coming for her. How she decides to respond is going to make all the difference about how we go from here.”

“I could ask her for a meeting,” Carla joked.

“Why not?” I asked.

Her expression turned dumbfounded.

“Wait, you’re serious?”

“The answer’s always ‘no’ until you ask,” I told her. “She might decide to deal with us fairly. You never know. It might be the wisest cause of action, and that’s supposed to be Athena’s thing.”

“Okay. I’ll reach out and see what I can swing.”

“I was serious about the shopping,” I told her. “I need a new suit.”

“I thought you had those Italian guys.”

“They closed down,” I said. “Something about bad publicity.”

“So they’re not making your suits anymore?”

“Apparently killing an Idol live on TV is bad for business.”

I helped Carla carry the bags up into the jet. The crew got us off the island inside of fifteen minutes. I settled back in my chair, relaxed, and went back to combing through the feeds to find if anything had leaked out to the media yet.

Wickerman hadn’t exactly pledged his allegiance to me.

But he’d said that he felt that our working relationship was an important one.

I knew better than to trust a CIA director. He had his own agenda, but he had been helpful in tracking down Poseidon. I fully expected for Wickerman to get back to me with a ‘favor’ that involved something in the CIA’s interest.

I didn’t have any intention of entertaining him.

I wasn’t Ares. I didn’t live for a good fight.

The CIA hadn’t leaked anything.

Tiana was going to be in New York, though.

We landed and cleared customs inside the next twelve hours. Carla had already reserved a quiet, high-security hotel for the two of us. My usual entourage of security were tied down in the Bullseye in St. Jacques.

I might’ve taken out the Idols’ biggest haymaker.

I might’ve even stolen his authority.

But Ares had warned me of other Idols. Other prehistoric, god-like figures with unbelievable power who wanted to dominate humanity. I had entire wings and millions of dollars being poured into new research projects on weaponry, biology, and study of what was left of Ares.

We had the Seed.

And a willing test subject.

But we needed to secure the last of the leadership of the Hellenistic Idols. Once they were all accounted for and their threat profile was non-existent, we could get to the actual work of building a fighting force to fight a completely unknown enemy.

Carla let out a deep sigh of relief when she reached the suite.

Smooth, postmodern-style furniture filled out the bulk of the apartment. Muted gray shades and a mini-bar were about the best the hotel had to offer to add to its soulless trappings. The small crew of semi-serious security downstairs did a lot to offer the illusion of security.

They’d been listless and bored.

My PA dropped onto the king-sized double and stretched out on the slate-colored sheets. An underlying edge of tension boiled around the edges of her aura. Relief and happiness boiled through her colors, but the flight had already taken a toll on her.

“Get some rest,” I suggested.

Carla let out a cursory groan of protest. She clutched at my wrist as I passed her. I let her fingers close around my Key, pull me in close, and I kissed her firmly. Lust flushed through her aura as she tried to drag me back into the bed. I fended off her attempt and slipped away from her grasping legs.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“For a walk,” I said. “I want to take in the scenery.”

“You’ve been in New York before,” Carla protested.

“Yeah, but not like this.”

“At least call in some of the locals to keep an eye on you.”

I laughed and kissed her forehead. She fluttered her eyelashes at me in an attempt to get me to stay, but it wasn’t quite enough. I nudged her back into the bed. I saw pure contrary intent bleed through her aura before she finally gave in and curled up on the covers.

Carla still couldn’t pass up the opportunity to slip sexily out of her jeans and blouse.

I kept a handle on my hyperactive sex drive and enjoyed the show.

Once she finally realized I was serious, she kissed my wrist and wiggled into the enormous double-bed. I changed out of the summery clothes into something better suited to New York in the fall. I didn’t care about the temperature, but I’d stick out amongst the locals if I went out with minimal layers.

I made sure my MAI sunglasses were in place, my Key was charged from the power bank of wrist-mounted MasterKeys in my luggage, and connected to my company’s network. It fed me the latest company updates, but the guys in the Rabbit Hole and R&D had taken my vacation seriously.

They still sent me updates.

I left the penthouse with a key in my pocket.

I usually would have risked carrying a piece, even in New York, but I didn’t need it.

The city was called the Big Apple for a reason. But its streets were a matter of public record and I had the best access to GPS navigation that money could buy. My HUD fed me a pathway and small, succinct details about the buildings and the businesses around me.

Eliot had once laughed when I’d asked him to tweak the settings on the MAI.

He’d accused me of trying to turn life into a video game.

The glasses almost managed it. And I practically felt like the main character of a video game. The world around me seemed a little more fragile after my transformation. I’d shrugged off gunfire, grenade shrapnel, and an absurd amount of physical damage from Idols before.

Concrete, steel, and lead didn’t bother me all that much.

I put blocks between me and the hotel, logged its location, and roamed around. The usual homeless and street vendors tried to hawk at me, but they left me alone with a muttered curse once it became clear that I wasn’t interested in what they were saying.

My eyes combed over the buildings and overpasses all around me.

I didn’t get any prickle on the back of my neck. I was alone. And safe.

A small pack of giggling teenagers pushed in front of me to get to the subway. The merchandise on their hoodies was a dead giveaway as to why they were here. Tiana Summers’s face was impossible to forget.

And no matter how much I tried to push that initial look of horror away from her aura and eyes, I couldn’t quite get it out of my head. Maybe it was the enhanced senses. Or maybe it’d been the way she’d screamed and backed up once she’d seen my aura for the first time since I’d run into Ares.

She’d calmed herself down quickly enough.

She’d apologized. She’d tried to talk to me about what had happened.

Her head of security had made it pretty obvious that he and his people were just as freaked out as their employer. I’d decided it best to get moving rather than stick around and let her get adjusted. Carla had almost seemed disappointed when she’d realized that I hadn’t slept with her.

I pushed the thought out of my mind and realized that I was on autopilot.

My feet were carrying me south toward Tiana’s venue. It was already sold out. I hadn’t been able to resist the urge to check up on her tour dates and where she was playing.

I could practically hear my dad laughing at me.

His cheery grin and sarcastic tone hung in my mind for a moment.

Same old Davey, huh? Pining after a girl who’s hard to keep?

Tiana’s fans were a trail of breadcrumbs. It didn’t take long to find them clustered around the tightly-controlled club. Local security and police kept everyone at arm’s length. Screaming fans waved signs and sang along to the vibrations of music from the building itself.

I stood across the street and assessed the weak points of entry.

The police and Tiana’s own security had the place locked down tight.

They’d even set up a handful of repurposed Humdingers around the points of entry. My HUD tracked the red blips inside the doors. They might’ve tried to rearrange the insides to better suit their purposes, but the hypersonic grenades were still Montague property.

Hawes was here. Or he’d clued in Casey about the tricks I’d taught him in Kentucky.

The tall, glassy exterior of the building didn’t provide easy points of entry. It wasn’t insane to consider climbing up the side of the adjacent building and powering my way through sheets of glass.

It’d start off all kinds of alarms and catch the attention of everyone at street level.

I hadn’t bought a ticket. I hadn’t even opened Tiana’s messages that she’d left for me. I didn’t know if she was pissed at me, if she was apologetic, or if she’d just decided it was best not to be in contact with me anymore.

I’d stayed busy. I hadn’t thought about it too hard.

But I wanted to see her. I just had to find a way inside.

Two minutes of reading told me that the venue itself was multiple levels and had layered security. An additional sharp-eyed team of serious professionals would be watching Tiana like a hawk. The smart money said that I should’ve just left her a message.

She’d made time for me before. She might do it again.

I typed a rapid, two-line text into my Key and sent it through to her personal phone.

A couple of loops around the block solidified my decision not to mess with the security. I could’ve bought my way inside, tried to use my reputation to push through the fans and see her in person. One look at the place she was playing was enough to convince me that this was a serious moneymaker for the rich and famous in New York.

The last thing I wanted was more publicity.

I paced out from the private concert and used my HUD to isolate a handful of small, intimate nightclubs and bars with memberships and private clientele. I fought off a smile when I realized that I was already assuming that she’d say ‘yes’ to seeing me.

A tight, neon-lit cocktail bar wound up with my reservation.

I killed the next few hours with long, looping laps around Manhattan to soak in the scenery and to update Montague’s layer of information on NYC. I stopped over for coffee once or twice, made small talk with some of the locals, and made sure to keep my eyes obscured. I changed the tone of my voice once or twice and adjusted my gait while I went.

It wasn't a perfect disguise, and it definitely wasn’t going to fool any supernatural pursuers. But it’d keep me off the feeds, and that was what I cared the most about.

A message flickered across my HUD close to 1am.

Where are you?

I typed a response back with a rapid series of clicks.

I’ve got us seats at a local place.

I left Tiana with the address and backtracked my way to the small, intimate little cocktail bar by the water. The security let me in after they checked my reservation, and I took a seat with my back to the wall in a small alcove.

Red leather seats and polished metal tables gleamed in the subtle orange and red neon in the background. The girl behind the bar had a lip piercing, the energetic look of the caffeinated, and her aura told me that she was genuinely glad to have new customers.

I ordered myself a neat scotch and waited.

Casey appeared half an hour later. The smaller, whippet-like man moved through the bar with a steady, sharp gaze. His eyes fell on me, and I saw his aura flicker at the sight of me. Concern, paranoia, and genuine curiosity buzzed through his emotions.

“Long night?” I asked him.

He gave me a curt nod.

“Are you armed?”

I spread my fingers out on the table and smiled.

“I’m happy to let you pat me down, if it’ll make you feel better.”

Casey managed a short, genuinely-amused smile and shook his head.

“She trusts you. We’ll keep any patrons from making it in after her.”

“Thanks, Case.”

His face flowed back into a smooth mask of professionalism. He turned and slid back out to the stairs that led to the street outside. I ordered a strong bourbon with a little citrus, left it waiting on the table beside me, and forced myself to breathe.

My adrenaline was running high.

I felt nervous for the first time in weeks.

Tiana Summers appeared in the cocktail bar, and the girl behind the bar almost had a stroke. The barmaid juggled a glass awkwardly for a few seconds before she set it down with a sigh of relief. The world-famous pop singer gave her a smile that lit up the room.

My date had already changed out of her stage outfit.

Subtle hints of makeup still shadowed her cheeks and made her beautiful blue eyes catch the light. Designer jeans, a white tank top, and a classy winter coat did nothing to distract from the fact that Tiana Summers was every teenage boy’s wet dream.

I rose as she drew closer and mustered up a smile.

Her aura was a mess of fatigue and excitement and adrenaline and nervousness. She was just as on edge as I was. The tension I’d felt between us in Kentucky settled right back in with a vengeance.

Tiana and I waited a beat. Less than three feet apart.

“Long night?” I finally asked.

“I guess we’ll see,” she replied slowly. “Is that drink for me?”
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Tiana settled down on the seat beside me and took a careful sip of bourbon.

She didn’t look at me directly, but I knew she was studying my aura. Monitoring my emotional state and looking for the same things that had scared her weeks ago. I’d gotten so used to being able to hide my feelings from people around me that Tiana’s presence almost felt like a drug.

There was nothing I could hide from her.

I’d carried a lot over the last few years.

Someone who could look at me objectively and without judgment, especially given where I’d found myself in life, was a priceless asset. Maybe that was part of the reason that I hadn’t gotten back to Tiana. Maybe I’d been afraid of corrupting her, tearing her out of her glamorous career and dragging her into my own personal war. 

The thought pulled a wry smile out of me.

No. It hadn’t been that.

She could see everything that I was feeling. And I’d turned up at her house covered in Ichor and carrying Ares’s lightning bolt. The post-adrenaline blaze of pure euphoria had shown her something in me that she hadn’t seen before.

Satisfaction in victory.

Pure elation in revenge.

And the purity of surviving someone who wanted nothing more than to kill you.

“You’re quiet,” Tiana noted. “And smiling. That can’t be good.”

“Just thinking over how I left things,” I admitted.

Tiana’s deep blue eyes finally came to rest on mine.

“It wasn’t you, David. That was on me. All of it.” She stared down into her bourbon for a long, pregnant second. “I didn’t know what to think. I’d seen you work, don’t get me wrong, but you looked like some kind of monster.”

“I don’t blame you—”

“I’m not done,” she insisted. “I thought you’d become one of them. Or that you were Ares coming to kill me. I know your colors. I know what you look like. And Mark told me what you did for me. And I still couldn’t accept you for who you were.”

Regret and sadness welled up in her aura.

She kept it all internal, and I still saw all of it.

“So, for that, I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve been trying to find ways to reconnect. Talk to you. But I figured you were busy. There’s still others, right? Others out there who want to take over humanity?”

I tried not to think of the potential new army of superhumans I had to fight.

“There are,” I hedged. “But Ares found the best punishment for me in the end.”

“Which was?”

“He put me in charge of the survivors,” I said. “Gave me the keys to the whole pantheon. I just got back from Greece, talking to Poseidon. He told me as much.” I sipped my scotch and my smile came back. “It’s a strange kind of irony. I went out of my way to kill them, and they pretty much made me their replacement.”

Tiana processed the information with a flicker of serious concern.

I’d seen the same in Carla. It wasn’t every day that one of the richer men on the planet gained superhuman abilities, a way into the CIA’s internal systems, and waged war against proto-gods that wanted to dominate humanity.

Humanity couldn’t kill me. It couldn’t hold me.

I had influence and power that most people could only dream of.

And that kind of power tended to corrupt.

But Tiana could see me. She could see my emotional state.

She could see my soul splayed out around me.

“You’re making it work,” Tiana said quietly.

“I’m doing my best.”

“Why did you want to come and see me?” the singer asked. “Why now?”

“I was in the area. Did some recon and figured that you’d be done a little after midnight. It felt a little rude to try and buy my way into your private concert and get ahead of the rest of your fans.”

“You know that you’ve always got a ticket to one of my shows, David.”

“I hadn’t gotten back to you,” I reminded her. “It would’ve been rude.”

Tiana laughed. The sound was sudden and bright and musical.

“I’m glad that you did in the end,” she replied. “You know how to pick a place.”

“I’ve had practice.”

“You don’t need me to steal you away again, do you?” Tiana asked.

“I don’t,” I assured her. “As much as I’m sure you’d like it.”

“I still need to make it up to you.” Her tone brooked no argument. “We had something good going the last time we were together. Things are different now, but I’m not going to sit here and pretend that I feel any different to the way I did before you saved my life.”

“You’re a drama queen.”

“I know,” Tiana said with her trademark smile of mystery. “We’ve all got to make our money somehow. So, you’re not here for me, and you got twitchy when I talked about kidnapping you. What are you really doing in New York?”

“Following the brains behind the operation.”

“Athena?”

“That’s her. Apparently she runs an investment firm right here in the Big Apple.”

“I don’t know about you, but the last time that there was a serious amount of damage here, the country kind of went to war over it,” Tiana said. “You’re going to have to deal with this quietly.”

“Believe it or not, I can be subtle when I need to.”

“Oh, I believe it. I just haven’t seen it in action. What’s your plan?”

“We left a message with her employees. I figured we’d start with scheduling a meeting and talking. If things escalate, then they escalate. But with Ares and Aphrodite off the map, Athena is running out of good pieces to move around.”

“Unless there’s more of them,” Tiana said.

“They could be in hiding or waiting for a green light,” I agreed.

“Well, I’ll be rooting for you,” she told me with a warm smile.

“Are you staying long, or is this just a business trip?”

“Corporate gig to show everyone that I’m a team player. Everyone wants a slice, even if you’re your own boss. You know what it’s like with brand deals and advertising.”

“I’ve got some idea,” I agreed. “So you’re headed out tonight?”

“I could find a reason to stay,” Tiana told me.

Anticipation, excitement, and adrenaline bubbled up in her colors.

I knew that the right thing to do was to tell her to stay. That the two of us could reconnect and figure things out over the rest of the week. Practicalities stood in our way. Tiana couldn’t hide for long in a city as cramped as New York. All it took was one fan with a mobile phone, and she’d be swamped.

I didn’t want the feeds getting wind of where I was.

Lachie had told me that they’d taken a serious interest since the Kentucky Ambush. My suspicions were that Old Man Durstin had sicced his pet bloodhounds on me to slow me down and try to drag me to the negotiating table.

I still had evidence that he’d tried to have his own daughter murdered by Idols.

That kind of thing was bad for business in the long term.

“We can’t,” Tiana said, before I could reply.

I let out a frustrated sigh.

“The logistics are a little too much,” I said. “Trust me, I want to.”

“Still responsible,” she murmured. “Even after everything you’ve been through. Maybe one of these days I’ll be able to loosen you up.”

I finished my scotch. Tiana’s hands closed around mine before I could drop it back onto the table. The warmth of her skin and the softness of her fingers sent a thrill blazing through my nervous system.

I could feel everything.

“Let me see you,” Tiana said.

I went still when she lifted her hands up and gingerly pulled the sunglasses away from my eyes. Part of me wanted to squeeze my eyes shut and hide the diamond-like colors from her. I quashed the sudden shame and gazed back at her with a smile.

Surprise and a little revulsion shuddered through her aura.

Tiana got a handle on it faster this time. She stared at me for almost a minute.

The space between us seemed to close in. Suddenly all I wanted was to kiss her.

“They’re beautiful,” Tiana said finally.

“Then just imagine what you look like through them.”

The reply made her entire aura blaze over with lust and happiness.

“Smooth,” she giggled. “You didn’t strike me as the romantic type.”

“Depends on my mood. And, last I checked, this is our second date.”

Her breath caught in her throat. I reached up, brushed her cheek with a thumb, and she leaned into me. Our lips met and cool, delicious pleasure blurred down through my body again like some kind of narcotic. My senses were sharper, sensations hit harder, and Tiana ticked every single box.

Snarling lust fought with my reservations.

Her bodyguards were at the other side of the bar. Watching us.

I couldn’t take her here and now. Not without making this into an entire show.

Tiana saw the math at the corners of my aura. Her tongue touched mine with a teasing probe. My fingers found their way into her hair. She slid a leg over mine, shifted closer on the couch, and someone suddenly cleared their throat.

The gorgeous little bubble of pleasure burst.

“Sorry to interrupt,” the barmaid managed. “But are you looking for more drinks?”

Tiana didn’t take her eyes off me for a second.

“I think we’re done here,” she replied. “But thank you.”

Her arms didn’t budge around from my neck. Tiana nuzzled her face into mine as the serving girl ducked away with a fierce blush on her face. I wrapped an arm around her waist and squeezed her close.

“We can’t get away with anything, can we?” Tiana whispered.

“We get away with plenty,” I reminded her. “We just have to find better places.”

“So, I’m not staying?”

“I liked Kentucky. But I want to show you one of my hideaways.”

“When?”

I did more math.

“I’ll let you know,” I hedged. “I’ve got a full schedule.”

I could see her disappointment. But Tiana knew I was right.

“Okay,” Tiana said. “Dammit, but okay.”

She pulled me in for another steamy kiss that lasted too long.

I helped her up, tore my eyes off her ass to leave a hefty tip, and slid my glasses back over my eyes again. The barmaid flushed at Tiana’s parting smile. The two of us joined back up with her bodyguard crew.

Casey’s face was all business.

“Is that the last of our detours?” he asked firmly.

“It is,” I said. “Appreciate you looking after her.”

“It’s what I get paid for,” Casey said shortly.

A sad smile touched Tiana’s face. Her fingers closed around mine and squeezed twice.

“Thank you for finding me again,” Tiana murmured. “I was afraid I’d lose you.”

“What’s your line? Some stars are just meant to cross?”

Tiana’s entire aura lit up like a gorgeous fireworks show of pure joy.

My heightened desires and instincts let out a snarl of appreciation and need.

“See you around, stalker,” Tiana teased.

Casey and the rest of her entourage took her up the stairs and back to street level. I stood beside the bar and watched her leave. A maelstrom of emotion and need and hunger whirled around inside my mind until the girl behind the bar interrupted it.

“That was a nice touch,” she told me. “Quoting her music to her.”

“I take it you’re a fan?”

“Who isn’t?” A dreamy look crossed the girl’s eyes and she rested her chin on the heel of her hand. “I didn’t know that she was seeing anyone. You must really be something.”

I did my best not to laugh.

“It’s probably best if you forget about everything you saw,” I said.

She stiffened at my words.

“But—”

“How much of a fan are you?” I asked.

“I go to sleep listening to her,” the girl admitted.

“So you know what it’s like for her.” I settled down on one of the stools at the bar. “News like this catches on, and the next thing you know everyone wants to know who she’s with, what she’s doing, and she can’t talk about what she wants to talk about.”

The girl’s aura flushed with confusion and sudden shame.

“I didn’t think of that,” the girl admitted.

“What’s your name?”

“Jess,” the girl told me. “Yours?”

I reprimanded her with another gentle smile, and she blushed again.

“Right. It’s better if I don’t know.”

“I’m not going to tell you what to do, Jess,” I said. “I know you don’t have good coverage down here, and I’ve got a suspicion that you took pictures or even a video. Just so you can prove that this all really happened.”

More shame. Confusion. And a sudden bolt of panic.

“Do what you want,” I said again. “Just think about what it’s going to do to her for the next two months if you post that. I’d like to come back here with her again, y’know?”

Jess nodded quickly.

“I won’t put anything up, I swear.”

She wasn’t lying. Jess meant what she said.

“Thanks, Jess,” I said.

“Thank you,” she replied. “I’ve never got a tip like this before.”

I pressed a fingertip to my lips with a smile, slid her another hundred, and left the neon-lit basement bar behind. It didn’t take long to find my way back to the hotel. The security at the front left me alone when I showed them the room key.

I wandered back to the suite.

Carla laid tangled up in the sheets. Soft, cute snores slid out of her with each fall of her chest. I was too wired to sleep, but I still stripped down and wormed my way under the covers beside her. My PA shifted closer, gave my cheek a sleepy kiss, and slipped back into dreamland again.

I stared up at the ceiling.

We still had to hear back from Athena.

I had plenty of work and testing to go through back in St. Jacques.

I hadn’t checked in with Olivia in weeks, and my last conversation with Aphrodite had been a short exchange. The rose-haired goddess had avoided me like the plague and only offered terse, informative replies. She’d submitted to the authority of the lightning in my body and offered me her services.

The Idol was terrified of me. I couldn’t rely on her as an ally.

I had Carla. I had Tiana. And the rest of my company.

It’d be enough to round up the last of the Olympian Idols.

And to figure out exactly what they meant by Prometheus.

Was it a title? Some kind of position in their pantheon?

Athena had the answers I needed.

I just had to get into a room with her.
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Carla and I got an early breakfast the next morning.

Midtown Manhattan was quieter than I’d expected. I wasn’t exactly adjusted to the dynamics of NYC. I’d spent most of my life in St. Jacques and abroad. The coffee wasn’t inspiring, but the bagels were incredible and lived up to the hype.

My PA woke up quickly enough after half a coffee and the brisk air.

“Where’d you go last night?” she asked with a knowing smile.

“I went to see Tiana.”

“And?”

“We got a drink.”

“And?”

Carla was enjoying getting under my skin.

“She’s a good kisser. She wanted me to tell her to stay so we could go on adventures in New York.” I kept my tone levels and my gaze on Carla’s aura. “I told her that I was busy.”

“So you turned her down a second time. Are you sure you’re into her?”

“If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve thought that you were trying to get me laid,” I said with a laugh. “Are you secretly into her? Or is there some clause in the relationship that says I get to philander if I want to?”

“That’s a great word,” Carla said through a mouthful of bagel. “You remember what I told you. I don’t expect you to just stick with me all the time. Tiana’s hot. She’s drop-dead gorgeous. And I don’t even swing that way.”

“Maybe you just like drama.”

Carla choked back a laugh.

“You’ve got enough of that to last a lifetime as it is,” my secretary reminded me. “I’m shortcutting the usual problems that we’re going to run into and making sure that you’re looked after. And you forget, I know you pretty well. You’re not the kind of guy to go chasing any girl who gives you the bedroom eyes.”

“I’m not even sure that’s true after Kentucky.”

Carla rolled her eyes.

“You turned down Tiana Summers last night. Of course it’s true.”

I gave her hand a squeeze.

“You’re a special kind of woman, Carla.”

“That’s what my dad used to tell me.”

I wiped a spot of cheese off her chin and she gave me a sunny smile.

“I know you’ll come back to me,” Carla said simply. “That’s all there is to it.”

We shared a smile and a moment. Right up until she put her tablet on the table.

“Time to go to work,” Carla said.

I finished the last of my bagel and ordered more coffee.

I didn’t need the food. Or the caffeine. It was more out of habit than anything. My eyes traveled back over the streets around us and soaked in the atmosphere while my PA got up to speed on my itinerary. A quick intake of breath caught my attention.

“Our friend got back to you?” I guessed.

“She did,” Carla said, awed. “And she wants to see you in less than an hour.” Carla frowned at the message. “Should I push it back? Does it feel like a trap to you?”

I considered the suggestion.

“It could be,” I agreed. “Where’s her company located?”

“Ten minutes walk from here,” Carla reported. “The office isn’t even open that early. I’m surprised she even reached out in the first place.”

I checked the time.

“She wants to get this out of the way when there’s less people around to ask questions,” I said. “I don’t know what she’s got in store for us, but my gut tells me that she’s not trying to ambush us.”

“Why wouldn’t she? They can tell what you did to the others, right?”

“I’m pretty sure that Athena’s the one who gets information out to everyone.”

“So she knows. She knows that you’ve killed some of them.”

I nodded.

“You don’t think that she’s going to take that personally?”

I thought back to what I’d managed to extract from Aphrodite earlier.

She’s cunning. And she’s dangerous. But she’s not Ares. It’s all in what she doesn’t say.

“She might. But she’s supposed to be smart. I think that the offer of a neutral meeting is much more in her benefit than a fight. All it takes is getting outed, and she has to leave her company behind and start over.” I shook my head. “She doesn’t want that.”

“I’m following your lead, boss,” Carla said.

Her tone was pleasant enough, but I could see her hesitation and fear.

“You’re not coming in with me,” I told her.

Relief and more hesitation colored her aura.

Realization quickly followed, and she glared at me.

“You know, sometimes I almost forget that you can see what I’m feeling.”

“Sometimes I wish you would,” I told her honestly. “And I’m serious about what I said. You’re too precious to risk in a potential trap like this. You’re going to be out on the street talking to Kasper and the others.”

A grateful smile washed over her expression.

“Thank you,” she said. “I wish I was up to the excitement—”

“No, you don’t,” I cut in. “Trust me. I’m going in, and I’m going to allow for an hour. If things go to pieces, I’m going to trip every alarm in the building and evacuate people. You’ll slip away with the others to a secondary position and call in the cavalry.”

“I thought you said that you thought she wasn’t going to fight you.”

“Assume the worst and plan for the best,” I said. “The thing about intelligence is that it comes with a well-developed sense of curiosity. Athena probably wants to meet me. What she decides to do after that is up to her.”

Carla nodded and took notes.

I coached her through the evacuation plan until our coffees arrived. We got up from our seats, paid our bill, and headed north. Tall, glassy buildings towered up all around us. Landmarks were everywhere in Manhattan, and I wasn’t particularly worried about getting lost.

Athena had an entire building with her name on it.

It wasn’t the tallest structure around, but it had all the architecture and materials of a postmodern design that was part and parcel of big-tech buildings. Big men in well-fitted suits with earpieces flanked the enormous glass doors.

A wide concrete square decked out with perfectly pruned garden beds stretched out from the base of the building. A handful of employees indulged in coffee at a pop-up cafe at the other end of the square. I checked our flanks and paused at the stairs that led up to the square and the building beyond it.

“Are they normal?” Carla asked.

Their auras were unfocused and flickered with a wide emotional range.

“They’re all clean,” I assured her.

“So Athena doesn’t control your thoughts,” Carla said.

“I think she’s figured out what drives people more than mind control,” I told her. “Decent pay packages and good benefits can do a lot to keep people loyal and productive.”

“You can say that again,” my PA giggled.

She stood up on tiptoes and kissed me.

“Good luck,” she said. “I’m here when you need me.”

“Remember what I told you,” I reminded her.

“I’ll tell her that you’re on your way.”

I made sure that my MasterKey and my earpiece were synced to the right voice channel and started up the stairs to AIS. The guards on the door were well-trained and well-paid. Their auras and emotional control told me that they were serious professionals.

Their sleeve mics and earpieces told me that they were working as part of a wider crew that spanned the entire way through the building.

I’d be up to my ears in linebacker-sized security guys if I started any trouble.

The thought would’ve sent a chill down my spine before Kentucky.

Now it was more of an inconvenience than anything.

Guard No. 1 held up a hand as I approached the front doors.

“I’m sorry, sir, but the office doesn’t open until 9am.”

“I’ve got an appointment,” I told him. “Tell your boss that David Montague is here to see her. And that I’m in a hurry.”

Guard No. 2 tensed a little at the mention of my name. Guard No. 1 called in the meeting to the rest of the security team while his friend waved me down with a digital wand. It stayed quiet, but I did the guy a courtesy and showed him that I wasn’t carrying.

“Miss Galouzis will see you now,” Guard No. 1 confirmed. “Right this way, sir.”

The reinforced glass doors hissed a little from hidden seals. The lobby came with the typical soulless attire that one typically found in an investing firm. The logos were angular and futuristic, and the entire place seemed designed to be as boring as possible.

I smiled. It was good cover if you were running a money factory.

A serious-eyed younger guy at the lobby desk opened up the elevators for us. Guard No. 1 didn’t say a word to me as we rode the elevator all the way up to the top floor. He radiated physical prowess, and the .45 tucked out of sight didn’t hurt his confidence, either.

I logged details as I went.

You could tell a lot about someone by their employees.

“You’ve got an hour,” Guard No. 1 grunted. “I’ll be here to collect you then.”

“You’re not staying for the fireworks?”

He snorted.

“She can handle anything, Montague. You’re a feeding fish.”

The elevator doors opened and revealed a wide, spacious office divided into different sections. A marble desk sat beside floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a stunning view of Manhattan. Sofas and a table setting sat off to my right. An actual bar stood off to my right, and a pair of glass doors led into a conference room.

Everything was pristine, relatively new, and expensive.

A single figure with streaks of gray in an otherwise-flawless head of dark hair stood at the window. No color flowed up from the navy-blue pantsuit. Adrenaline surged through my body. and I kept a handle on it.

Athena stared down at the concrete maze spread out beneath her feet.

“Hello, David.”

Her voice had a deep, resonant quality to it.

She turned to face me. Deeply-tanned skin complemented a pair of heavily-tinted glasses that looked out of place inside. My HUD started to blare warnings at me, but I ignored it and slid my glasses off my face and into my coat pocket.

A small smile tugged at the corner of the Idol’s mouth.

“Hello, Athena,” I replied. “Thanks for taking the time to see me.”

“It was that or meet you on the field of battle,” the Idol replied. “I know what suits me better.” She tilted her head in a way that reminded me of Aphrodite. “Although it remains to be seen what you prefer. Would you care to sit?”

“It doesn’t bother me either way,” I said.

Athena gestured for me to join her. I kept my instincts at a fever pitch and approached her with careful steps. The supernatural CEO turned her gaze back to the streets below. I made sure I had the right amount of space to react to a sudden movement. I kept my eyes on her rather than the view below.

“You have questions,” Athena said. “Mortals always do.”

“I think you’ve probably got some of your own,” I replied. “You can play the Oracle of Delphi as much as you like with your own people. But I’d take it as a courtesy if you don’t treat me like one of your underlings.”

“And what courtesies will you grant me in return?”

“Answers to your own questions,” I replied. “And maybe the inklings of an alliance.”

Athena barked a sudden cold laugh.

“An alliance? From you?”

“Maybe I’ve had my fill of violence and I’m looking to retire.”

“Every inch of you screams for violence, David. You’re positively twitching with it. Poseidon may be an idiot, but he knows how to follow instructions. He gave me reason to believe that you now carry the Bolt of Zeus.” A humorless smile touched her face. “Which, in turn, means that you slew Ares and took it from him. Which would then indicate our influence with your government is now lessened.”

I kept my mouth shut and let her talk.

“You came here with the intention of bullying me into submission. And, if I were to resist, I’m sure you have another comfortable little prison for me like you do for Aphrodite.” She lifted her chin imperiously. “Do not take me for a fool, mortal. I have lived millenia and fought those with names that will be remembered long after yours is ground to dust.”

The air itself seemed to tremble at the power in her voice.

I might’ve even been tempted to bend the knee before Kentucky.

But not anymore. Her words slid straight over my mind like anyone else’s.

“So say your piece,” Athena told me firmly. “And I shall decide your future.”

I couldn’t help but crack a grin at her little speech.

“How long did you spend rehearsing that?”

“I am a goddess. I do not rehearse.”

“Not even a little? In the mirror?”

Athena turned to glare at me.

“I trained philosophers. Sophists. Orators who would leave you a blubbering wreck on the floor. I will repeat myself once more. I do not rehearse.”

“More of a straight-off-the-dome kind of girl. I can appreciate that.”

“You asked for this audience, mortal. If you wish to use it to mock me, then that is your prerogative.” Athena took her glasses off and tossed them onto her desk. “But tread lightly. I am not my family.”

I studied how statue-still she was.

Her voice was perfectly level.

Athena was pissed off beyond all belief. But she still had control of her actions.

I’d spent almost a month in a new-and-improved body with Idol cells. Hughie’s conclusions had come around to tell me that Idols felt the same compulsions as humanity, but stronger. I’d felt their influence.

Violence. Anger. Frustration. Lust.

The Olympians in myth had not been the most sane supernatural beings. Having spent some time with their Ichor in my veins gave me some insight as to why.

Athena felt all the same compulsions I did.

But they were likely stronger. Her entire body was made out of Ichor.

And she was holding it together better than any of the other Idols I’d met.

That kind of control actively sent a stab of fear into my body.

I could fight superpowered lunatics who hadn’t bothered training and underestimated me because I was a lowly human. Athena struck me as the kind of nightmare that could ruin my life with a few well-placed phone calls.

And then tear me limb from limb.

I dropped the mocking tone.

“You started this conversation from a position of authority,” I said quietly. “That’s not conducive to an agreement that benefits all parties. I’m meeting you in good faith, under a white flag of truce, with no ill intentions.”

“All evidence points to the contrary,” Athena replied.

The pure hostility had dropped out of her voice.

I took the cool tone in her voice as a sign to proceed.

“That’s not quite true, though, is it?” I asked. “You’re still talking to Poseidon, and you know that I have Aphrodite. That means that my body count is only 3 out of a possible 6. You’re the only one who hasn’t tried to kill me after a brief conversation.”

A thin smile sliced across her lips.

“You are a singularly irritating person, David Montague.”

“Only if you can’t keep your shit together,” I replied.

“You have questions. And you correctly surmised that I do, too.”

“Should we toss a coin to see who goes first?” 

“I will begin,” Athena told me. “Where is the Seed?”
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The cold, rational part of my brain told me to lie to her.

The Seed was a vial of pure, powerful Ichor that had been given to Durstin Inc. to safeguard. My father’s old rival was part of some cult known as the Sibyls. They’d been instituted to help the Idols along with their plans.

Right up until Aphrodite had tried to kill Olivia.

I’d been there, tracked the killers back to her, and imprisoned the supernatural mind-bender. The Seed had found its way into my Acquisitions wing in the R&D department and Hughie had been running tests on it ever since.

It reacted to my blood sample. It was tied to me and the Idols somehow.

Athena didn’t need to know that. But I’d be venturing out onto a limb with a famously-intelligent superbeing and starting my entire conversation with her on a lie.

It didn’t feel like the right way to proceed.

“I have it in my position in a secured lab,” I replied.

A small start of surprise rolled swiftly over her face before she replaced it with the same icy visage of calm. Athena had her emotions and her proclivities in check.

But only barely. It was something I could exploit if I played my cards right.

I tucked my hands into my pockets and squeezed the Master Key unit.

“Did you breach it?” she asked.

“I didn’t know what it was. It seemed unwise.”

She nodded once.

“Ask your question.”

I had plenty of them and I’d already lost a few minutes riling her up.

“I need to know why Ares gave me the Bolt.”

Athena stared at me through muted sapphire eyes.

“You took it from him.”

“Only after I put him down. And he could’ve healed back from it,” I said. “He was the strongest out of you that I faced. But once I had him on the defensive, he just gave up and shoved it into me before I could do anything about it.”

“He passed it on to you,” Athena repeated. “That sounds out of character.”

“I can’t say I knew him well enough. Just well enough to trade punches.”

Athena sighed.

“My suspicion is that he gave it to you to spite me. Or my plan. Ares was, as you can imagine, not the type to follow orders unless it suited his tastes. Placing him in the CIA seemed to be the best position for him, but he couldn’t contain his nature.”

My memory conjured up the bald, gun-toting lunatic who refused to die.

“He didn’t seem very stable,” I agreed. “So he gave me the Bolt to screw up your plan?”

“We butted heads on plenty of occasions.” Athena studied me for a beat. “You don’t know what you’ve inherited. You barely seem to grasp the gravity of the situation you’ve found yourself in. And yet you still chose to fight. Why?”

“Because it was the right thing to do.”

Athena’s smile turned brittle.

“You answer quickly for a man who knows he’s out of his depth.”

“Hermes asked me to help him dominate the human race. Poseidon killed an entire yacht of people and laughed about it. Hephaestus tried to kill my people and locked down half of the UK for two weeks. They all wanted me dead.”

“That is survival,” Athena replied. “It has nothing to do with morality.”

“I was under the impression that the Idols had infiltrated the government, held off on getting me arrested, and had a handful of the richest and most powerful men under their thumb. I used the CIA to bait out Ares and it worked.” I nodded down to the streets below. “You’ve been doing hideous things to humanity for centuries, unless I missed my guess. I could do something about it, so I did.”

Something that could’ve passed for respect touched her gaze.

“I take it you’re not a believer in the Fates, then?”

“After meeting your family, I’m willing to accept that I can kill them if I have to.”

“You may find them a little more difficult to fight than the rest of us,” she said, amused. “Very well. You defy fate, destiny, and forge your own way despite the clear warnings and danger to yourself.”

She gestured for me to ask another question.

I knew what Hughie would’ve wanted me to ask.

But I needed to neutralize whatever immediate threat that Athena posed. She seemed reasonable, even respectful, but I’d dealt with Idols long enough to know that things were never as simple as they appeared.

“What is your purpose?” I asked.

“Mine? Or my family’s?”

“Your species,” I said.

“You don’t strike me as a particularly religious person,” Athena replied. “It’ll be difficult to describe to you exactly what our role is. We are the stewards and the shepherds of humanity. We pass through your world and your realm to hold you in balance. Much the same way that the stars and the planets hold together in the sky.”

I mulled that over for a minute.

“You suck at your job,” I said.

Athena actually laughed at that.

“I’ll spare you the philosophical debate, David. But there’s arguments to be made that our actions throughout the last two hundred years have spared humanity an early extinction. And there is a further argument to be made that your continued existence pushes your species closer to its inevitable demise.”

I stared at her for a long moment.

Prometheus. The bringer of fire.

The Titan who’d fallen from favor and brought humanity knowledge and power.

Athena stepped past me and strolled easily over to her private bar.

“You don’t have all the answers, David,” Athena said. “In your haste to rid the earth of us, you happened across something much larger than yourself. Something far more dangerous. And, if I know Ares and his spite, he likely told you about it.”

“Asgard,” I said.

“Asgard,” she agreed, and made it sound like a curse. “We are not alone in our attempts to protect and shepherd humanity. You have worshiped many gods in your history. Some have fallen or faded with time. Others slept. And only some are awake.”

“You still haven’t asked me a question,” I reminded her.

Athena poured herself out a glass of red wine. She added water from a crystal decanter and a few pinches of herbs from behind the bar. The Idol stirred her drink and took a sip.

“I haven’t,” Athena agreed. “I find myself at a crossroads, David, and for the first time in centuries, I really must mull over which road to take.”

She circled around the bar and settled down on one of the chairs.

A steel-colored fingernail continued to stir her crystal glass of infused wine.

“Penny for your thoughts?” I offered.

“It might cost you more than a penny.”

I nodded to the building around us.

“I guess people pay you more than pennies for your thoughts now.”

“They do,” she agreed. “I’m surprised that you didn’t find me out earlier. I know Montague Manufacturing is famous for staying independent as a standalone entity, but even still. I wonder if our paths might’ve crossed earlier if I hadn’t mobilized Hermes.”

A prickle ran down my spine.

It was a telltale sign of impending danger from an Idol.

I let out a deep breath and pushed my body into a state of relaxed alertness.

“Athena,” I said. “You didn’t agree to this meeting just to try and ambush me, did you?”

She took a deliberate sip of wine and studied my expression.

“You didn’t give me any guarantees that I would be safe, David. I thought it best to take precautions. You are dangerous, in your own way, for a mortal. And now that I know that you carry the Bolt, well.” Athena shrugged. “I cannot let such a prize reside within you. Gifted and adaptable as you might be. You don’t share my vision.”

“The terrain doesn’t favor you,” I said.

“It doesn’t need to,” Athena replied. “I won’t be the one getting my hands dirty.”

The elevator doors that led to her office dinged open.

A slight vibration in my pocket told me that MAI had burrowed itself into the local systems. Athena could afford the best security in the world, but I had a basement full of some very creative individuals who could do a lot of work with very little.

I half-turned and spotted a 5’10” viking with a braided beard.

His hands were empty, and he looked like he’d just stumbled out of a trailer park. An off-white wife-beater was stained with blood and beer. Ripped denim shorts covered a pair of hairy, muscular legs. Honest-to-God slides covered his feet. Scars rippled over his knuckles, across his arms, and down over his chest.

Cloudy scarlet orbs without any kind of facets stared me down.

The viking licked his lips with a too-long tongue.

“I was under the impression that you and the Asgard crowd were enemies,” I said.

“Then you don’t understand me very well at all,” Athena said. “It was a pleasure meeting you in the flesh, David. But you should know better than to treat gods as if they’re human. We bow to no mortal. Even one as impressive as yourself.”

I didn’t take my eyes off the homeless Idol.

He took a step forward and sank into a half-crouch like a wild animal.

“The next time we meet,” I said, “I’m not going to be so friendly.”

“There will be no next time,” Athena told me. “Fare thee well.”

I lifted a hand to my ear.

“I could use those reinforcements right about now,” I told Carla.

“Kill him. And bring me the Bolt,” Athena ordered.

The viking let out something in a guttural language I didn’t understand and launched himself across the room like a bullet. Years of fighting and a little help from an Idol-improved physique saved my life.

I wove off the angle of attack and deflected a claw-like grip.

My hand closed around the metal rings in the creature’s beard, and my foot slammed into his ankle. I used his raw momentum to take him off his feet. The viking shot off the carpet and slammed into the glass window behind me.

Cracks spiraled out like a spiderweb.

Alarms started howling.

I backed up a step, but my new sparring partner was already moving.

He scrambled up off the carpet with catlike speed and flung himself at me like a wild animal. The pure ferocity of the attack was new to me. I deflected a swipe that numbed my entire arm. A quick shift of my hips helped me slip the second strike.

My boot drilled into his shin.

I might as well have tried to kick a concrete pillar.

His third strike clipped me in the shoulder and took me off my feet.

My back smashed into the bar and shook bottles loose onto the carpet.

Breath rushed out of my body. I twisted away from the bar to avoid a stomp kick.

Stone and wood splintered under the sheer force of the blow.

The crazed Idol let out a vicious cackle of laughter as I scrambled up to my feet.

The Homeless Viking let out another string of a language I didn’t recognize.

Athena had already vanished from the office. The elevator had locked up.

I had two ways out.

The emergency stairs which had to be somewhere through the doors behind me.

Or the five storeys of freefall outside the window.

I didn’t know what I was up against.

Athena’s new friend didn’t press the attack. His teeth glittered, and it took me an adrenaline-hazed second to realize that his dentures were made out of gold. A crazed grin slashed across his face, and he gestured for me to close in and attack him.

My probing kick had been enough to make me realize that I couldn’t hurt him with my bare hands. He didn’t have the same makeup as the Olympian Idols. They could change their density at will, but some instinct told me that this Asgardian was made from different stuff. I took a step to the right.

He mirrored the movement.

I leaned over the ruined bar, grabbed a bottle of expensive scotch, and pulled the cork out of it. The Asgardian’s smile widened. I didn’t take my eyes off him for a second and took a quick pull from the bottle.

Excellent whisky burned its way down my throat.

I let an appreciative sigh slip out and offered him the bottle with an outstretched hand.

Athena’s assassin snatched it out of my hand and drained a third of it in one go.

“Good,” he growled out in English.

“So you can talk,” I said.

“Some,” he agreed.

My newest sparring partner shattered the glass in his hand with a quick squeeze of his fingers. He slung shattered glass and alcohol at my face as a distraction. I covered up out of raw reflex, and the viking rushed me again. He dropped his stance to catch me around the hips.

I switched my tactics, and dropped onto my back as he came in.

My left foot planted itself in his gut ,and I shoved his hands away from my throat. His fingers closed around my belt instead as I flung him over the top of me. The combined superhuman momentum dragged my back off the carpet.

My heart jumped into my throat when we both hit the window.

The weakened glass gave way under our combined speed.

My world turned into a spinning, falling blender of glass and gravity and a lunatic with blood-red eyes. He kept his death-grip on my belt and slashed his hand at my face. I covered up out of pure reflex. The force of the attack dislocated my shoulder.

He was too strong. Too animalistic. And too damn durable to hurt.

My good hand went straight down to my belt.

The ground rushed up at us in what looked like slow motion.

I spotted the silver roof of a limousine and made a snap decision.

My foot slammed into the Idol’s gut and propelled him back at Athena’s building. My belt tore through my pants and took away his only good grip on me. The viking vanished backward and crashed into a window.

I landed on the roof of the limo.

My entire world turned to red pain for a slow hundred-count.

I’d broken my spine in the fall. Ribs, fractured skull, and pure blunt force damage to my organs repaired themselves. I endured half an excruciating minute of repairs before I found the strength to roll out of the wreck of the limo.

My feet found the ground. The comms unit in my ear crackled.

“BASE jumping without a parachute?” Kasper asked. “I know you pay me well, boss, but I don’t think even you have enough money to protect you from gravity.”

I dropped to a knee. My shoulder cracked against the side of the car.

It stitched itself together while blood leaked from my mouth.

I could taste the metal in it. Ten more seconds and I was back to normal.

The fall had been absurd. I hadn’t even known if I was going to survive it.

I wasn’t invincible. But I could fight way out of my weight class if I had a little time to repair my injuries. A huge van’s engine roared out behind me. Tires screeched and metal crunched against metal.

A modified XM2 pulled up behind the wrecked limo.

I couldn’t see through the tinted windows, but I knew who was driving.

Kasper the Friendly Ghost had arrived with new toys and my new ride.
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“What’s the situation?” Kasper asked.

“Athena made a deal with the North,” I replied. “She’s sent one of them after me.”

The side of the XM2 rolled open with a hiss of compressed air. Inch-thick armor plating covered the entire outside of the van. Bulletproof tires and a heavily-modified suspension turned the thing from a small transport vehicle into a miniaturized tank.

A smaller, wiry guy hopped out onto the sidewalk.

I’d gotten used to seeing Kasper in a turtleneck and light tactical gear.

The Hoplite Mk. III armor was a godsend in a situation like this.

Glistening black plates locked together over a durable under-weave designed to shrug off ballistic projectiles. The helmet obscured his features and twin lights shone out from the eye-slits where his eyes should have been. A flat, low-profile pack hung off his shoulders.

Kasper snapped open the stock on a compact PDW and reached back into the van.

He tossed me an identical backpack to the one he was currently wearing.

“Vitals are stable. Our golden boy is still on the board.”

I caught the bag and slung it over my shoulders.

My bodyguard snapped his weapon up to his shoulder as something exploded out from the side of Athena’s building. A humanoid figure tumbled through the air, over the street, and crashed into a neighboring building.

The viking slid down the side of it and used his bare hand to slow his momentum.

Glass and concrete shattered around his hand and his weight.

“It’s now or never, boss,” Kasper warned me. “Suit up, or we get out of here.”

“Is Carla secure?”

“Already on her way out of here,” he assured me. “You’ve got that girl well-trained.”

I latched the bag’s straps together over my chest into a harness and then hit a switch on my watch. The backpack opened up in sections behind me. I reached back, wrapped my hands around two levers, and pulled them. Metal plates latched onto my arms and clicked into gauntlets. Kasper dropped to a knee behind the XM2 and used the hood as cover.

The Mk. III Hoplite Armor had built on the two originals.

The first had practically been a spacesuit.

The second had helped me win a fight with Ares.

This one had been designed to be easier to transport, to fit different body sizes and types, and to offer its wearer a greater advantage against Idols. The backpack provided the armor plates and the under-weave like a liquid second skin. It took me another thirty seconds to finish suiting up. I pulled the helmet out of the bag last, and slid it over my head.

My HUD flickered into life after it read my biometrics.

It synced up with the second Mk. III beside me, and gave me a full list of our assets in the area. The XM2 and Kasper appeared on the mini-map. The sensors zeroed in on the viking and outlined him in red. I straightened up and checked the back of the van.

A small three-man team were hunkered down on bench seats with specialized weaponry. A familiar face grinned in the gloom and handed me a sheathed machete-like sword. I strapped it to my back and took a PDW from him. A small bandolier of magazines wrapped around my waist and I clicked it into place.

An extra bracer went around my left hand.

I stepped away from the XM2, ready for battle.

I’d fought my first few battles against Idols alone.

Kasper had resented me for that, and he’d bullied R&D into giving him gear that could keep up with mine. I moved forward to the wrecked limo and ripped the door free of the frame.

It was empty. A quick scan of the plate on the back told me that it belonged to a rental company outside Manhattan. I locked my eyes on the homeless Idol. He dropped from the side of the building, cratered the sidewalk, and sent the locals running for cover.

“Police?”

“Already alerted,” Kasper assured me.

“EMS?”

“Hopefully en route. New York isn’t St. Jacques. This is going to wind up on national news.” Kasper’s tone stayed light and joking. “You know, if you wanted to draw more publicity to the secret battles going on, you couldn’t have picked a better spot. Where’s the other one?”

“She bailed.”

“So I’m guessing your pleasant little chat didn’t go well?”

“I banked on her being reasonable and willing to talk to me.”

“Well, there was your first mistake. You can’t trust these things.”

I flicked off the safety on the compact rifle pressed into my shoulder.

“I’m starting to get that feeling.”

“What’s the play?”

“I don’t think sonics are going to work on this guy. We’re going to have to figure out what he’s weak to on the fly. What kind of toys did you bring with you?”

“Experimental loads. We’ve got all kinds of fun stuff.”

The viking stalked up to a parked Maserati and kicked it.

The fancy sedan’s tires screamed as it spun crazily across the street. I dived clear of the limo before it could impact into the wreck. Metal crunched against metal and showered the sidewalk in broken glass and plastic. I came up in a crouch and reacquired my target.

“Ooookay,” Kasper muttered. “He’s not happy.”

“Fight!” the viking roared at me.

I double-checked my backstop in the building behind him.

It was clear of people and looked like a sturdy enough layer of brick.

I squeezed the trigger and fired off a two-round burst straight into his skull.

The carbine in my hands barely kicked.

The viking jerked back a single step. He flicked lead out of his beard with a contemptuous laugh. I slid the magazine out of the rifle and swapped it out for a fresh series of different loads.

“Right, FMJ is a joke,” Kasper noted.

“I’m going to dance with him,” I said. “Keep trying until something sticks.”

“Roger.”

I stepped onto the asphalt from the sidewalk and put another pair of rounds into the Idol’s chest. He jerked back again. The rounds were making an impact, but they were crushing themselves against the hardness of his skin. My prey let out another feral bark of laughter and barreled toward me.

I released my grip on the PDW and twisted out of the way of his grasping hands.

The Idol tore past me like an out-of-control train, crashed into the Maserati, and shoved his hands straight through the hood. Burly muscles on his back stood out as he tensed. I drew the blade from the small of my back.

I went straight for his brain stem.

The point of my blade crunched against what felt like solid stone.

It might’ve penetrated a half-inch into his body.

R&D had built the weapon out of Hermes’s blood and forged it into a cutting edge that could make short work of any of the Olympians.

The viking was made out of different material.

It was less like liquid metal and more like solid stone.

He lashed out with a sudden donkey-kick, caught me in the breastplate, and shot me across the street. I managed to slam my kukri into the asphalt and slow some of the momentum. I crashed into a fashion outlet’s storefront. A mannequin decked out in expensive clothes collapsed beside me.

Alarms started to howl behind me.

Bullets cracked off the Idol’s body and caught his attention.

Kasper wove out of cover and walked across the street with a smooth gait.

He bounced rounds off our target and shook him loose from the Maserati.

“Ichor-tips aren’t doing the trick either,” Kasper reported.

“What else do you have?” I asked.

“I’m pretty sure I’ve got something better than Chanel.”

I shook a purse free of my forearm with a growl. The homeless-looking creature whirled around, fixated on Kasper, and lunged across the street. Kasper put a pair of bullets straight into his groin and neatly stepped off to the side. The Idol staggered.

His claw-like grips missed the Friendly Ghost by a fraction of an inch.

Kasper knew better than to let an Idol get close to him.

He broke into a sprint toward Athena’s building.

The viking screeched to a halt, spun around, and bounded after him like some kind of feline predator. I didn’t want to base my entire set of assumptions around one Idol, but the Northern breed of proto-savior didn’t seem to possess the skill and the elegance of the Olympian brood.

The bearded creature was single-minded and focused on one target.

I intercepted the Idol with a vicious slash from the sword.

It collided with his throat, clotheslined him, and he stumbled back into the Maserati and limo wrecks with a snarl of hatred. I hacked at his neck again, sank the blade into his flesh, and released my grip on it before he could decapitate me with a backfist.

“Stupid,” he snapped.

The Idol tore the blade out of his neck, twisted, and flung it like an arrow.

Pure instinct or dumb luck saved Kasper’s life.

His zig-zagging motion threw off the Idol’s aim. The blade whipped past his ear, crashed into a concrete pillar outside Athena’s building, and stayed there. I used the second of distraction to jump backward, bring my PDW back up to my shoulder, and mag-dump the easy target in front of me.

Incendiary rounds sparked off the marble-hardness of his skin.

His beard caught fire, and I released my grip on the firearm.

I didn’t have the space to reload.

Sirens were tearing at the air.

We’d barely reached 8 a.m., and we’d already managed to turn South Manhattan into a warzone. Klaxons blared out of Athena’s building, but her security didn’t venture out to meet us. The combination of the unhinged Idol in front of me and the approaching police kept them at bay.

The Idol across from me bared another gold-toothed grin.

His flat, stone-like eyes glared at me with a blend of excitement and hatred.

“I don’t know what Athena promised you,” I told him. “But it’s not going to be worth it if I have to melt you down into scrap. There’s going to be people here soon, people who are going to find a way to kill you—”

The Homeless Viking slashed his fingertips toward my face.

I fell back half a step to avoid the attack, countered with a kick, and sent a thrill of burning lightning down my body from the Bolt in my chest. 

I’d kept Ares’s “gift” in reserve for a reason.

Three weeks of training with it had taught me a few things.

White lightning blazed out of the point of impact and boiled through the creature in front of me. The viking’s jaw locked shut, and he spun away from me like a toy. He bounced off the hood of the Maserati, shot four yards into the air, and crashed down into one of Athena’s garden beds.

Soil and concrete showered up into the air.

“So, lightning does the trick?” Kasper asked.

“Keep testing,” I replied shortly.

A short, sharp burst of gunfire slammed into the Idol as he staggered out of the garden. The hair of his beard bristled up from the lightning, and I could smell the ozone in the air from where I’d hit him with the Bolt. The smile had vanished, and pure rage crossed his face. A small wash of explosions welled up from Kasper’s rounds.

They barely scratched the Homeless Viking’s skin.

“HE, incendiary, AP, FMJ, anti-Idol.” Kasper chuckled over the comms. “Looks like spicy clouds are the only thing that works on him, boss. Police are thirty seconds out. You want to leave them to deal with this guy?”

My bodyguard already knew the answer to that.

Athena’s attack dog would tear through the unprepared locals like paper.

I wasn’t about to let that happen.

Wickerman had warned me about what the consequences would be if Idols became known to the public. Widespread panic. Cults. Civil war that threatened the entirety of the world.

He’d neglected to point out that the CIA were responsible for keeping the Idols a secret in the first place. I’d told him that I’d understood, and here I was, fighting one of them on a Manhattan street in broad daylight.

The Homeless Viking lunged a single step, crashed into the fused wrecks in front of him, and sent them skidding over the asphalt toward me. I dived into a full somersault over the twisted metal. My boots hit the ground. I dropped immediately into a crouch to avoid a haymaker, and countered with my own Bolt-infused uppercut.

The Viking went cross-eyed, and I lifted him an inch off the road.

White lightning almost blinded me. He went rigid as he hit the ground.

I hadn’t used the Bolt because it was obvious. It showed people that I wasn’t human.

But I didn’t have any other choice. Not with the tools and the prep time that I’d been given. Athena had forced my hand and I sure as hell wasn’t about to be caught lacking.

I caught hold of his beard and hauled his head down into my knee.

The Viking’s knees hit the asphalt, and his entire body shuddered from the pure force of my innate lightning. My fingertips smoldered with heat from channeling the raw power.

I’d never put this much juice through my body before.

I didn’t know how much it was going to take to kill my prey.

“Regroup,” I told Kasper. “We’re getting out of here.”

“Empty-handed?”

“Never.”

I stepped behind the Viking. The bearded maniac tried to swipe at my leg as I passed, but a straight punch to the nose stunned him. I caught his chin from behind, dropped backward and locked my legs around his waist.

Pure white power boiled out of my fingertips.

His entire spine locked rigid. I wove my other arm behind his head and started to twist. Lightning poured through my body like a Tesla coil and lit up every shadow on the street. Bolts of electricity lanced out of my body and latched onto the cars around me.

Fireballs ballooned out from the parked vehicles.

The Viking let out a continuous, animalistic snarl.

I cranked and cranked and finally felt something crack.

His head came off in my hands with a spray of dust-like blood. His corpse continued to spasm like crazy even after I kicked it off me. The smell of melted plastic and metal billowed up from the wrecked cars. The sirens reached a fever pitch in my hearing.

I scooped up the Viking’s head, tucked it under my arm, and seized his belt.

The corpse felt as if it weighed a ton.

I dug my feet in and dragged the body around to the back of the XM2. The armored doors flew open. I tossed the head to Carlos, bent my knees and heaved the rest of the Homeless Viking into the back of the van. The weight of his body made the suspension squeal and dip an entire inch and a half.

I jumped in, closed the doors behind us, and Kasper gunned the engine.

We had a hell of a time getting clear of Athena’s building.

But I only paid for the best of the best.

I had a new corpse for my people in R&D.

And MAI had driven a spike into Athena’s computer systems.

She’d tried to kill me, but I’d been the one to profit from our first meeting.
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The getaway was cleaner than I’d expected.

Part of it had been a good exfil route, but I knew the real reason why it’d been simple to escape Manhattan and make our way out of NYC. Wickerman had a lot riding on me. He couldn’t afford to let the public or his masters inside the government apparatus know that he was associated with a masked semi-Idol.

The fight was all over the feeds by the time we stopped over for gas.

Carla met us at a gas station on the way north.

She slid out of the sedan and caught me in a tight hug in front of my smirking security team. I’d already changed out of the Mk. III. A brawl with the deceased Norse Idol had given us a lot of data, but it’d been dangerous.

A fact that my PA was quick to point out.

“What happened to a civil conversation?” she whispered in my ear.

“Athena wasn’t having it,” I told her. “I didn’t start it. She had a thug on standby ready before I even got there. She never meant to just talk with us.”

“Do you think she knows that we spiked her systems?” Carla asked.

“I’m hoping she didn’t notice,” I said. “Did you see her leave?”

“She vanished off the radar like a ghost. Probably had an escape tunnel or an underground bunker that she retreated to,” Kasper said. “Hey, boss, help me lift this bastard.”

I worked my way out of Carla’s grip with a smile and helped my bodyguard wrap the headless corpse in a blanket. The gas station was deserted of customers, but we were still carrying a human-shaped deadweight into the back of the sedan.

Kasper struggled under the weight of the corpse.

I’d seen him bench ridiculous amounts for his size.

We got it into the back of the sedan, locked the trunk, and Kasper eyed the bag I’d left the head in.

“You’re sure it’s dead?” he asked.

“If he’s not, we’ll know about it soon enough,” I said.

“I prefer the old breed.”

“So do I,” I assured him. “But I’m pretty sure that he’s only the first of many. The sooner we can get the tissue under a microscope, the sooner we’ll know how to kill them.”

“I thought you said that the two teams weren’t friendly with each other.”

“That’s what Ares told me. I’m guessing he wasn’t kept in the loop.”

Kasper let out a dry chuckle.

“What was she like?”

“Check the Key inputs when you get a moment.”

“I want to hear it from you,” he said.

I’d spent enough time with him to know the implication.

You’re the one I’m sticking my neck out for.

“She’s cunning,” I said. “Smarter than the others. Athena has been around longer than the others, and she’s the one who put everything into place. Ares into the CIA, for instance.”

“And you’re telling me that she’s not interested in teaming up?”

“I don’t know what she’s thinking. First impressions aren’t great.”

“If she’s smart enough to be paranoid, you’re not going to get much from her company,” Kasper said. “I’ve got good money that tells me she’ll burn everything down and go on the run. The bitch knows that we’re onto her.”

“Maybe,” I hedged. “She’s like the others. Proud to a fault. Athena has her emotions in check, but only barely. The same impulsiveness and need for worship is still there.”

“Time to move!” Carlos called.

A quick glance at the entrance to the gas station told me the reason why.

“Debrief back in the Bullseye,” Kasper told me. “We need to figure out what kind of clusterfuck we’ve found ourselves in.”

Carla already had the engine running. She shifted over into the shotgun seat. I put the company car into gear and got us onto the road. My secretary powered down her tablet and gave me a questioning look.

I took my earpiece out and silenced my Key.

“What is it?”

“I have an idea,” Carla said.

“I’m all ears.”

“I think that Athena’s scared of you,” my PA said.

“All evidence to the contrary,” I replied. “She had it together enough to team up with their enemies to try and kill me.”

“Look at it from her perspective,” Carla argued. “How would you feel if one of your pet hamsters suddenly got strong enough to kill you? And it started talking to the other hamsters, making them stronger? What if that hamster killed Kasper?”

The thought made me laugh.

“I get what you’re saying.”

“I think she anticipated a betrayal and pulled the trigger before you could,” Carla pointed out. “She has to know how powerful the Bolt is. She probably put her money on you winning the fight and used the distraction to get out of there.”

“Why meet with me in the first place, then?”

“To find out if you’re really as dangerous as everyone makes out firsthand?” My PA smiled at me. “Or maybe to see if you could be bought. Or seduced.” She blew out a long breath. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think it might be time to make a deal with Aphrodite.”

Immediate adrenaline hit my nervous system at the thought of the rosy Idol.

“What makes you think she’s going to help us?”

“You said that she’s been more willing lately.”

“I wouldn’t say willing. Cooperative is a better word.”

“Same difference, right?”

I shook my head.

“She’s scared. Fear isn’t a good motivator. Especially when we’re talking about someone who can bend minds. I can’t hope to control her through pure fear.”

Carla hummed to herself.

“What about love?”

“You want me to try and seduce the goddess of lust?”

She batted her eyelashes.

“It worked on me, didn’t it?”

“I wasn’t trying,” I protested.

“Exactly. Imagine what you could do if you tried.”

The pure insanity of the idea made my head spin.

My body liked the idea. My brain had other ideas.

“I’m going to indulge this because we’ve got a long drive ahead of us,” I began. “What makes you think that I’m going to be able to resist her mind mojo?”

“The Bolt. And you’re not exactly human anymore,” Carla replied. “So you’ve already got a head-start. You’ve talked to her, you’ve treated her well, and you spared her life. All of that’s already working in your favor.”

“She’s going to leverage every advantage she has to get out of her cage. And there’s no guarantee that I can control her once she’s out. Aphrodite knows how I deal with soft targets. She could turn every man in the Shipyard against me.”

“I have faith in you,” Carla replied. “You can control her.”

“Let’s suppose that you’re right,” I said. “She falls for me and she does everything that I tell her. I still have to keep her isolated. And try to turn her against her own family. She’s still wired to control and dominate humanity. Why would she help us stop Athena?”

“Because it’ll be in her interest,” my girlfriend told me. “If you can make it stick, it’ll be the last thing that Athena expects. You said it yourself. She’s smart, but she’s arrogant. Intellectually arrogant people sneer down at emotions and relationships.”

“I’m still confused about how I’m going to get it to work,” I said.

“Think about it like a honey trap,” Carla told me with a giggle. “It’s an operation for the good of humanity. Aphrodite’s legends talk about her falling in love with mortal men. It’s not like it hasn’t happened before. Spend some time with her. Get to know her.”

“And give Athena time and space to plan her next move?”

“You need an ace in the hole, David,” Carla reminded me. “And R&D aren’t just going to figure out the perfect weapon for the Asgard crowd overnight. Take a sailboat or a plane out somewhere. Make it romantic.”

“I’m sure Hughie’s going to love that.”

“You’re the boss, aren’t you?”

“It’s impossible to argue with you,” I admitted.

“Are you seriously afraid that she’s going to turn you?”

I thought about it for a half-mile.

“No,” I said.

“Then what’s holding you back? Me?”

“I’m still getting used to the idea that you’re okay with the idea of me with other girls.”

“Would it help if I told you that it gets me excited?”

A mischievous light shone in her eyes.

“Because it does,” Carla assured me.

Something stirred up down south.

I kept my eyes on the road and changed the subject.

Carla seemed a little disappointed. But she fell back into her secretary role smoothly enough. Our overseas shipping had picked back up in earnest after I’d frozen it four weeks ago. The first run of XM1s had already been bought up by the majority of Montague’s competition. A suspicious number of advertisers had headhunted us since the Gala.

I chalked that up to the public perception that I’d pulled a very tasteless stunt to sell my company’s newest car.

Police scrutiny had risen. SJPD were asking questions, but they were being held up. Wickerman had assured me that Montague Manufacturing was protected, but I knew I couldn’t rely on the government to keep our reputation safe.

R&D were still developing and refining the Hoplite systems. They had fresh gigabytes of field data to go through.

The Rabbit Hole were looking into everything ancient and Norse that they could get their hands on. They hadn’t come up with anything yet.

Everything was revolving around Athena.

We had to neutralize or secure an alliance with her.

That hadn’t changed.

She’d slipped through our fingers, but I was confident that we’d find her again.

The ten hours breezed by. Carla fell asleep as the light bled out of the sky.

We arrived back in St. Jacques before 1100 hours. The security crew helped transport the corpse of the Homeless Viking to Acquisitions. I kept my conversations brief with the local crew. I left Carla in my penthouse beside my office with a kiss and a promise that I’d return. I took the Mk. III armor with me and took the XM2 out to the Shipyard.

St. Jacques looked like it always did at night.

A new, pretty, well-lit city with excellent infrastructure.

It didn’t have the history and the attention of New York.

I preferred it that way.

I breezed through the tightened security measures around my company’s main shipping hub and made my way to the hangar beside the private airstrip. The XM2 powered down and locked itself with a touch of my Key.

The office front carried me down into my refurbished Basement.

A secret war against the Idols had shifted my priorities.

I’d expanded and strengthened my gym equipment. Borderline-superhuman strength and new powers had necessitated a reinforced training area. I’d moved the Circle of Power back to my office in the center of the Bullseye.

I dropped the Hoplite armor onto a desk chair.

Aphrodite’s cell wall went transparent as I approached it.

The mind-bendingly gorgeous Idol paced restlessly in her cell.

I paused.

She normally didn’t look so agitated.

“Hey, Aph.”

The sound of my voice shrank her away from the front wall of the cell.

Her gem-like eyes avoided my gaze. Heightened desire blitzed through my system at the sight of her vulnerable body language. It was impossible to stand in the same room as the Idol and not be affected by her. My transformation had given me an additional edge against her charms. Though the desire to drop to my knees and obey her had left, it hadn’t toned down my intense attraction to her.

“Did you find her?” Aphrodite asked.

“I did. She’s slipperier than a fish.”

“You didn’t kill her?”

“I just wanted to talk. She had other ideas.”

“You’ve got a strange way of talking to us.”

Carla’s suggestion swelled up in my mind.

I’d had the Idol under lock and key for five weeks straight.

The cell door hissed open. I stepped inside.

Aphrodite’s eyes widened in shock. She shrank back away from me.

Terror radiated off her like a localized sun.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said softly.

“You slew the others,” Aphrodite whispered. “Why not me?”

“I told you. You’ve been an unwilling prisoner, but if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have gotten this far. And I think you’ve earned yourself a reward, don’t you?”

The goddess straightened up a little and lifted her chin.

“You have the mark of authority,” she said. “I am yours to do with what you will.”

“I’m not Ares,” I reminded her. “Or Poseidon, or any of the others.”

“You’re not,” she agreed. “In some ways, you’re far worse.”

I sighed.

“I know we got off on the wrong foot,” I said. “And I know that you can’t be happy about being cooped up in here for a month. I’m not going to harm you. Or hurt you. Or do anything to you against your will.”

An incredulous look crossed her face.

“I can smell your lover all over you,” she said. “You’ve proven to me time and time again that you don’t find me desirable. You can compel me to obey with your mortal sorcery, or with the Bolt. Why would I trust you not to hurt me, David?”

“You’re calling me by my name,” I said. “That’s new.”

“I will call you whatever you insist on,” Aphrodite replied. “We are no longer equals.”

I laughed.

“You never saw me as an equal before the UK, Aph. Don’t lie to me.”

“State your desire.”

“I want you to teach me.”

Aphrodite started in surprise.

“Teach you what?”

I stepped back and gestured to the open door to the cell.

“Teach me everything you know about being an Idol,” I said.

Hope and pure suspicion crept into her gaze. She measured the distance between my feet and the doorway and did math in her head. I took another step back away from the doorway to change the distance and forced her to do it again.

“This is a trick,” Aphrodite said quietly. “You’re not serious.”

“Athena called in a favor from one of the Asgardians,” I said.

“You’re lying,” the Idol protested. “They’re our sworn enemies.”

“That’s the impression I got from Ares,” I said. “I don’t know if he was lying to me or if Athena changed the script. I don’t know what she’s doing, and I don’t know where she’s gone. You’re my best source of information. I’m new to all of this, and you said it yourself. You’ve been doing it for centuries.”

Her gaze narrowed in suspicion.

I sighed.

“I can keep you here indefinitely if it makes you feel better about your paranoia,” I suggested. “Or you can get onto a jet with me, and we can fly to Greece. I’ve got a little villa out there.”

“You wouldn’t risk letting me free,” Aphrodite said. “If I slip through your fingers, I could do untold harm to you and your people. You know what the wrath of a goddess can look like.”

“I’m willing to risk it, Aph.”

I deactivated the hypersonics surrounding the cell.

“It’s your call,” I said. “I’m going either way.”

Aphrodite stared at my smile. I offered her my hand.
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My captive goddess reached out and brushed her fingers against mine.

The last time we’d touched it’d almost brought me to my knees. A surge of pure pleasure at the softness of her skin and the warmth of her flesh bolted up my arm. The Bolt of Zeus crackled at her touch in my chest. Warmth and hazy pleasure billowed through my body.

I kept my thoughts in order.

Aphrodite’s amethyst eyes softened at my touch.

She curled her fingers up into mine.

Just touching her was a drug all unto itself.

“You really aren’t human anymore,” she whispered.

“You sound disappointed,” I replied. “Annoyed you can’t control me?”

“I couldn’t control you before.” A small frown touched her face. “You smell a little like the two of them, you know. Whatever they did to you clings to your soul.”

“I was hoping you could explain that to me.”

“Take me to your villa, and we can talk,” she said.

“I want your word that you’re not going to try and turn people against me,” I said.

“You don’t trust my word anyway. Why ask for it?”

“Because breaking oaths is a serious crime against the gods. Treachery doesn’t strike me as your style, but I need to cover my bases.”

“For your lover?”

“For my people,” I countered. “They don’t need their minds scrambled by you.”

“What will you offer me in return, David?” Aphrodite challenged.

“Freedom from Athena and all of her schemes. A home away from home.”

She sighed.

“A prettier prison than this cell. But a cell all the same.”

“Baby steps, Aph,” I said. “Do we have an accord?”

She straightened, lifted her chin, and I saw a flash of the proud Idol that had tried to kill me with a small army of brainwashed cleaners. Rosy energy gathered around her eyes and small pink sparks washed out of her waist-length hair.

“You have my word that I’ll not turn any of humanity against you, David Montague. My word as goddess. Your interests align with mine, for the moment.”

“Then you have my word that I’ll not force you into service against your family. I’ll bring no harm or allow any to come to you as long as you remain by my side. I will protect you like one of my own.”

The Bolt flared up in my chest and sent an uncontrollable flash of power down my arm. It sparked around my fingers, flowed into Aphrodite, and she let out an orgasmic moan that made my pants feel too small. Her knees trembled under her crumpled pencil skirt.

I jerked my fingers away from hers.

“What was that?”

“A binding contract,” Aphrodite panted.

Her eyes locked onto mine. Animalistic lust and desire washed out of her like a tsunami. My hindbrain sat up like a dog and paid attention to every line of her body, her hair, her eyes, and the memory of how her touch felt.

“You really are Prometheus,” she murmured.

“You’re going to have to explain that to me,” I said.

“Charter the jet first,” Aphrodite purred. “We can talk once I’m finally above ground.”

I led the way out of the cell.

Old habits died hard. I watched her out of the corner of my eye.

She followed willingly and didn’t go for any weaponry around us.

Something about the oath between us had relaxed her guard. The lightning dancing inside my body wanted to touch her again. I could practically feel the Bolt drawing me toward Aphrodite like a magnet.

I used the Key to call Carla once we reached the hangar.

Aphrodite stared around the newly-refurbished building in wonder.

“Hey,” Carla said sleepily. “I’m still waiting for you.”

“I’m taking your advice,” I replied.

I heard her skin against silk as she sat up.

“What happened?”

“We’ve forged some kind of agreement that I don’t think either of us can break,” I said. “I’m taking her back to Greece for a few days so she can show me the ropes of this Idol thing.”

My girlfriend let out a thoughtful hum.

“Kasper is going to be pissed,” she said. “He was really hoping to sit down and do a play-by-play of your fight against the Norse Idol tomorrow morning.”

“This takes priority.”

“Yeah, I know. Olivia’s been asking after you again.”

“I’m busy,” I said. “The best I can do is try to squeeze in a visit when my schedule’s clear. My week’s already tied up.”

“Sounds like you’re off to boot camp. But with more, y’know.” Carla slid a suggestive note into her voice. “More extracurricular activities.”

Aphrodite hid a smile behind a delicate hand and fucked me with her eyes.

“I’ll update you with information when I have some,” I said. “We’re taking the jet and heading out. Can you hold down the fort until we get back?”

“I’ll send you updates twice a day,” Carla promised. “Enjoy your holiday. And, David?”

“Yeah?”

“Have fun,” she told me firmly. “You already passed Tiana up.”

My girlfriend hung up before I could reply. Aphrodite let out a musical peal of laughter. I called in my standby team to run the jet and stepped out of the hangar office. Aphrodite followed me with a smile that stretched from ear to ear.

“You have a most understanding lover,” the Idol said.

“Don’t get your hopes up. She’s like that with a lot of girls.”

“She lusts after domination and understands her place in your life,” Aphrodite said. “She understands your needs and puts her own needs above yours.” The Idol watched me pace down to the lockup on the southside wall. “She is a worthy acolyte.”

“Carla doesn’t worship me. We’re equals.”

“You don’t believe that,” Aphrodite replied with a frown.

“I think we’re going to get into a lot of arguments, but let’s start with this one.” I unlocked the cage and found an empty storage crate. “I’m human. I plan on staying human. There might be some of your DNA sloshing around inside me, but I’m never going to start trying to dominate my fellow man.”

“You already do,” she countered.

Aphrodite settled down on the steel steps that led up to the office.

“You’ve placed yourself at the head of a nation unto itself,” the Idol continued. “You do not answer to the mortal authorities. You amass wealth on a scale unprecedented by others. Your own CIA bent the knee to your authority after you slew Ares. You can deceive the others, David, but you can’t deceive me.”

“It doesn’t mean that I see myself as above them.”

“Of course it does. You simply refuse to believe it.”

“Or maybe you’ve got it backwards,” I suggested.

I piled my Mk. III rig into the crate, added a basic provisions pack, and a spare Key and charger for the system. A trio of sidearms, anti-Idol ammunition, and my preferred rifle joined the pile. I added a rugged PC, satellite phone, and a bug-out cash bag.

“They owe you worship and obedience,” Aphrodite continued. “That is your station and your right as god over man.”

“That’s easy to say when you can force people into it by existing,” I said. “Can you even remember a time when everyone around you didn’t bend the knee and beg you for orders?”

“I am millenia old,” Aphrodite reminded me. “And yes. You refused. But you are not one of them. Which furthers my point. You are better than they are.”

“Let’s suppose that you’re right,” I suggested. “You believe that you’re owed worship and love and obedience purely because you exist. Athena said something to me when we met. She said that you were supposed to be the stewards and the shepherds of humanity.”

I dragged the crate out of the lockup, and my Key alerted me to the arriving crew.

Aphrodite drew herself up with a sigh.

“I know,” she said. “I’ll behave.”

She vanished into the office without another word.

I appreciated the gesture. She knew the kind of effect she had on people.

It took two hours to get the jet out onto the tarmac and ready to fly.

Aphrodite found a blanket upstairs and wrapped it around her hair like a hood. She kept her head down and vanished up into the jet without hesitation. I told the crew to leave us in peace and gave them the destination. We were in the air fifteen minutes later.

The Idol slid the blanket off her hair and wrapped it around herself.

She settled back into her chair and pulled her knees up to her chest.

“Athena thinks of herself as the noble type,” Aphrodite said.

I smiled at her immediate return to our little debate.

“I told her that if that’s your role, then you all sucked at your jobs.”

“I’m sure she took that well.”

“That was the part where she tried to kill me with her new friend.”

“Athena is a hypocrite,” Aphrodite said. “She thinks of herself as enlightened and not a creature of her base desires. But she shares our compulsions, our wrath, and our needs.” Aphrodite nodded to me. “You already feel them, don’t you? After Ares?”

I nodded.

“We’re primal forces, David. Not human.”

“You’re arrogant,” I said patiently. “That’s not the same thing.”

She glared at me with a sudden bolt of pure hatred.

“And impulsive.”

Her expression softened a little, and a twinkle of wry amusement touched her eyes.

I could’ve sat and looked into her eyes all night. Each facet seemed to carry a slightly different shade of pink or purple. The gem-like quality and the way that they caught the light was dizzying.

She was so beautiful.

But it was her weapon. Just like Poseidon had the ocean.

And Hephaestus had used fire.

“Well, I suppose you have that correct about us,” Aphrodite admitted.

“I think you’re just as human as the rest of us in some ways,” I explained. “Someone made you to look over us. They programmed you with certain compulsions to breed and fight because that was what we needed. But there has to be a reason that you went into exile.”

Aphrodite tilted her head at my words.

“I came from the ocean from the Ichor of a Titan,” she said.

“Talk to me about the Titans. Every one of you calls me Prometheus. But he was an actual Idol, wasn’t he? It can’t just be a title.”

“Titan is a title,” Aphrodite said. “They were our creators. Much like Zeus made humanity. They owe us their existence, but they still insist on being ungrateful.”

“Back on this again, Aph?”

“If I keep saying it, you’ll come to see it eventually,” she told me. “You were willing to concede the point earlier. We are better than they are. You can do things that they can only dream of. Why are you trying to pretend that you’re the same?”

“Because I don’t want to become a liability. Wealth and power come with a price. You use it to help as many people as you can. You’re capable of extraordinary things, so you take steps to make sure that you take extraordinary responsibility for others.”

“Now you sound like Athena,” Aphrodite complained.

I couldn’t help but laugh at her petulant tone.

“It never occurred to you that she had a point about any of it?”

“She speaks in platitudes to convince people to do her bidding,” Aphrodite replied. “She told me that it would be my greatest work yet, seducing a human bard and pushing love out onto the world.” The Idol rolled her eyes. “For Ares, it was that humanity couldn’t afford another enormous war. But your people in America could fight neverending smaller ones.”

“And Hephaestus?”

“She probably told him that I was your captive.”

“You don’t seem upset about him. Or Ares.”

“Hephaestus had the mind of a machine,” Aphrodite told me. “I was his muse, his magnum opus, his light. He wanted me in a glass box inside his workshop while he worked without a single thought of my own needs or desires.”

I winced.

“And then I went ahead and locked you in a box again.”

“Yours was quiet, at least,” Aphrodite said. “Is that guilt I sense?”

“I know what it’s like to relive bad past experiences,” I replied quietly.

“Well, now you know why I was so eager to leave, at the very least. And you still haven’t told me exactly why you decide to keep doing this. Why you refuse to take your place as a god of humanity and wield your power to its fullest extent.”

“It’s a good question,” I said. “I think you’re under the impression that humanity is weak. That’s they’re stupid and primitive and powerless. But you’re forgetting what we can do when we come together. We’re the most adaptable thing on the planet. And if we were so weak and easy to conquer, then you would have already taken over.”

“We could have. If you’d joined us.”

“I guess destiny is a bitch, then.”

“Oh, I think she’ll still have her way,” Aphrodite said.

“You’re keeping something from me.”

“You only just noticed?” she teased.

I had her word and her oath.

Something supernatural had passed between us earlier.

A steady certainty that she wouldn’t break her word settled over me.

There were loopholes, of course. Aphrodite could destroy me in any number of ways. I hadn’t even secured a promise that she wouldn’t manipulate or try to turn me to her side.

I smiled at the thought.

Aphrodite was dangerous.

But Athena was the shot-caller.

Once we took her out of the equation, we could work on the Norse Idols.

We drifted into a comfortable silence. Neither of us needed to sleep.

The tension between us rose with every small glance and smile.

I felt as if I was speeding toward a cliff and I couldn’t help but want to feel the adrenaline high when I went off the side. The more rational corners of my mind rallied and pushed the pure lust back into the hindbrain.

“Let’s start at the beginning,” I said.

Aphrodite pouted.

“Boring,” she complained. “I’m not a storyteller. You should’ve kidnapped Athena instead. She’d talk your ear off with all of her stories and ideas and philosophies.”

I leaned back in my chair and studied her face and her rosy-gold curtain of hair.

“How about a game instead?” I suggested.

Her face lit up at that.

“What kind of game?” Aphrodite asked.

“The kind that I’ll probably lose against you,” I admitted. “But I’m willing to try it.”

“I’m all ears, David.”

“I saw the way you were looking at me in the cell,” I said. “You’ve been in prison for five weeks. You were out in the field before then, working through Athena’s plan. Everyone knows you as the goddess of lust and desire and passion.” I shrugged. “How badly do you want to feel someone touch you?”

That lust-filled haze rolled into her eyes again.

“You. Have. No. Idea,” Aphrodite enunciated. “Everything about you tells me that you desire me. That you want to take me. And your ability to resist your own desires just makes me want to break you that much more.”

“Here’s the game,” I said. “You give me an answer, and I’ll touch you.”

A shiver rolled through her entire body and she licked her lips.

“I like it,” she murmured. “Ask your questions.”
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“Let’s start with the most obvious,” I suggested. “Why did you agree to my terms?”

The game had started in earnest, and I could see the pure excitement and need in her body language. Our debate had been sidelined in favor of giving her what she wanted.

I didn’t know how I was going to hold it together.

But I couldn’t think of an easier way to get information out of her.

“Because, despite my best efforts, I can’t find it in myself to hate you,” Aphrodite said in her throaty purr. “You killed Ares, you took the Bolt, but you haven’t turned into a tyrant yet. You still treat me like I’m—”

“Human?” I teased.

She made a face.

“Don’t ruin it like that.”

I leaned forward in my chair and tugged at the blanket over her knees. She let it fall away from her sculpted legs and stretched them down into a cross-legged position. Her tongue touched her lips again. I let my fingertips trail down over her knee.

Even the smallest touch lit up my nervous system like a firework.

Aphrodite’s whole body shook at the touch of my fingers.

A soft, needy moan wrenched itself out of her throat.

I finally detached from her silk-smooth skin halfway down her shin.

Aphrodite let out an involuntary moan of disappointment.

“That was cruel,” she told me.

“You agreed to the game,” I reminded her. “You didn’t ask how it was played.”

A begrudging smile touched her face.

“You have me at your disposal,” Aphrodite murmured. “I can’t wait for the next question. If you’d tried this on me earlier, I would’ve told you everything you wanted to know.” She stretched out a bare foot and brushed it against my ankle. “Ask me. Please.”

I couldn’t have resisted her begging tone if I’d tried.

“What does Athena want?” I asked.

I leaned forward again and softened the question with a hand on her knee.

Her whole spine went rigid and color bled through her skin.

“She wants to hide behind humanity and pull all the strings,” Aphrodite said breathlessly. “My bitch of a sister promised us over and over again that we’d be free and we’d be able to have our way with the humans. But only on her terms.”

I stroked her skin and let it slip a little higher up to the hem of her skirt.

Aphrodite’s nipples hardened under her blouse, and she let out another deep-throated moan. The sound itself made me wonder what kind of noises she’d make with her mouth full. Satisfaction and pleasure and pride blended themselves together in my mind.

I had her wrapped around my little finger. I just had to ask the right questions.

A small voice in the back of my head reminded me that I was dealing with a mind-bender. I needed to remember that I was human, and she had centuries of experience manipulating humanity to her own ends.

My jacked-up instincts did their best to drown it out.

I felt as if I was ice-skating along the edge of a knife.

“What did she promise you, Aph?”

“She promised me my own island retreat,” the Idol murmured dreamily. “She promised me my own endless stream of humans to play with. All I had to do was take control of the singer and her acolytes. Turn them to Athena’s cause, and that would be it.”

My hand drifted down a little to the inside of her thigh.

Aphrodite lifted one knee off the other and spread her thighs.

I caught a flash of white panties under her skirt. My blood surged at the sight, but I forced myself to be patient. Aphrodite was a hungry lioness who wanted to be filled. But she was cooperating and feeding me information that I could use.

I had to keep it together. For my people back in the Bullseye.

“Fates, your fingers,” the Idol whispered. “More, please.”

I savored the moment and the begging in her tone.

“Do you know where to find Athena?” I asked.

I didn’t bother taking my hand away from her skin.

I inched my fingers closer to her panties, an agonizing inch at a time.

“I don’t. I know that she has her temple in New York, but I don’t know where she would go after you scared her into retreat. Please, David, more—”

She arched her whole spine upward when my fingers finally found soaking lace.

I kept my touch maddeningly light. Everything about her demanded my attention.

Her scent, her breathing, her skin, the warmth of her body.

“When you say temple, do you mean her building?”

Aphrodite managed to nod. She unlatched her fingers from the armrests on the seat and slowly placed them on her thighs. The Idol spread her thighs just a little more. I tickled her through her panties with feather-light touches and sent spasms through her whole body.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Her temple. Her home. You scared her out of it.”

“Does she have others?” I asked.

Aphrodite shook her head.

I let my fingertip trail down over the edge of her panties and sent another flood of sensation through her body. She was soaking wet and she let out a muffled squeal of excitement when I found her clit.

“Oh, Fates, please, please, please,” Aphrodite begged. “Don’t stop.”

“Where are the Titans?” I asked.

“Dead. Zeus and the others slew them, took their power.” Aphrodite convulsed when I added a little pressure to her warm, slick pussy. “Zeus lost his mind. The Bolt corrupted him, and he turned into a monster worse than our enemies.”

“What happened next?”

Aphrodite shook her head.

“No, not like this.”

“What do you—”

Her palms found my chest, and she shoved me effortlessly back into my chair. I blinked and then her warm, arousing weight pinned me into the seat. The Idol straddled me, looped her hands around my neck, and ground herself down into my pants.

She was wet and slick, and the additional touch of her skin threatened to tear control away from me. A snarl ripped itself out of my chest. My hands found her hips straight out of instinct, and I forced myself to keep the pressure gentle.

Aphrodite let out a disappointed moan.

“David, please,” she begged. “Just let go. Lose control with me.”

She didn’t stop grinding herself against the tent in my pants.

“That’s not the game.” My voice came out more raw than I’d intended.

“I know that you’re a capable lover,” she moaned. “Give it to me.”

My hindbrain urged me to let go of anything that didn’t directly involve the walking sex appeal mounting me. I hadn’t gotten this far by giving into my base desires, though, and I wasn’t about to start now.

“Patience,” I chided her. “What was it about the Bolt that drove him insane?”

“You saw Ares. It turned him into a beast. He didn’t care about anything except his own desires.” Aphrodite moaned when I gave her ass a gentle squeeze. “I like giving in, but his lust and his violence knew no bounds.”

“So you sided with Athena.”

“It was my only choice,” Aphrodite whispered. “Take me.”

I ran my hands up her sides.

My Key buzzed insistently on my wrist.

Aphrodite swung her hand down to crush it. I blocked her strike out of pure reflex and shoved upward. She let out a delighted squeal as I stood up with her in my arms. Her legs locked around my waist, she threw her head back, and pink light flooded out of her eyes.

Sparks cascaded down through her hair and hit the carpet.

Her legs crushed into my hips, drove the breath out of me, and pleasure blew through my entire body like physical pain. My legs gave out, Aphrodite rode me down to the carpet, and buried her face into my neck. Trembles rolled through her body and it took me a second to realize that she’d just orgasmed purely through friction.

She kissed my neck, and my hips bucked out of pure reflex.

“It can wait,” Aphrodite whispered. “We have hours to wait.”

“It’s an emergency,” I breathed. “I disabled most of my comms.”

Aphrodite went very still.

I saw her make calculations behind her pretty amethyst eyes.

My hand crashed against her ass, jolted her, and drew a moan out of her.

“Be a good little Idol and get off me,” I growled.

She twisted off me with a playful smile.

“I like your games,” she told me.

“You were just pent up.” I pressed my finger to my lips to shush her and attached my earpiece. “This is Montague.”

“About time you fucking picked up the phone,” Wickerman snarled. “What happened to an open relationship and understanding? You have any idea what the fuck your little experiment did to New York?”

I sat up and tried not to laugh.

“All hands to action stations?” I guessed.

“There’s a full terror alert. I barely managed to stop the National Guard getting involved.” Wickerman’s voice became muffled and he barked orders to someone in the background. “You’d better be on a plane to Virginia with an apology and a fat check.”

Aphrodite’s eyes widened at the man’s tone.

“I think you’re misunderstanding the nature of our relationship,” I replied.

“No, I’m fucking not. The only reason that you and your little molehill in St. Jacques aren’t behind bars, every single fucking one of you, is because of me. Because I pull strings and I keep local law enforcement off your ass.”

“And you’re doing that out of the kindness of your heart,” I said.

“Bullshit. I’m doing it because—”

“Wickerman, you’re making sure people are looking the other way because you want to keep your job. You want to keep your fat checks rolling in from your pet billionaires, and you want to believe that you’ve got a handle on everything that’s going on.”  

Aphrodite’s hand touched my leg and gave it a gentle squeeze.

My entire nervous system sat up and zeroed in on her.

“Montague, you’re fucking delusional if you think that I can keep this contained. This shit is supposed to be done quietly, not out in the open with people with phones. I can’t continue to protect you if you’re going to be doing this shit.”

Irritation flared in my gut and turned my tone cold.

“Let’s get something painfully clear,” I said icily. “I’m not Ares. I’m not Durstin. I’m doing this because it needs to be done. I never signed an NDA or promised you anything. You’re trying to run me like an asset because you’re shit-scared that you’re going to be found with your hand in the cookie jar.”

Dead silence reigned on the other side of the phone.

“I’m not scared of bad PR, Wickerman. If this all gets out, then it’s going to force people to make a decision. It’ll draw battle lines. That’s bad for your business model, but it’s great for mine.”

“You’re making a mistake.”

“I don’t work for you,” I reminded him. “We have an understanding. The next time that you decide to try and extort me, I’ll make sure that my information about your involvement with Ares and his rap sheet overseas finds itself onto the evening news.”

“I’ll ruin you, Montague. I’ve killed scarier people.”

Aphrodite let out a delighted laugh.

“Do you really want a war, Wickerman?” I asked.

More silence.

“Tell me the next time you decide to turn Manhattan into a boxing ring,” he spat.

He terminated the call, and I pulled myself up to my feet. Aphrodite’s hand drifted higher, and I caught her wrist before she could reach my belt.

“I need to slow down and think,” I told her.

“You’ve got all the time in the world for that,” she said.

“If that’s the case, then we’ve got all the time in the world to enjoy each other, too,” I countered. “You’ve waited five weeks. You can wait another few hours.”

She sat back on her feet and studied my face.

“That’s the last thing that you want.”

“It is,” I agreed.

Her satisfied smile told me that she was willing to wait.

She’d just wanted to hear me say it.

“Aph?”

“Mmm?”

“Thank you,” I said quietly. “For dealing fairly with me.”

She giggled, and it sent lightning through my body.

“I don’t know anything about fair,” the Idol replied. “But you’re welcome.”

I returned to my seat, settled down in my seat again, and checked the messages from Carla. Wickerman had run rampant through my company’s points of communication and issued threats. I had my people well-trained to deal with all kinds of queries.

A pissed-off head of the CIA wasn’t part of the manual.

I sat through the anger as it burned its way down through my body.

Wickerman had gone after soft targets instead of talking to me directly.

I sent through a message to the RH and told them to scope out Wickerman.

Some additional ammunition against him wouldn’t go amiss if he decided to go to war with my company. I checked in on the other enemies that I’d made since I’d started my war against the Olympians. Durstin had checked in on the appropriate timeline that I’d established for him.

Athena’s company hadn’t gotten back to me.

That wasn’t exactly surprising, given the circumstances.

Hughie and the others had some new developments regarding the Seed.

My eyes came to rest on Aphrodite again.

She looked like she was resting.

The corner of her mouth quirked up in a smile.

“Are you done with thinking yet?” she asked. “Now that you’ve handled the CIA situation and they’re bending over backwards to follow your demands?”

“It’s just one of them,” I replied.

“And he’s the one with the power. Otherwise Athena wouldn’t have introduced him to Ares.” She gazed out at the clouds outside the window. “You seem busy, David. I can’t imagine why you’d take the risk of spiriting me away to my homeland.”

“Maybe I just want to spend some time with my favorite prisoner.”

“It may cost you more than time.”

A smirk crept over her features.

“You’re up to something, aren’t you? We’re not just doing this for my sake.”

“I might be testing a theory,” I admitted.

“And what’s that?” Aphrodite asked.

“I don’t know how you communicate with the others. I know that Athena couldn’t reach you when I had you surrounded with hypersonics.”

Aphrodite’s smile widened.

“But that’s still not all, is it, you fox?”

“It might have occurred to me that Athena could come looking for you in her time of need,” I said. “Especially if she realizes that you’re free. We didn’t get to finish our conversation the last time we met.”

“Or she might send her new friends to kill you.”

“Then we get a good idea of her capabilities.”

Aphrodite gave me an appreciative once-over.

“I can see why she tried to kill you. You think like she does.”
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Aphrodite and I didn’t exchange another word until we landed on my mother’s private island in the Greek Isles. Pure blue ocean and white sands rose up to meet us. A small airstrip waited below. My prisoner stared down at it as the plane descended from the clouds.

The crew landed us with barely a bump, which was no mean feat on such a small, wind-buffeted airstrip.

I sent them a quick message telling them to take off as soon as they could.

Aphrodite left the blanket behind her. I dragged the crate out of the undercarriage, hooked it up to a trolley, and threw my go-bag over my shoulder. The Idol descended the stairs with the kind of easy grace that supermodels would’ve killed for.

We left the jet behind us and escaped into the villa.

It wasn’t a palace, but it was close. My father had built it for his honeymoon with my mother, and he hadn’t spared any expense in the construction. White marble pillars, ivy trim, and water features were everywhere. Talented local artisans had woven stucco and stone together and added beautiful tile mosaics into every floor that they could reach.

It could’ve passed for the temple of a goddess.

That had probably been my father’s intent.

Aphrodite stared around her.

I hadn’t seen her so awestruck by her surroundings before.

I carried the crate of weapons up past the pillared porch and into the house.

The open-floor plan of the building and the landings above made the place feel like it was part of the nature around it. Vines and herb gardens and crystal-clear pools of water were everywhere. A few modern conveniences had been fitted into the second floor—fridges, a pantry, and a modern kitchen with all the bells and whistles.

“What is this place?” Aphrodite asked from the first floor.

I would’ve been able to hear her even if the acoustics of the place weren’t perfect.

It felt strange to have an Idol in a place so special to my family.

But that was part of the point. I was exposing my back to Aphrodite to see what she did with the opening. I had the weapons and the strength I needed to kill her if I needed to.

She knew it, too.

Our little game in the jet hadn’t set my mind at ease.

She’d given me good information, but I’d have to verify it.

“My father gave it to my mother after they got married,” I said.

I made my way down the stairs again and found her sitting beside an enormous feature pool in the center of the house. She trailed her bare feet in the water and stared up at the ornate carvings on the ceiling.

“What kind of a man would do this for a woman?”

“A man in love.”

Aphrodite smiled down at the ripples in the water.

“It doesn’t strike you as strange that you brought me to the place of your conception?”

“She was already pregnant when they got married,” I told her. “Apparently they could barely keep away from each other when he was out of the office.”

“They sound like a happy match.”

“They had their moments.”

“What was your mother like?” Aphrodite probed.

“I never knew her.”

The goddess gave me a sympathetic tilt of her head.

“Don’t pretend like you care,” I teased.

“I am the goddess of love,” she reminded me.

“And I’m your sworn enemy, aren’t I?” 

I settled down on the wide, shallow steps a few yards away from her and eased my boots off my feet. Aphrodite watched my fingers move, and her smile turned a little sad.

“If I wasn’t above such things, I’d almost find that hurtful. You weren’t nearly so adversarial on the plane, darling. In fact, I think you were enjoying yourself.”

“I suppose this is a bad time to tell you that I just brought you here to drill you for information.” I dipped my feet into the cool water and grinned at her. “You’re the bait in the trap, Aph. I have no feelings about you one way or another.”

“Liar,” she growled.

The sound had a playful edge to it that tickled my nervous system.

“I like looking at you, if that helps.”

Aphrodite tossed her hair over one shoulder, leaned back, and struck a pose. 

“I don’t suppose you have painting or sculpturing on your long list of talents?”

I shook my head.

“Never had the time to go to art school.”

“What a shame,” she sighed. “Well, my presence shall have to be enough.”

Physical and emotional tension hung in the air between us like a sheet of glass.

“It will be,” I assured her.

“So, how long do you expect this interrogation to take?”

“I’m allowing a week,” I said. “Although it might get cut short.”

Aphrodite’s hands glided down her blouse and smoothly undid the buttons.

“You’re concerned about your friend Wickerman.”

It took all of my willpower to pull my eyes away from her chest.

I still caught a flash of her perfect breasts and white lace.

“He’s a factor,” I agreed. “Among others.”

“Athena, the Asgardians, and the new weapons that your smiths are no doubt developing to take on another pantheon,” she listed off. “Am I missing anything? Oh, your little pet secretary and the esteemed singer. Quite the list, David.”

A silk blouse landed on the marble beside me.

“I’m honored to even be one of your priorities.”

“Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Aph.”

“Neither does a cell. But this little island of yours is a good start to an apology.”

She let out a happy sigh. The pencil skirt landed beside her blouse.

The lacy lingerie followed, and water splashed against my feet. I finally lifted my eyes away from her clothes. I fought to keep my jaw dropping open at the sight of her. Aphrodite drifted half-submerged in the water, face-up, eyes closed. A blissfully-calm expression sat on her perfect features.

She could’ve been the platonic ideal of female beauty in that moment.

Pictures and paintings and sculptures couldn’t have captured her beauty.

A small smile touched my face.

She was just as mortal as the next human being.

I’d spun her up and made her beg on the jet.

“Are you going to join me?” Aphrodite asked.

“I need to make some preparations,” I said. “Just in case we have some unexpected guests. After that, though, I’m all yours.”

She opened a single eye in startled surprise.

“You mean that?”

“Give me an hour,” I said.

I returned to the storage crate upstairs. My Key beeped insistently on my wrist. I paired it to the local Montague network, connected it to MAI, and let it get adjusted to my surroundings. I loaded the rifle with anti-Idol rounds and stashed it close to the front door. I attached a pistol to the underside of the low, wide bed on the landing upstairs.

The second handgun went into the kitchen.

The third found its way into the outdoor pavilion facing the west side of the island. The holiday villa was situated on an elevated hill overlooking grassy terrain studded with the occasional boulder. Small inlets and creeks slashed their way over the south side of the island.

My dad had built the place to be defensible.

He’d always made sure he could keep his people safe, even on holiday.

I doubted he’d built it to withstand an assault from a crew of godlike beings, but I’d cross that bridge if I came to it. The Key on my wrist beeped as I padded down from the bedroom to tell me that MAI had overtaken the sensors and camera system on the island.

I had people watching the perimeter of the island for any unusual activity.

We weren’t going to be caught off-guard by an irritated Poseidon or Norse Idol.

I found Aphrodite sitting on the stairs at the edge of the pool when I returned to her.

Water glistened against pale skin. Deep-rose hair fell over her body like a garment all on its own. Amethyst eyes glittered with a blend of nervousness and excitement. Hungry lust and desire welled up in my gut at the sight of her.

“Do I get you to myself now?” Aphrodite murmured.

“That depends,” I told her. “What exactly is it that you want?”

Her eyes traveled up from my bare feet to my face with a slow, admiring look.

“I want to do things to you that you’ve only dreamed of,” Aphrodite told me.

My small, sadistic streak from the jet earlier returned.

I shrugged out of my coat, tossed it onto the marble behind her, and reached for my belt. An involuntary shudder ran through Aphrodite, and she let out a low moan of need.

“Now why would you want to do that?” I asked.

“Because I want you. Because you want me. Because it’s what the Fates desire.”

“I don’t know anything about the Fates, but I’ve got some idea of how your powers work,” I said. “You’re a mind-twister. You can control people through desire and love, right?”

“Mortals,” she complained. “You’re nothing like them. Not anymore.”

“The old stories say that you were pretty good at tying your family up into knots when it suited you,” I replied. “How do I know that you’re not going to do that to me, Aph?”

Her eyes lingered on my belt and burned with lust.

“I won’t,” she assured me. “You’re far too interesting to try and turn blank.”

“Is that what you call it? Turning blank?”

“Details,” Aphrodite insisted. “They’re unimportant. Come here, let me take you.”

I didn’t think it was possible, but something about me had flipped the script.

Aphrodite was the one begging. And I was the one determining how things went.

Zeus’s Bolt really was something. Or my Idol/human DNA fusion did something to her on a molecular level. It was academic. I had the Idol wrapped around my little finger. She wanted me, more than anything else.

I wanted her back. That wasn’t in question.

But I needed guarantees. I needed to ensure that I stayed in control.

I took my hands off my belt and started to unbutton my shirt instead.

“Only if you give me your word that you won’t turn me,” I said.

Aphrodite rolled her eyes in sudden frustration.

“So many conditions, so many rules.”

She stood in a single, slick motion. Tiny sparkling droplets of water fell from her skin. I saw everything with crystal-clear vision. Her scent made my head spin and time seemed to slow as she tensed on her feet.

“Do I have to beg?” Aphrodite demanded. “Is that what it’ll take?”

“Maybe part of you would like that,” I replied.

“You already made me beg,” she reminded me. “I’m done begging. I’m just going to take.”

I finished unbuttoning my shirt and let it drop off my shoulders.

“Last time you touched me, you almost stole my mind,” I reminded her.

“We’ve already established that you’re stronger than that.”

“Give me your word, Aphrodite. That you’ll work with me. That you’re on my side against Athena.” I nodded to the space between us. “Do that, and I’ll do anything to you that you ask me to.”

She giggled.

“Betray my family for Prometheus? To join with a new Titan and turn against my sister and my uncle? Purely for passion? You must think that I’m insane.”

“I’ve seen you insane before,” I reminded her.

“No, you haven’t,” Aphrodite assured me. “There was a time when I would’ve slain you where you stood for suggesting such a thing. I could leave. Right now. Take my fill of any man or woman that I happen across. They couldn’t resist or fight me. What makes you think that you’re so special?”

“You’re the one who just called me a new Titan.” I unlatched my belt, slid it out of my pants, and drew another moan of pure need out of her. “It’s a long swim to the mainland. I know you could make it and do exactly what you’re saying. But if you wanted to escape, you would’ve done it already.”

“When?”

“The hangar. When my back was turned. But you were enjoying our conversation too much.” I bunched my belt up in my fist and let my gaze roll over her without a single hint of self-control. “You like that you can’t control me, Aph. I’d even guess that you’ve been waiting for someone that’s your equal. That you can’t just force to worship you.”

“After I’m through with you, that might no longer be the case.”

Our gazes met. A tempest of pure hunger roared in her jewel-like eyes.

“I like my chances.”

My mouth felt dry. I felt like a nervous teenager on his first date.

“You are infuriating,” Aphrodite growled.

“It’s one of my best qualities.”

“No, I don’t think you understand, darling. I have walked this earth for millenia. I’ve killed when I wanted to kill. I’ve twisted mortals up into knots of their own making and choked them to death on lust and passion and need. I’ve mothered heroes that are still spoken of in history that you call myths.”

She glared at me.

“They’ve all bent the knee. Even my family gave into my desires when I pushed them. But not you. No, you’re the exception. The itch I can’t scratch.” She shook her hair over her shoulder. “ And you’re right. I can’t make you do anything. Which makes me want you all the more.”

Aphrodite let out another frustrated snarl.

“It’s worse than that. You caged me. You forced me into submission. And you made me long for you. You make me dream up all the ways I could get revenge against you in the first fortnight. And then you killed Hepahestus. And Ares.”

She shook her head.

“Do you understand how impossible that is?”

“I’m only just getting a handle on all of this.”

“And you need me to do it,” Aphrodite agreed. “Because Poseidon fears you, and Athena is the last one who poses any kind of threat against humanity. Then you have the gall to tell me that I might as well be a mortal. A human pushed to and fro by her desires.”

I offered her my warmest smile.

The anger in her face melted into mere frustration.

“Why?” she demanded. “Why won’t you just give in like the others?”

“Because Idols started somewhere, too,” I told her. “Because your sister doesn’t just want to kill me. Because she wants to control humanity, and I’m not going to let her. Because I’ve got power and that comes with duty.”

I covered the space between us so fast that I surprised myself.

Aphrodite flinched back away from me. Her foot slipped on the marble.

I snapped the belt around the back of her neck before she could fall and pulled her straight into my waiting arms. A surprised huff of breath whipped out of her lungs. Her skin felt like warm, ecstatic silk against mine and pure instinct threatened to tear my self-control to shreds.

I held onto it and stared down into her eyes.

“Because fuck the Fates,” I said. “I have free will. And I’ll be damned if I give it up to you or to any creature that calls itself a god.”

Aphrodite trembled a little in my arms.

I couldn’t tell if she was terrified. Or aroused. Or both.

“If you care about free will so much, why do you want me to sign mine away?”

“I’m not asking for that,” I said. “I’m just asking you to stand on humanity’s side. I’ve already sworn to protect you like you’re one of my own. All I want is a guarantee that you’re not going to turn on me. That’s all I ask.”

Aphrodite kissed me.

Pink sparks glittered out of her hair.

She didn’t say a single word to swear an oath.

But the Bolt in my chest boiled up through my skin to seal the deal.

My belt clattered to the floor. I took her into my arms.

Any kind of sentient thought went straight out the window.
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Kissing Aphrodite was like embracing the sun.

The pleasure roaring through my body was so intense that it was almost physically painful. Her lips were sweet and musky. Her tongue touched mine a second later and made my knees tremble. Her hair tickled my chest, and her hands on my skin felt like burning brands of pure ecstasy. My surroundings vanished into gray indistinct shadows.

All that mattered was her. Her touch, the sounds that she made.

Aphrodite drove me away from the swimming pool until my back hit one of the marble pillars behind us. Her breasts pressed hard up against my chest. Everything about her drew me in. Her scent, her warmth. I couldn’t have stopped even if I’d tried. My hands found her waist, her ass, and her own body trembled at my touch. I squeezed down as hard as I could, and Aphrodite moaned into the kiss. It made my tongue vibrate and filled my entire sense of taste with pure sweetness. She ground herself against me with wild abandon, kissed me like a tempest. I could barely keep my feet with her against me.

Some competitive instinct straight from my Idol genes straightened up.

I’d be damned if I let her turn me into a helpless, moaning mess.

She’d given herself  over to me. She’d sworn to side with me.

And I was in charge. My fingers dug into her flesh, and I  pulled them up over her back. Sparks jumped from my fingertips, and Aphrodite let out a muffled scream into my mouth. I caught hold of her long, rosy hair, and pulled her head back until I exposed her neck. A wild, supernatural light shone through her amethyst eyes.

I bit her shoulder with everything I had.

She let out a rolling moan that opened up a new bottomless pit of hunger in my body. I dug my teeth in until her knees buckled. Her balance shifted, and I used my handle on her hair to whirl her around and shove her back against the pillar. A terrifying smile crossed her face as I lunged back in to kiss her, touch her, squeeze her perfectly-sculpted breasts. Aphrodite caught hold of the pillar behind her and the stone crumbled under her fingertips.

She shoved her hips out, pressed her soaking slit against my cock with needy abandon. I caught her by the neck, shoved her back against the pillar again, and kissed her a third time. Her hands found my pants, and Aphrodite tore straight through the fabric like paper. I shoved my forearm against her throat before she could touch me, and changed levels. Aphrodite let out a delighted squeal as I caught her around the ass, and lifted her effortlessly up against the pillar until her thighs were on  my shoulders. My mouth went straight to her soaking clit, and I licked her. She tasted sweet, and something about her wetness sent pure sensation boiling down my spine. I held her up against the pillar effortlessly and licked her until her whole body was shaking and her fingers were curling in my hair. Rolling moans and screams washed over my hearing.

Even her sounds of pleasure were a drug unto themselves.

She didn’t feel human. She felt like every fantasy humanity had ever had about sex.

Aphrodite arched back into the pillar and pressed herself against me. She ground against my jaw, and I slid my tongue into her pussy. Sparks shone out of her hair and eyes like fireworks and something in her body shifted. She was smooth and soaking wet and writhing like I was electrocuting her.

Her first orgasm blazed through her nervous system like a lightning strike.

She screamed, and chunks of marble clattered down from the pillar behind her as she held on for dear life. I didn’t stop until she went limp. I dropped her down to her feet. She landed upright, swayed drunkenly in place, and stared at me with a half-lidded look that made me question why I’d waited this long to take her.

But that was just the point. It’d all been leading to this moment, this intensity.

Her eyes latched onto my cock as I took a half-step back from her.

We took each other’s measure. Panting, naked tsunamis of lust.

She blurred off the pillar and hit me like a freight train.

Old instincts took over. I pivoted at the point of impact and used her momentum to send her tumbling into the swimming pool behind us. Water sheeted up off the surface, and I dived after her. Aphrodite barely had time to get her bearings before I met her in the water. I caught her under the ass, shoved her backward to the edge of the pool, and took her in one smooth stroke before she could ask.

My brain short-circuited.

I’d never felt such silky, tight wetness before in my life.

Her pussy vibrated around me, and she moaned and latched onto my shoulders. I fucked her waist-deep in the pool. Water churned around us with each vicious stroke. Aphrodite’s legs wrapped up around me to pull me in deeper, harder, and my mouth found her neck again. I pumped into her over and over again like a machine.

My own orgasm flared up and threatened to explode up inside her.

I fought the pure need to just release.

I wasn’t done with her yet.

Aphrodite came again in a rush that practically blinded me to my surroundings. I felt drunk or high. Every part of her demanded attention, demanded pleasure and my touch. I pulled out of her, left her leaning back against the edge of the pool, and I climbed up out of it. Water dripped from my body, and she half-turned to look at me.

Those hungry, predatory eyes locked onto me again.

She wasn’t satisfied. She needed more.

She had her own gravity, her own magnetism.

I stepped away from the pool and heard her climb out of the water. Ripples cascaded through the water’s surface, and I sneaked a peek over my shoulder. She looked like a dream. Water dripped from her perfectly-smooth, pale skin. The bright rose hair glittered in the midday light. Those same pink sparks of pure energy glittered off her like fireworks.

I started up the stairs.

She accelerated off the floor, and I raced her up to the bedroom.

I didn’t make it to the top of the stairs before she caught me from behind and tackled me into a wall beside the bed. Cracks spiraled up through the marble, and I twisted around to try and escape her grip. Aphrodite dropped to her knees in one swift movement and took me into her mouth.

The pure sensation of it almost made me explode then and there.

I used every ounce of my superhuman willpower to not release.

She was a picture. A hungry tigress, sucking me down all the way to my balls. Her tongue sent tingles of pleasure all the way up my spine, and her hands stroked me up and down in the perfect rhythm. Her tits jiggled as she pressed them up with her free hand. My breath caught in my throat, and I ripped her off me before I could cum all the way down her throat.

Frustration colored her gaze. I didn’t care.

I hauled her up to her feet effortlessly and shoved her onto the bed with a snarl. She dropped onto it, spread her thighs out, and sucked on her fingers for a moment. Aphrodite reached down and played with her clit. Her eyes roamed all over my body, and she arched up purely from the way that she was touching herself.

It was an invitation that I would’ve been crazy to refuse.

I met her on the bed, crushed her into the covers, and took her again. The Idol latched onto me, and I felt her fingers tear through my flesh. Pain and pleasure blended together in a perfect storm. Reality shivered around the two of us. The Bolt continued to flare up with each stroke, each burst of action, and fed her endless need for pleasure.

I fucked her into another orgasm. 

And this time, I didn’t hold back.

I pulled out of her at the very last second and came like a volcano all over her belly and tits. Aphrodite let out a delighted squeal as I painted her soaking, voluptuous curves. Her spine arched up and she didn’t stop touching herself.

I took her again. And again.

I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t need to recharge.

I kept going. Over and over. Time ceased to have any meaning.

We went through every position I’d ever tried.

She showed me some that I hadn’t.

I could’ve gone longer, but some remnant of consciousness reminded me that I was still human. I would find the end of my stamina with her, and she could keep taking it. I finally slowed down and rolled away from her intoxicating skin and smile and moans.

I didn’t need to sleep.

But Aphrodite had driven me closer to the edge of insanity than I’d ever been.

I stared up at the stone carvings in the ceiling. The naked Idol snuggled up to my side. Her hair tickled my bare skin. Sparks of pleasure continued to roll through my nervous system. I focused on my breathing and let my mind drift in a pleasant haze for a while.

I’d done it. I’d brought Aphrodite over to the side of humanity.

Carla’s mischief-filled smile slipped across my mind’s eye.

She’d probably want every single of one of the details, knowing her.

The Bolt crackled in the center of my chest. Aphrodite’s fingers traced over the brand burned into my chest by her late husband. She murmured something under her breath in Greek and giggled softly to herself.

“Do I have to guess what you’re thinking?”

“I think you have a pretty good idea of what I’m thinking,” she replied.

“I don’t know, Aph. Bed-breaking sex is one thing. Guessing a woman’s thoughts is another. Why don’t you save me from embarrassing myself and tell me what you’re saying.”

“Do you know what this mark means?”

“I know it’s not Greek. I ran it through every database we had and couldn’t find anything like it.” I ran a hand down her naked side and sent another thrill of pleasure through her. “Part of me just thought it was Idol for fuck you. Until Tiana told me that it’s the shape of my soul.”

“Mm. She’s perceptive. For a mortal.”

I gave her hair a tug, and she growled at me.

“Be nice,” I told her.

“I’m sorry that your concubine isn’t here to defend herself. I’ll be sure to tell her to her face when we finally meet for the first time.” Aphrodite drew herself up on an elbow. “I know you have no interest in the esoteric. Hephaestus was always better at this sort of thing. But I learned a little in his gilded cage.”

“What is it, exactly?”

“I suppose you could call it a schematic,” Aphrodite said. “It’s a representation of your form. Your composition.”

“And what does it say?” 

Aphrodite gave me a strange smile.

“Kin-slayer. A familial murderer.”

“I’ve never killed any of my family.”

“The Olympians are your family, David. Perhaps thousands of years and generations removed, but you carry our bloodline. It’s why you’re more perceptive than mortals. It’s part of the reason that you can perceive something of their souls.”

Her words solidified the theory I’d had about Tiana and I.

We were descended from Idols. Somewhere along the line, our family had been bred with by one of the pre-human intelligences. They’d gained some of the abilities of the Idols. The Montague family ‘gift’ of seeing emotions around people was one of them.

Tiana could do something similar.

I hadn’t really taken the time to ask her exactly how hers worked.

I opened my mouth to ask another question, and my Key vibrated against my wrist. Aphrodite muttered something under her breath while I checked the alert.

The perimeter alarms were sounding.

Someone had breached the island.

“We’ve got visitors,” I said.

Aphrodite frowned.

“You didn’t invite anyone along, did you?”

I untangled myself from her lovely limbs and hair. I swung my feet over the edge of the bed, found an earpiece on the bedside table, and plugged it into my ear.

“Hate to break up whatever you’re doing,” Kasper said, “but you’ve got company.”

“How did you get this channel?”

“I’m your bodyguard,” the Friendly Ghost reminded me. “I’ve still got a duty of care to protect your life, even if you’re trying to throw it away every chance you get.”

I found the pistol I’d stashed under the bed and checked the load out of pure habit.

“Carla told you where I was.”

“She was worried about the sudden influx of soldier-of-fortune types in Greece,” Kasper said. “Poor girl was beside herself with worry about you.”

“She knows I can handle myself.”

“Then maybe it was me.”

I stood up, tossed the gun onto the bed, and found myself a pair of jeans.

“Why don’t you tell me what I’m up against and save me the lecture?”

“Oh, I’m talented enough to do both,” Kasper snarked. “Soft targets. The freaks in the Rabbit Hole are tracing their financials back to the source, but it’s going to take a minute. The important thing to focus on is the small army of people trying to kill you.”

Soft targets meant easy prey in Kasper’s world.

He didn’t think much of the mercenaries coming after me.

“How’d they find me?”

“Another thing we’re working on. Getaway Island is one of the better-kept secrets around Montague, and your employees don’t really have a reason to hate you. Gut tells me that it was one of your new friends from the spooky side.”

I went for a shirt and Aphrodite’s warm fingers closed around my wrist.

A mischievous light glinted in her eyes and she shook her head.

“I can understand why you might not want to fight bare,” the Idol said. “But surprise is an excellent weapon all on its own. They want to take us unawares.” She lifted up the gun with a thumb and forefinger. “You are stronger than them. And you have me now.”

She flung the pistol back on the bed and leaned into my free ear.

“Let me be your weapon,” she breathed.

A thrill of adrenaline and arousal bled down my spine.

The Bolt and Idol instincts readily agreed with her idea.

“This isn’t what I had in mind when I said I wanted you to teach me,” I told her.

She stepped away from me and flipped her hair over her shoulder.

“No time like the present, darling.”

“Kasper, how are they getting here?”

“Landing craft are already on the west side of the island. If it were me, I’d be going after the airstrip first to stop you getting out. Or reinforcements.”
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Aphrodite fell into step beside me.

We left the house together. She hadn’t stopped for a single piece of clothing. I forced myself to keep tearing my eyes off her and focused on Kasper’s report.

“You’re a popular man today, David,” he said. “They brought three boats and enough equipment to take over a small country.”

“Tactics?” I asked.

“It looks to me like they’re trying to establish a presence on the airstrip and push up to the villa.” He let out a low whistle. “They brought bikes, too. You’re in for a real party.”

“I’m guessing you’ve already scrambled reinforcements?”

“It’ll take Reggie hours to get there, even if he can get a chopper and a few good security officers. You’re on your own.” Kasper let out a long-suffering sigh. “If you weren’t so damn gung-ho about running off with your latest supermodel, I could’ve been there to assist.”

Aphrodite frowned at his tone, and I bit back a laugh.

“I asked you to spare the lecture.”

“You did, but it’s going to take another raise to gag me properly.”

“Noted,” I said. “Did they bring air support?”

“I’d be calling the military in if they tried it,” he assured me. “I can’t tell how many they’ve got, but it looks like a smooth operation. Probably 30+ guys. Someone dropped some serious money to wipe you off the face of the earth.”

“I hope they kept their receipts. Call me if there’s any developments.”

Aphrodite and I made our way down the grassy hill barefoot.

We must have looked ridiculous from a distance.

“Is this how you learned to fight?” I asked. “Someone threw you straight into the deep end and told you to claw your way out?”

“What makes you think that I do any of my own fighting?” she purred.

“So you’re going to be my cheerleader?”

She flashed me a disarming smile.

“You feel the instincts,” Aphrodite said. “The ones that they gave you. The need to kill and destroy and lay waste. Use them.”

“I’m not quite as tough as you, Aph. Enough bullets will still do the job.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” she murmured. “I couldn’t break you. I doubt mortal arms will work any better.” She frowned at the dark shapes on the west side of the island. “Your soldier said that they wanted to stop us from leaving.”

“It’s good tactics.”

“It is,” she agreed.

I focused my senses and heard the distant snarl of motorbikes.

“You said I could use you as a weapon,” I said. “Did you mean that?”

“Every word, darling.”

“I need you as a distraction,” I said. “Can you approach them from the north? They’ll be too busy staring at you to notice me coming in from the south. I can flank them and take care of their boats before they can leave.”

“They won’t have a thought left in their heads,” Aphrodite assured me.

My mind flashed back to the mindless zombies that had attacked St Jacques last year. They’d been mind-blanked by the Idol beside me. Good tactics told me that I could use her to round up the enemy forces, turn them into a pack of willing puppies, and then find out everything they knew.

It was smart. It was straightforward.

And it felt fundamentally wrong.

I shook my head.

“I want you to draw them in. But no taking control of their minds.”

Aphrodite let out a frustrated sigh.

“When will you decide to leave humanity behind? This is pitiful morality, even for you. They came here to kill you. Somebody hired them to destroy your family temple. Are you really going to show them that kind of mercy?”

“If they surrender, yes.”

“It’s absurd.”

“It’s how we’re doing it, Aph.”

She looked like she wanted to argue.

I met her eyes without any fear of having my mind stolen.

“They’re more useful to me alive and clear-headed,” I told her.

“It’s your island. I’ll see you soon.”

The naked Idol lunged into a sprint so quickly that she tore up the earth under her feet. A trail of pink hair and pale flesh vanished down the hill and accelerated to the north side of the island.

I broke into my own sprint and tapped into my limitless gas tank.

Running had always been a part of my fitness routine, but new Idol genetic material had turned me into an Olympic sprinter.

I cannoned down through the grass, vaulted over boulders, and effortlessly forded the small dips in the terrain in one-step leaps.

I turned half a mile of rugged, beautiful terrain into an obstacle course for kids.

I hit the airstrip like a bullet in flight and skidded to a halt.

Four squat, dark shapes blazed across the open space. Mounted crates sat on the back of the quads, and one of the riders reached into it. He lifted something that looked like a wrapped brick out of the container.

The invaders were going to destroy the runway with plastic explosives.

Four men, four ATVs, two hundred yards of distance. I didn’t have a single gun on my person. Just a lightning bolt beside my heart and the power of a fully-metal god at my fingertips. I latched my sights onto the first demolition guy and sprinted toward him.

I let a primal bellow of pure adrenaline rip out of my vocal cords.

Helmeted heads snapped up to look for the source of the sound.

Fear and confusion flickered through their auras.

The cool, collected rationality cracked and gave me the opening I needed. I matched the speed of my target’s motorbike and leapt onto the back of it like a pouncing tiger. My target tore a submachine gun from a holster beside his leg.

I grabbed the frame of the bike and kicked the left side of the handlebars.

The bike pitched suddenly to the right. Our combined weight tipped the ATV over. The merc had the presence of mind to bail out. He hit the ground at twenty miles an hour, rolled over, and let out a spray of 9mm from his MP7.

I came off the tumbling motorbike like a spear.

One of the rounds tore through my shoulder.

My full bodyweight crashed into the fallen shooter. The pure violence in my momentum broke his neck like a wet branch. I hit the dusty stretch of airstrip, rolled over my shoulder, and came up onto my feet like a ninja.

Old training blended with new organic hardware was a hell of a drug.

I scooped up the fallen MP7, cycled two rounds into the rider’s helmet to make sure he was dead, and brought it up to my shoulder. More 9mm whipped past me. The remaining three riders swung their handlebars around toward me. A quick glance at the first fallen merc told me that my attackers were packing decent body armor.

Their vehicles weren’t.

I locked my aim onto the tires of the first bike.

Bullets howled past me. The shooters were moving at speed.

They didn’t have solid shooting platforms.

They were still confused about whom they were up against.

I flicked the fire-selector switch to 3-round burst. I’d used similar weapons platforms before. HKs were practically old-school, but they were reliable as anything. I blew out the first rider’s tires with a single burst.

Another round clipped me in the left hip.

I shot the owner of the bullet and jerked his hands away from the handlebars. Another burst into the tires brought his ATV to a dead stop. I put the last three rounds into the last bike, hit something important, and tossed the MP7 to the side.

My feet carried me back into sprinting speed in three strides.

The second rider didn’t even have time to realize what hit him.

I clotheslined him off his ATV, dragged him to the ground, and crushed his throat with a short, sharp jab. I tore his knife free from its sheath, twisted, and flung it at the confused third rider. The blade punched clean through his kevlar, found something important, and he let out a muffled roar of pain.

I raced over the ground with feather-light footsteps.

One last chatter of gunfire rose up from the last rider.

He crouched down behind his ATV to conceal his profile.

I reached his bike, grabbed the side of it, and flipped it over onto him. The wounded merc behind me with a knife in his torso went for his sidearm. I blurred to the side to avoid the frenzied shots, closed the distance on him with a single stride, and tore the pistol out of his grip.

I shot him in the face and ripped the knife out of his armor as he fell.

The last guy hauled the ATV up off himself and scrambled out from underneath it.

“Target located,” he panted into his mic. “He won’t fall.”

The guy lifted his MP7. I shot him in the shoulder and threw off his aim.

“Fuck!”

“Who sent you?” I asked.

He released his grip on his PDW and went for a pistol on his thigh.

I double-tapped him in the head before he could reach it and dropped him onto his back. The ATV idled hungrily around me, and I stopped to examine the slumped-over corpse of the third merc. They’d come armed for bear. FMJ ammunition, plate carriers, sidearms, and good-quality killing tools.

They weren’t in the know.

They hadn’t been briefed about what I could do.

It ruled out Wickerman as their employer. The CIA officer knew better than to send regular forces against me. I’d insulted him on the phone by not taking him seriously, but even he didn’t have the resources to scramble a team this quickly.

I combed through my mental list of my enemies with millions of dollars at their fingertips while I pulled the corpse off the ATV and gave it an experimental rev. The engine growled hungrily at my touch. Bricks of C4 sat in the crates at the back of the vehicle. A quick search of the gear attached to the bike found an electronic detonator.

I didn’t have the time or the inclination to disguise myself as one of the mercs.

Old lessons about plastic explosives welled up in my memory. Kasper had shown me the basics. The charges on the back of the bike weren’t small ones. They’d been looking to crater my airstrip into an unusable stretch of pocked earth.

“What the hell’s going on out there?” a voice demanded through a comms line.

It sounded rough and male and unfamiliar.

I didn’t answer. I climbed onto the back of the ATV and accelerated it toward the landing party on the west side of the island. They’d gathered their guys into a fortified position on the sandy white beach. Four big landing crafts armed with .50 cals overlooked the beach. Landing craft whirred back and forth over the shallows, and a small army worked together to load gear onto the beach.

They hadn’t spread out and established different sites.

I stopped the ATV on a hill overlooking the beach.

“Contact!” howled one of the sentries.

Laser-like bullets ripped out from the offshore boats. I slid off the seat before they could get a solid bead on me and opened up the throttle on the bike. It jolted forward, clipped a boulder on the outlook, and cartwheeled down toward the beach.

I took cover behind a boulder. Brutally-loud rounds skipped off the stone.

I peeked out around the edge of it and saw the bike hit the beach. The engine cut off abruptly when it found the sand. I took the detonator out of my pocket, shoved off the boulder to give myself some momentum, and ran back toward the airstrip.

C4 was no joke.

They’d come with enough to mess with my runway.

I hit the trigger on the detonator. An enormous wall of sound and chaos punched outward from the beach. Sand geysered up into the air and the ground shook under my feet.

I wasn’t sure how much of an explosion I’d caused, but I’d used the terrain to shield myself from the worst of it. I tapped the Key on my wrist and patched my comms back over to Kasper.

“What are the numbers like now?” I asked.

“I thought they’d just dropped artillery on you,” my bodyguard muttered. “But it seemed a little too danger-close. What the fuck was that explosion?”

“You were right about their plan to take the airstrip.”

“They’re scrambling. I don’t have exact numbers, but you scared the shit out of them.” Kasper sucked in a breath through his teeth. “That was a ballsy move, boss.”

“I didn’t get this far by playing it safe,” I reminded him. “Where are they going?”

“I think they realized that they bit off a bit more than they can chew.”

I halted in place, turned, and started back toward the beach.

They had big guns to cut me down with.

I had an Idol who served as the perfect distraction. I still needed someone to flip on their employer and a way to trace back who had ordered the attack. I crushed the detonator in my hand like a toy, tossed it to the side, and blurred forward as quickly as I could.

I reached the edge of the short cliff and jumped off it with everything I had.

My stomach spun crazily. Time seemed to slow as I raced through the air.

The explosion had left an enormous crater in the beach. Equipment was strewn all over the beach. Mercs were splayed out everywhere. A handful of them were dragging their fellows back toward the landing craft. Their movements were sluggish and slow.

The C4 had done a number on them.

They were slow and weak and easy prey.

I landed on the sand fifty yards away from the closest knot of mercs. The closest guys scrambled for their weapons. They blinked, and I was in their midst. I tore guns out of hands, turned elbows inside out, and walked off any bullet they hit me with.

It was less of a fight and more of a culling.

Some small, sane part in the back of my mind pushed me to pull my punches.

I didn’t go for easy killing blows. They were available everywhere, but I focused on limb destruction. I took arms and kneecaps and tore weapons free of people’s hands in quick, rapid flashes of movement. Conscious thought took an easy backseat.

I wasn’t here to kill them. I was here to find out who had sent them.

There would be a tomorrow for these men. There’d be thousands of dollars in medical bills all over the world. I slipped a knife, broke ribs, and spun the owner into the sand. I prised the blade out of his hand as he fell, and conscious thought returned a moment later.

I’d gone through fifteen men like they’d been new recruits.

The others had already backed up with their weapons drawn. A half-dozen wounds leaked blood. Bullets dropped out of my body to the sand. My jeans were busted up beyond repair, but the invading force had gotten the message.

I wasn’t here to be fucked with.

The more firepower and men they threw at me, the more of them I’d cripple.

I flicked the knife blade-first into the sand beside an unconscious merc.

Ten hired guns leveled rifles at me as I stepped over their friends.

Fear, stress, and adrenaline colored their auras.

Uncertainty joined their colors. They didn’t know how to proceed. If they turned to run, they knew that I could just run them down and take them apart like I had with the others. If they fired on me, they knew that they’d seal their fate.

I had the psychological upper hand. Maybe I could do something with it.

I spread my hands in an open, welcoming gesture.

“Had enough, fellas?” I asked.

“Shoot him!” the same commanding voice barked in their comms.

“I wouldn’t,” I warned them.

Confused and scared colors washed through their auras.

“Why don’t you bring your commanding officer down here to talk?” I suggested. “We can get to the bottom of why you’re all here, and we can call out a medical evac for everyone involved. This is my island. I don’t want to have to turn it into a graveyard.”

“What are you fuckwits doing?” the voice over their comms barked. “Fire!”

I fixed my eyes on the guy in the center of the pack.

“It’s not worth it,” I told him. “Whatever they’re paying you. I don’t know a single good merc who wouldn’t take a percentage up front. Just call it, bring out your boss, and we can talk this out.”

The tall, bearded guy relaxed his stance, lowered his gun, and lifted a hand to his ear.

A .50 cal round hit him in the back and punched a fist-sized hole straight through him.
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Blood and meat exploded out of the man’s chest.

He dropped like a stone. Shock and terror and surprise bled into the other mercs’ auras. Someone on the boat had either taken a shot at me or the captain on the ground commanding the landing party. The .50 cal thundered over the beach again. Enormous rounds raked across the sand.

Two more men fell while they scrambled for cover.

Pure rage blazed through my bloodstream.

They’d shot their own men. In the back.

And they were gunning down the others.

The sand turned into a blur under my feet. I sprinted toward the azure blue ocean with everything I had. The landing craft bumped up and down with the waves. I ignored the boats, hit the water, and made a beeline for the boat raining fire on its own people.

Moving through water was harder than doing it through the air.

I pushed my newfound energy to the limit.

They’d been on the brink of surrendering. What kind of captain did that to his own men? What kind of a leader fragged his own people purely for showing hesitation in the face of an unprecedented situation?

I saw rounds slice through the waves around me.

I ignored them. Nothing was going to stop my momentum.

My pace got me underneath the arc of the machine gun in less than 90 seconds. I reached up, caught hold of the side of the boat, and pulled myself up out of the water effortlessly. My feet found the deck, and four men whipped around to face me.

I bulleted forward. The first guy went straight over the side of the boat with a broken neck and a surprised look on his face. The second let out a raw yell, whipped his rifle around to face me, and gave me all the time in the world to bump his gun off its sight-line.

He dumped three rounds into the deck instead.

I crushed his knee with a stomp kick and blasted him with an elbow to the jaw on the way down to the ground. His jaw shattered under the impact. I tore the rifle out of his hands, snapped the kevlar strap with a good tug, and twisted to face the third guy.

The merc backed up and raised his hands in a show of surrender.

“Jesus, man, they just pay me--”

The stock of a rifle cracked off the back of my head. Plastic and metal gave way under the impact. I staggered forward a step. Pain blossomed, ran headlong into the boiling lake of lead in my gut, and faded away. I threw a back kick that found a torso and caved in bones.

The guy in front of me tore his pistol out of its holster.

I got to his wrist before he got to the trigger.

I smashed my skull into his face, broke his nose, and tore the gun out of his grip.

It was like taking a toy off a kid. Effortless.

One slicing motion with my leg and the last survivor was on his side on the deck. I swept the boat, didn’t see anyone on the machine gun, and dropped my weight onto the last guy’s chest. I pointed the gun at his face and stared down at him.

“Your leader,” I said. “Where is he?”

The man stared up at me through a mask of blood and pain.

“Who the fuck are you?” he whispered.

“You know exactly who I am. Who fired the shots on your people on the beach?”

The mercenary coughed. His weight hitched underneath me, and he shot his hands up for the gun in my hand. I let him snatch it out of my hand and blasted a straight left straight down into his skull. I bounced his head off the deck, dazed him, and stripped the gun out of his fumbling fingers.

I took my weight off his chest, caught hold of his harness, and manhandled him up into the air with one hand. The man’s feet dangled uselessly and concussed eyes tried to focus in on my face.

“He’s on the boats!” the same man’s voice echoed through the comms.

I’d pushed onto the wrong boat. I still didn’t recognize the leader.

“Please, man,” the merc begged. “Don’t kill me.”

I released my hold on his harness. He hit the deck on his hands and knees.

He hesitated for half a second before he tried to hit me with a double-leg.

I sprawled on him, drilled his face into the deck, and stood back up. He spat out a curse. Some part of me almost admired the guy’s resilience. He’d tried and failed three times to catch me off guard, and each time I’d punished him for it.

“They must be paying you well,” I said.

“It’s just a job,” he panted.

“It was just a job for your guys on the beach, too.”

“Less money to split,” he managed with a grin. “You understand.”

“No. I don’t.”

I hit him with a teep kick and propelled him into the water.

“Boss, I need an update,” Kasper said in my ear. “I’ve lost sight of you on the island. Where are you?”

“On the boats,” I said. “They opened up on their own people.”

“Yeah, I heard. Fucking cowards. I think your girl is rounding up the boys on the beach. You’ve got two craft left to deal with.” Kasper’s voice went tight. “And we’ve got something approaching the north side of the island.”

“Secondary crew?”

“Looks like a one-man show.”

An Idol. It had to be. I didn’t know anyone else who would take on the island in tandem with a merc crew and do it alone. There wasn’t anything of serious value in the villa aside from the network nodes.

It’d take years to break into MAI’s system.

There was the sentimental value of the place.

But I hadn’t been here in years.

“What’s the play?” Kasper urged me.

I turned away from the mangled mercs around me and climbed up onto the second level of the craft. The pintle-mounted .50 cal had been left abandoned after I’d gotten close enough to render it useless.

“I think we’re going to need those reinforcements after all,” I said. “We need a medical crew in here as fast as we can get it.”

“Just so I’m clear about this—you want to help the people who were paid to attack your super-secret island and kill you?” Disbelief colored Kasper’s voice. “Did Aphrodite suck a few screws loose?”

“Would you be willing to talk about who hired you if your target saved your life?”

“I wouldn’t be getting myself into a situation where my target can fight back,” Kasper said. “But I see your point. I’ll scramble some choppers from a local ship and get a medical crew in.”

I racked the bolt on the .50 and swung it to face the other boats.

I’d never had the opportunity to fire a machine gun like it.

The recoil and the pure havoc it wreaked on the second boat was worth the price of admission. AP rounds blasted through steel. Tracers ignited something in the undercarriage of the boat and boiled it up into a fireball in seconds. A handful of soldiers lunged into the water to escape the sinking ship.

The third boat wheeled around, and a figure went for the pintle gun.

I put enough ammunition downrange to scare him away from it.

I fired off calculated sprays and aimed for the cockpit and the armored shroud around the neighboring craft’s machine gun. Casings and pieces of chain showered the air around me. My laser-beam of pure death and destruction sheared through something important after twelve seconds.

The boat canted crazily to the side and sent its crew flying into the surf.

Some crazed compulsion told me to gun them down while they were helpless in the water. I wouldn’t have to worry about them coming after me or my people again. They had the kind of cold-blooded cruelty that meant that they’d probably done unspeakable things in smaller, poorer nations.

An image of Ares’s laughing face flickered across my mind.

It took me a second, but I eased my hands off the dual-trigger and slowed my breathing down. I didn’t just have my own instincts and desires to worry about anymore. Aphrodite had already warned me about the Bolt and how it had corrupted Ares and Zeus.

I wasn’t about to let it happen to me.

I jumped up onto the edge of the second level of the boat and dived into the surf again. The rush of cool water over my skin colored with the scent of gasoline and burning plastic washed away the sudden need for pure violence.

My body went straight into autopilot and carried me back to shore.

I emerged from the waves to find a crew of hardened mercenaries sitting in a circle, back to back. Their weapons laid in a neat pile out of their reach. Parachute cord wove their hands together into intricate knots and held them in place.

Not a single one of them could have cared less.

Their eyes were locked onto the naked Idol in the middle of the circle. They strained their necks to stare at her with as much vision as they could manage. Aphrodite had settled down onto the sand.

She made a relaxed pose look like something worthy of sculpture.

“That was quite the display,” the Idol murmured.

“They shouldn’t have fired on their own people.”

“Mercenaries have no loyalty,” Aphrodite said.

Her voice carried the certainty that came with centuries of experience.

I’d met the right kind of mercenary before.

“They’re loyal to each other,” I said. “You can take the soldier out of the war, but it’s hard to take the war out of the soldier. Most of these guys are adrenaline junkies that hate the kinds of jobs they’d wind up in after the army.”

I strolled around the circle of fixated, tied-down men and inspected their auras. Their auras were heavy with passion and lust, which didn’t surprise me, but they didn’t have the identical auras that I’d come to associate with Aphrodite’s persuasive abilities.

She’d done what I’d told her.

“Nice work, Aph,” I said.

A curious flush touched her face.

“It was simple. I told you that it would be done.” She sniffed. “Even if you wanted to do it the hard way.”

“Sometimes there’s something to be said for a challenge.”

A knowing smile touched her gaze.

“Tell me more,” she purred.

I stopped across from a merc who stood out from the others.

He wasn’t looking at Aphrodite. He’d focused his eyes on the sand in front of him and zoned himself out of the situation completely. The fact that my friendly neighborhood Idol could turn a crew of killing machines into hapless prisoners scared the hell out of me.

But one guy had his head in the game.

I crouched down in front of him.

His aura pulsed steadily with determination and fear.

A sharp edge of relief and gratitude swelled up through his emotions, too. I didn’t need to ask him to see that he knew he’d dodged a literal bullet from his higher-ups and his employers. I leaned back, sat down on the sand, and nudged his boot with my foot.

His eyes snapped up out of pure reflex.

His aura hardened from instinctive fear and frustration.

“I’m short on time,” I said. “I need the name of your employer. Or the company that hired you. I know they’re at the top of the food chain, and you’ve got about six different people in the States who could afford services like yours. Give me a name and you can go free.”

The merc looked on the younger side of thirty.

He had a grizzled edge to his looks that only came about because of plenty of combat experience. Palpable doubt rolled out of his expression.

“Yeah, I’m sure you’re not about to feed me to your pet monster.” He jerked his chin at me. “Or eat me yourself. What the fuck are you?”

“Human enough,” I said. “Listen. I know you don’t like me. I’m just a particularly annoying target that you weren’t briefed about properly. I’ve got people inbound for medevac as we speak. They’re going to take care of you and ship you off this rock.”

“Why would you do something like that?”

“Because I can appreciate a professional attitude,” I said. “I wouldn’t be here talking to you without people like you in my life.” The Key buzzed insistently on my wrist and I tapped it to silence it. “It’s not hard math.”

He wanted to believe me so badly.

But he was smarter than to trust a shirtless guy who’d just soloed his way through three gunboats in less than three minutes.

I couldn’t blame him. I wouldn’t have trusted me either.

“They sent in a B-team to deal with me. You guys were the distraction. I’ve got to go and defend my territory.” I studied his aura for a second and stood up. “Aph, we’re leaving.”

She stood up in a lovely flourish of naked curves and rosy hair.

Her nose flared as she scented the air. Aphrodite went as still as a statue.

“It’s one of them,” Aphrodite hissed. “The Northerners.”

“Wait,” the merc said.

He twisted his hips to the right and glanced down at his pocket.

“In there. I’ve got a phone with all the details on it.”

“You what?” His neighbor tore his eyes off Aphrodite for a second. “Linus, you dumbfuck, that was the first thing they told us. No paper trail. Are you trying to get us all killed?”

“Were you listening to anything he said?” Linus countered. “Or were you too busy getting an eyeful to realize I’m trying to save our lives?”

“They’re going to come after us anyway,” the second guy fired back. “We’re all loose ends. Are you telling me that you went into this job thinking it was anything more than a dead end?”

“David,” Aphrodite warned me. “They’re getting closer.”

“I can offer you protection,” I told the mercs. “Maybe even a new contract with better pay packets. You and your family will be looked after.”

“Bullshit,” snorted the second merc.

Linus’s aura flickered with incandescent hope.

He had someone that he cared about. A family or someone that had driven him to take this hit in the first place. The weight of Aphrodite’s stare hung over me like a guillotine and I turned to leave.

That was enough to do it.

“Durstin Incorporated,” Linus called out. “They put out the hit.”

Aphrodite’s eyes widened at the name, and I bit back a laugh.

Old Man Durstin still wanted me dead. And he had no idea what had happened to me since my most recent fight with Ares. I nodded my thanks to Linus, found a knife on a nearby corpse, and cut one of his hands free.

I’d let the soldiers of fortune figure it out. I had evac on the way.

Aphrodite and I accelerated away from the beach toward the villa.
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I left a voice memo for Carla on the run back to the villa.

I didn’t know how the exact details were going to work out, but I was good to my word. Linus and his family were going into protection in the Bullseye if they wanted it. I’d handle the other logistics when I came to them. My PA was better at overall structures than I was.

I knew she’d gently jibe me for giving her more work and not calling in to say hello. A static shiver rolled down my spine from my neck and set my hair on end. It was a more intense sensation than the usual prickling on the back of the neck. Aphrodite gave me a knowing look as we reached the hill.

The villa wasn’t on fire.

I slowed down to a walk when we reached the concrete stairs and accompanying feature garden that led up to the front door. Aphrodite matched my pace. I tried using my sense of smell to pick up the location of our prey, but I couldn’t detect anything except the Idol beside me and the potent fumes of cordite and plastic explosive I’d picked up from my excitement at the airfield.

“Where are they?” I asked.

Aphrodite nodded to the second storey of the villa.

“In the bedroom,” she replied.

“Do you know who we’re up against?”

“This may come as a surprise to you, David, but I like the company of mortals more than that of my family. I like our brutish cousins even less. I can’t remember the last time that I even saw one of them.”

“Point taken. Is it a safe bet they’ve got the same capabilities?”

“Or better. They’re so stubborn.” Aphrodite sighed. “But they can hear just as well as we can. Or I can. Your senses are still a little too human.”

“I’m working on that.”

“They won’t work for you until you embrace your own soul,” she warned me. “Until then, all you have to grasp at is a shade of our power. The sooner you realize that, the sooner you’ll find it easier to adapt.”

“I got this far without realizing I had any Idol juice,” I reminded her.

“That was because we underestimated you,” she complained.

I ducked under a vine-wrapped trellis and stopped in the portico outside the villa. The scent of Mediterranean herbs washed up to meet my senses. Long, low couches sat around the edges of a lush wading pool.

It was too nice of a place to destroy in a fight with an Idol.

“Well, if you can hear us,” I said aloud, “why don’t you pull up a chair so we can sit down and talk about this? Rather than hiding in the shadows?”

I heard something slip off our bed upstairs.

Solid footfalls that sounded a little like stone against stone sounded throughout the hallway. Aphrodite settled down on one of the sofas and splayed herself over it like she owned the place.

It was a hell of a distraction.

I settled down on the edge of a neighboring sofa.

My uninvited guest appeared a moment later.

I didn’t know what I’d been expecting.

But wings hadn’t been part of the equation.

An angelic figure in full battle armor ducked under the archway that led out into the portico. Long golden locks were pulled back into a tight braid. A winged full-face helmet hid her face. Iron and gold had been forged expertly together into a gorgeous set of armor that looked like it belonged in a museum. An arming sword was belted to the feminine figure’s hip and a short, wide-bladed spear hung from one hand.

Crystalline wings glittered like diamonds. She had them folded behind her, and the midday sun winked off them in a dazzling display of rainbow points of light. My internal alarms that pointed to danger cranked up another few notches. The figure straightened up to a full eight feet.

She towered over the two of us. Powerful muscles corded their way under the armor. I caught the odd flash of pale skin under the armor and knew that she’d be made out of the same stuff that I’d found with the Homeless Viking.

“Hail, Seducer,” the valkyrie said.

Aphrodite’s mouth curled into a delighted grin.

“Hail, Shieldmaiden,” she replied. “You flatter me.”

The angel’s voice had a harsh Germanic accent, but there was a firm smoothness to it that made it easy to listen to. It was the kind of voice that made you sit up in the midst of a conversation and listen to every word being spoken.

It had authority. It had power.

The valkyrie inclined her head in a show of respect.

“I do not wish to slay you,” the valkyrie told her. “Depart now, and you shall leave unharmed. I am here to take the upstart mortal to the Allfather.”

“Alive or dead?” Aphrodite asked.

“I was told that dead was the preferred method.”

“I might have something to say about that,” I said.

The ornate helmet’s visor swiveled around to focus on me.

“You speak out of turn, Midgardian.”

“I meant no offense. It just sounded like you wanted to kill me.”

“That is my intention,” the angel agreed.

“Is there any way that I can talk you down?” I asked.

“All mortals bargain,” the valkyrie told me shortly. “I will not be swayed by your threats. By your promises of wealth. Or by your reasoning. I am Sigrid, and I will bear you to the Allfather.”

The words thrummed against my mind with the certainty of gravity itself.

It reminded me of the first time that I’d heard Aphrodite’s voice.

Idols had a way of talking that compelled people to bend the knee.

I had a way of talking that made them want to take my head off.

I really needed to work on that.

“I don’t know where you came from,” I said, “but it can’t have been a short distance. And you’re not dressed for the weather. Let me offer you some refreshments before we figure out what happens next.”

“You will not turn me from my design, mortal.”

“He’s offering you hospitality,” Aphrodite replied. “I understand that you are not bound to it in the same way that I might be, from one god to another, but he offers it to you all the same.”

“He is no god.”

“I have submitted myself to his will,” Aphrodite told her.

The valkyrie flinched at her words. She slid back into a battle stance, gripped her spear, and raised it. I stood up, tucked my hands into my pockets to show her that I wasn’t a threat, and took a step closer to her.

The angelic creature hesitated.

I didn’t know much about the guardians of souls from Norse myth.

But I had a gut feeling that they didn’t freeze up all that often.

“What do you like to drink?” I asked. “Water? Wine? I don’t think I have any mead in the cellar, but I can check.”

“I’ll take wine, please, darling,” Aphrodite said.

“Wine it is, then.”

I smiled as warmly as I could at the poised creature across from me. The vicious tension in the air ratcheted up as I stepped off the line of attack and took the long way around her. Good sense kept her in my peripherals to make sure she didn’t turn me into an olive from a cocktail.

The valkyrie didn’t move.

She even relaxed her stance.

I wandered into the larger part of the house and went toward the cellar. I had the rifle by the front door. I didn’t know how well the valkyrie stood up to anti-Idol rounds. The Homeless Viking hadn’t gone down to anything short of the Bolt and my own strength.

I didn’t know exactly what Aphrodite had invoked.

But I planned to get the angel out of my house and keep the place intact. I pulled up the trapdoor that led down to the cool wine cellar. Lights flickered to life as I climbed down the ladder.

Barrels of impossibly-expensive vintages lined the walls.

I wandered past them to the bottled section. My dad had been the wine man. I’d always preferred scotch. But I was a host extending my hospitality to guests. Something in my hindbrain liked the idea.

It felt right.

I found a reasonable vintage from thirty years back and returned to the surface. My instincts screamed at me to run or fight. The Bolt liked the idea of fighting far better than running.

I’d just gone up against an army of mercenaries.

One Norse Idol made me feel out of my weight class.

I picked up a trio of wine glasses from the kitchen on my way back to the portico. Sigrid had moved away from the entrance. She’d taken a seat on the edge of the sofa across from Aphrodite. The valkyrie radiated the potential for pure violence at a second’s notice. She wasn’t trying to hide it.

Ares had bled the same kind of energy.

I popped the cork on the Barossa and set it down to breathe. Aphrodite’s easy, relaxed smile stayed on her face. The valkyrie’s eyes swept between the two of us. I couldn’t see her aura, but I knew the look.

Sigrid was trying to figure out who was more dangerous.

“Why?” the valkyrie demanded suddenly. “Why would you submit to a mere mortal? He simply stole powers that were not his to possess.”

“They weren’t stolen,” Aphrodite replied. “They were earned.”

“Explain.”

I could feel the valkyrie’s eyes on me when I poured out the first glass of wine. I set down the bottle, swirled the fragrant red to give it some air, and took a sip. Rich, dark flavors rolled over my palate in a heady rush.

Dad had always known the good stuff.

And he’d made sure that I knew how to treat it.

I poured out the glasses and kept my movements smooth and easy. Any sudden jerk of movement would start proceedings. Sigrid had already made her intentions known. I wanted more information before I made a decision about fighting. Aphrodite took her glass and kissed my hand as I withdrew it.

Pleasure rolled the entire way up my arm.

Kissing my fingers like that hadn’t just been playful.

It’d been a direct signal to Sigrid that Aphrodite was serious about what she’d said. I winked at her, circled around the shallow pool, and offered Sigrid a glass of the heady vintage.

The valkyrie hesitated again.

“I haven’t poisoned it,” I assured her.

“I know,” Sigrid said flatly.

She reached up and unlatched something on the underside of her helmet. The angel lifted up the full-faced mask to reveal a face of ethereal beauty. A strong jawline and striking angular eyes of pure white turned to face me.

Sigrid set her helmet down beside her spear and took the glass.

She took it with surprising care. I tracked back to the side table, took my own glass, and settled down on a sofa to complete the triangle of Idols around the portico. The tension in the air didn’t vanish, but I felt it lessen.

I lifted my glass to my new guest.

“To civility,” Aphrodite murmured.

“To victory,” Sigrid said.

“To new friends,” I finished.

The valkyrie frowned at me and sipped at her glass. A playful smirk touched Aphrodite’s mouth, and she settled back into her poolside sofa with a sigh of appreciation. Sunlight streamed through the gaps in the vines and washed her skin in gold.

“This only delays the inevitable,” Sigrid said.

“Let’s talk about what that is,” I suggested.

“You will not turn me from my duty.”

“I’m not about to try,” I said. “I came here expecting a fight, and I’m glad that we can at least enjoy a drink before we decide what to do next.” I nodded to Aphrodite. “You’ve met before, haven’t you?”

“Only in passing,” Aphrodite said. “Sigrid’s reputation precedes her. There was that time in Pompeii, wasn’t there? Didn’t Hephaestus and Thor have a dispute about crafting the right tools?”

Pompeii. The volcano.

A city annihilated by ash and lava.

Aphrodite was talking about it like it’d been a shopping trip.

“It was an unnecessary meeting,” Sigrid said. “Ares provoked it. And Thor rarely needed an excuse to fight.”

“Needed,” I noted. “Past tense.”

“Forgive his ignorance, Sigrid,” Aphrodite cut in.

The valkyrie stared at me incredulously.

“Surely you know of his death. Against the serpent that threatened the entirety of reality. He died in glorious battle to save the balance of the Tree.”

“I hadn’t heard,” I said. “Were you close?”

“He was my chieftain.”

“Is Valhalla quiet these days?” I asked.

Aphrodite rolled her eyes.

Sigrid surprised me with a bark of genuine laughter.

“Is that what mortals remember of us? The promise of paradise for death in glory and honor?”

“That’s what I’ve heard.”

“He must have won you with some trick,” Sigrid told Aphrodite. “Slaying him will bring you freedom. We have no accord, Seducer, but you can’t be bound to a mortal.”

“I chose him,” Aphrodite replied in a pleasant tone. “For reasons that might become apparent if you chose to belittle him further. He may lack knowledge, but you’ll find him Ares’s equal on the battlefield.”

“The Allfather said that Ares fell to a god of equal strength, Seducer.”

“Not a god,” I said. “A human with some help.”

I drained the rest of my wine and got up to refresh my glass.

“Allfather said that you may have some sport about you, Midgardian, but he made no mention of your victories.” Sigrid studied me for a moment with an academic interest. “I was under the impression that the Seducer had taken you as a useful tool. Not as her liege.”

A tremble of excitement rolled through the valkyrie.

“Tell me of Ares. How you slew him.”

Some distant memory about Vikings drinking and telling tales of valor to each other in mead halls occurred to me. My visitor was leaning forward on the sofa with shining eyes and excitement in every line of her body.

It was a stark contrast to the ice-cold giant who had shown up to kill me.

“I will, but on one condition,” I replied. “That we make an agreement, here and now, not to fight each other until you’ve told me your orders and what your Allfather wants with me. And how you found out where I live.”

Sigrid raised an eyebrow.

Aphrodite hid a smile behind another sip of wine.

I held up the bottle.

“Very well,” Sigrid agreed. “My word of honor that we will not take to the battlefield until such time as we are both satisfied with a story, another bottle of this excellent wine, and my orders.”

“I’ll do you one better,” I said. “I’ll get us another one.”

I was still figuring out how the hell to get out of whatever Sigrid had planned. I was still brimful of energy and willingness to fight. The adrenaline and rush of victory from my fight against the mercs was still fresh in my mind.

But I hadn’t gotten this far by simply indulging my love of a fight.

I’d done it by making sure that the terrain favored me and not my enemy.
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I laid out the fight with Ares after I’d brought a fresh bottle of wine up from the cellar. Each successive glass just seemed to amp up Sigrid further. She hung onto my every word and asked details about every punch I’d thrown and everything I could remember getting hit with.

“I blew him apart with hypersonics again, and I think he gave in,” I finished. “I was tired. He knew we could’ve kept going. But he opened himself up, gave me the Bolt, and ended it.”

Sigrid tensed.

“Just like that?”

Aphrodite had followed my story with a kind of bored curiosity. She’d heard it before, and she smoothly cut in before I could reply.

“The Bolt had no use for him any longer,”  she said. “It wished to find a better vessel. And there is something about David that hearkens back to the times of the Titans.”

Sigrid gritted her teeth at the mention of the Olympian’s creators.

“You’re saying that he carries their accursed blood?”

“I can’t say,” Aphrodite replied. “Which should tell you something.”

The valkyrie leaned back onto her sofa. Her wings sparked off each other and a resonant, bell-like note rolled out of them. Aphrodite’s entire body shuddered, and her metallic biology glitched a little at the sound.

My ears rang a little. I didn’t feel any different.

The Bolt continued to pulse away as a warm sphere in my chest.

“He is no giant,” Sigrid observed.

“I’d appreciate if you didn’t hurt her like that again,” I told the valkyrie.

Sigrid heard the warning in my voice, and it made her smile.

She acknowledged my point with a dip of her chin.

“I was born to battle all enemies of the Aesir, mortal. And yet here you sit, drinking with me and exchanging all the pleasantries of an ally.” She looked down at her empty wineglass and sighed. “A pity. I rather enjoyed your story.”

I slid up to my feet.

“No need to get ahead of yourself,” I said. “I brought a third bottle.”

“That will not delay your fate.”

“It has so far,” I pointed out. “What’s fifteen more minutes?”

Sigrid held her glass up to the light and studied the tinge of red.

“Very well. One more. And then I will do what I came to do.”

“You’re yet to fulfill your part of the bargain, Shieldmaiden,” Aphrodite reminded her. “You’ve had your fill of story.”

“I have. And I find its ending lacking luster.”

I smiled as I uncorked the third bottle.

“You don’t believe me?”

“Mortals lie,” Sigrid said. “Why would you be any different?”

I touched the warm sphere of power in my chest and drew it down my arm. Blinding white sparks  crackled out of my fingertips and created spiked arcs over my palm. The smell of pure ozone billowed out into the portico.

Sigrid jerked back from me with a warrior’s reflexes.

Her hand landed on her spear.

“Your word,” Aphrodite said sharply.

The valkyrie lifted her hand off the spear as if it’d burned her.

“Forgive me,” Sigrid said. “I thought you a liar.”

“I don’t lie,” I said. “It’s inefficient.”

I recharged her glass and did the same for Aphrodite.

The wine wasn’t affecting me the way it normally might have. I could taste how good it was, but it hadn’t affected my judgment or my reflexes. It’d just made the hindbrain Idol instincts louder. It made me want to fight, to jump Aphrodite’s bones, or to provoke someone.

I had time for all three later.

“Your turn,” I said. “What are your orders?”

“I told you already, mortal. I am to bring you to the Allfather. He made it clear that he would prefer your corpse rather than you living and breathing. But you have offered your passage to death hospitality. That is a rare thing.”

“Where were you supposed to take me?”

“To Asgard’s center of power, of course,” Sigrid said.

Aphrodite and I exchanged a look.

“Humor me,” I said. “What happened in New York?”

The valkyrie frowned at us.

“What do you speak of, exactly?”

“Oh, boy,” I muttered. “Now it’s my turn to surprise you.”

Sigrid rolled her glass around in her gauntleted fingertips and motioned for me to go on.

“I killed one of the Aesir two days ago,” I said. “In Manhattan.”

Sigrid let out a roar of laughter.

“Impossible,” she said. “They all lived when I left them earlier this morning.”

“So who did Athena send to kill me?”

Sigrid froze midway through her wine.

“It certainly wasn’t one of the Aesir,” she replied. “I would have sensed their distress.” The valkyrie’s eyes settled on Aphrodite. “Why would your tactician have anything to do with Asgard?”

“Fear,” Aphrodite replied easily.

“Your sister is a god of pure will.”

“She makes out like she is,” Aphrodite replied. “She was the one who engineered the attack on David. She’s the one who pushed us out into the open. She gave Ares over to the Americans to wage war. This is her design.”

Sigrid blinked in surprise.

“Your Allfather isn’t telling you everything,” I said. “Did he say why he wanted me dead or alive? Did he talk about what the point of it all was? Or why he wanted a ‘mere mortal’ in Asgard?”

“Do not dare to question him,” Sigrid told me

The good humor vanished from her voice.

The ice-cold tone had returned.

“I’m questioning it because Athena made a deal with your people,” I said. “She didn’t talk about the specifics of it. But Aphrodite’s not lying. She’s scared of me, and she sent one of your people after me.”

“Impossible. None but the Allfather command our forces.”

“Then they’re working together,” I said.

“You lie.”

“He doesn’t lie,” Aphrodite reminded her. “Shieldmaiden, you know my methods. You know that I rarely stand with a side in a conflict. Athena is my sister. She planned this move from the beginning, and she prioritized David. She wanted him to join us. She tried to have me turn him. She tried to have Ares and Hephaestus slay him.”

Aphrodite raised her glass to me.

“And there he stands. Carrying my father’s Bolt like it was his own. He remains uncorrupted by it. Which should be impossible for any mortal. And he refuses to embrace his nature and remains firmly on his own side.”

Sigrid’s eyes locked onto me.

It reminded me of a starving bear.

She wanted nothing more than to throw down with me.

“There’s something going on behind the scenes here,” I said. “I don’t know what it is, exactly. Everyone seems to want a piece of me, and that was before Ares gave me the Bolt. He told me about the Aesir and said that you were my problem now.”

“A short stint with me on the battlefield will solve it,” Sigrid assured me.

“I don’t want to fight you, Sigrid.”

I said it with perfect certainty. Rationally, it made no sense to turn my father’s wedding gift into a ruin purely to satisfy my inner Idol’s hunger for dominance. My hindbrain screamed at me to take her on, to match my power against hers, and winner take all.

“Your soul screams for it,” the valkyrie said.

“It might, but I don’t want violence.”

“Then we find ourselves at cross purposes, mortal,” Sigrid said. “The Allfather will have you. One way or another. I will not stand against him. I know nothing of his plan, nothing of his design. They are not for me to know.”

“So it’s above your pay grade,” I said. “Good to know. You’re just the messenger.” I made my way back to the side-table, finished my wine, and set the glass down. “You’re not taking me there until I’m ready to meet him, and I’m not going to fight you.”

Sigrid slid effortlessly to her feet.

The head of her spear glinted in the sunlight.

“Then you will die, and I will carry you.”

I’d learned a lot about Sigrid in the last half hour.

She made Ares’s bloodlust look harmless by comparison.

“Then kill me,” I said with a shrug. “And spend the rest of time wondering what kind of fight I might’ve given you if you’d been patient.”

I kept my back deliberately turned to her and poured out the last of the wine. Aphrodite coiled up on her sofa, ready to spring at Sigrid, but she held herself back. I couldn’t see the angel of death behind me.

The lack of a spear wedged in my spine told me I’d struck a nerve.

“I told you. I will not be bargained with,” Sigrid said.

I turned to face her.

She’d covered the space between us in a fraction of a second. The polished, leaf-bladed head of the spear was poised less than a foot away from my face. It took every ounce of self-control to stay loose and relaxed and to meet her eyes.

“I’m not bargaining,” I said. “I’m right here. Kill me.”

“You would not throw your life away so fruitlessly,” Sigrid growled.

“You’re right,” I agreed. “But this isn’t fruitless. You kill me, then I imagine the closest Olympian gets the Bolt. Aphrodite might decide to just escape  with it, of course. But I think she’ll be a little upset about this whole situation. I’ve got things in motion if I’m killed, Sigrid.”

“Fight,” the valkyrie snarled.

I sipped the excellent wine and made a show of looking at it.

The spear inched closer and closer to my sternum. Aphrodite’s eyes locked onto the point of it. The point of the blade sliced into my bare chest. A lance of pain ripped into my nervous system.

Red blood glided down my skin.

She pushed it in a fraction of an inch at a time.

I held the Bolt in check with a superhuman effort.

The spear sank an entire half-inch, and then a full inch into the right side of my chest. I stared straight into the valkyrie’s eyes and took another slow drink of wine. Her control over the weapon was as precise as a machine’s.

It halted at an inch deep.

She’d found a nerve cluster or a bone.

The pain was unbelievable.

But I had to convince her that I was serious.

So I fought through it until the valkyrie took a step back.

She ripped the spearhead out of my chest and flicked my blood over the tiles under our feet. A look of bewildered disappointment crossed her features. Aphrodite sat back down on the sofa behind Sigrid.

My new ally had been very close to lunging to my rescue.

“You have ice in your veins, mortal,” Sigrid said. “I must commend you for that. And a mind to match it. No man has ever stayed my hand in living memory. But you?” A delighted smile touched her expression. “I think the Seducer may be right about you. You’re no mere mortal.”

“Why’d you stop?” I challenged.

“Because you have a measure of me,” Sigrid replied. “The Allfather placed no restrictions on the time I was required to take to bring you to him. If you would match me honestly in battle with the best that your mortal arms have to offer you, it should be a battle that will outlast humanity’s memory.”

I finished my drink and held out my hand to the Norse killing machine.

“You’ve got yourself a deal,” I said. “I’ll meet you on the field with the very best weapons I have to offer. No hiding, no tricks, no other agreements.”

Sigrid’s eyes didn’t leave mine.

She shifted her spear to her free hand and clasped my wrist. I took hers in the same way. The Bolt blazed down my arm in the same rippling motion that it had with Aphrodite when she’d given me her word to stand with me.

Blood-red sparks shimmered up from the gaps in her gauntlets. Something as solid and immutable as gravity settled down between us.

“I will be the one to bear you to Asgard,” Sigrid said.

“And I’ll give you the best fight you’ve ever had,” I replied. “You know how to find me?”

“I found you once, warrior. I will find you again when you call for me.”

We took our hands away.

Sigrid lifted her fingertips to the already-closing wound in my torso and dipped her fingers into my blood. The angel took a step backward, licked her fingers clean, and let out an ear-splitting screech of excitement. My ears almost exploded from the sudden wall of noise.

“Well met, warrior!” Sigrid crowed. “Meet me in battle!”

I blinked, and she blurred out of the portico.

She stretched out her diamond wings, slammed her spear into the earth, and slid her helmet back over her features. Numb disbelief washed through my body as she saluted me with her spear. The air itself seemed to rush in around her. A shockwave of pure force blew the grass around her flat, and the valkyrie disappeared into the clouds above like some kind of rocket.

I finally checked my Key. The evac team had arrived.

Aphrodite’s delightful hands found my chest.

She wrapped her arms around my waist and squeezed me gently from behind. I felt her hair and curves blend into my back. The pain vanished with the wave of pleasure, and I let her hold me for a long moment.

“That was bold of you,” she said finally.

“How’d I do?”

“I think you just sealed your fate,” the Idol told me. “But I’m starting to learn that you’re full of all kinds of surprises.” She moved away from my back until she was standing beside me. “And that you’re a very, very busy man.”

I slid a hand over her shoulder and pulled her close.

She leaned into me with a little moan of appreciation.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was hoping we’d have more time.”

“Odin sent his Shieldmaiden to kill you,” Aphrodite pointed out. “That’s as good a reason as any to cut this little honeymoon short.” I felt her smile into my shoulder. “Although I must insist on warming your bed again soon.”

“I’m going back to St. Jacques,” I said. “I don’t know if you can come with me. Things are heating up, I’ve got an entire army to get into hiding, and someone really needs to talk to Durstin about how he treats his contractors.”

She pulled away from me with a look of surprise.

“Just where do you intend to leave me, then? If not your little cage?”

I gestured at the villa.

“It looks close enough to a temple, doesn’t it? What do you think? Nice enough for a lady of your caliber?”

“You can’t be serious,” she protested.

“I’m deadly serious,” I said. “It’s got all the comforts of home, and it’s far enough away from the mainland that you’re going to be annoyed if you have to swim there. If Odin or Athena are tracking you somehow, then they’ll find you here.” I held up my wrist. “You’ll always be able to reach me, Aph. Give me a few days to clear my schedule, and I’ll be back.”

Aphrodite sighed.

“I would rather you stayed here. But this is a prettier cage than your cold little box.” She turned my face down to hers and touched the tip of her nose to mine. “It’s been a while since anyone made a Circe of me. Don’t make me wait too long, darling. Or I’ll come and find you myself.”

“I’ll be in touch,” I promised her.

“You’d better.”

I left my newest ally in my parent’s honeymoon villa after I changed into an actual set of clothes. I left my weapons behind. My wound stitched the rest of itself together on the walk down to the airstrip.

A jet and two helicopters had arrived on the airstrip.

A small army in Montague uniforms had spread out onto the runway.

Plate carriers, the latest in bullet-throwing hardware, and the make of the aircraft told me that Kasper had summoned the locals from a cargo ship.

Just as he’d promised.

I hadn’t heard gunfire. The mercs had either tried to make a getaway or they’d surrendered. My question was answered five minutes later when a dozen or so men limped toward the aircraft with their hands in the air.

I had a lift back. I had a deal with a real valkyrie.

Durstin had sent people to kill me. And he’d done it all on the sly without Wickerman hearing about it and warning me. Something told me that the two of them had gotten together and made a deal to get me out of the picture.

And, if that wasn’t bad enough, Athena was probably involved.

I had a busy few days ahead of me.
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The ride back to the States was a busy one.

Linus had somehow convinced the other mercs to fall in line and surrender peacefully. The lack of transport off the island and my own capabilities had probably pushed most of them to agree with the guy who had something in his life to protect. I debriefed Linus on the flight back to Germany.

He told me that his contract had indeed come through Durstin Incorporated. Which was a red flag in and of itself. Olivia’s father knew the moneymaking game well enough. He had hundreds of subsidiaries and shell corporations that he could’ve paid through. Linus told me that they’d been sworn in under a pile of NDAs a thousand pages long.

Hiring assassins apparently still needed a lot of paperwork.

The penalties for failure had been high. Threats by serious people had apparently been issued. Linus showed me some of the messages he’d received. They had the right kind of blend of blackmail and sweet-talk that I’d come to expect from Durstin’s species of vermin.

I checked in with Kasper an hour out from Berlin.

“I am going to skin you alive and turn you into a hat,” my bodyguard told me cheerfully. “Do you have any idea how fucking hard it is to sit back here in your comfy chair in your comfy office and watch you fumble operations?”

“You can have the job if you want it.”

“Fuck that. You couldn’t pay me enough. You could’ve at least sent me an invitation. Hey Kasper, I’m going to war with a PMC and some angel bitch in literal paradise. Anything to break up the monotony. But no, I’m here in tech support because someone doesn’t know how to allocate resources.”

“Thanks for your help, by the way,” I said. “I don’t think we could’ve reacted the way we did without someone in the chair.”

“Train Carla to do it.”

I grimaced.

“I don’t like her seeing everything.”

I heard Kasper cover the phone’s receiver and call out a muffled line about my delicate sensitivities and sending my love. Kasper knew how to push my buttons and get a rise out of me, but I’d just talked down a literal valkyrie from collecting my corpse.

I could handle a heavily-caffeinated psycho hobbit just fine.

“So, what can I do for you? Aside from provide you with sagely advice and definitely not ask why the psycho bitch is still on the island?”

“She’s safer there.”

“You’re worried about her safety?”

“After what we ran into? Yeah. I am.”

“Right. About that. Are you serious about the whole six-guns-at-dawn showdown? Because I’d like to apply as your second. For the whole human race.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that.

“You really are bored.”

“I’m quitting if you don’t get me in on the next operation.”

“Do you want me to pick up something pretty in Berlin for you as an apology?”

“Ladies and gentlemen, the latest near-death experience has finally uncovered my employer’s sense of humor. Will wonders never cease?” Kasper’s turn turned businesslike. “Carla’s finally left the office to get coffee. What do you need?”

“You really like fucking with her, don’t you?”

“It’s like a drug,” Kasper said happily.

“I’ve got some new recruits for you.”

“I heard. I’ll need about a month to go through their resumes and back-check their operations. I’m the only proper psycho that you’re allowed to hire for your security teams.”

“Takes one to know one?”

“Yessir. I got the debrief from your would-be assassin. Not sure I buy the sob story about his family and all the threats, but like I said, I’ll verify it all.” Kasper grunted thoughtfully. “Durstin’s being excitable, isn’t he?”

“I think he’s under the impression that he’s now got the leverage against me. I spent some time thinking it over, and I’m starting to get the feeling that all of our enemies are talking to each other.”

“Just so I’m clear, we are talking about Athena and your new pal Odin?”

“My gut’s telling me that Wickerman and Durstin are in on it, too.”

Kasper let out a whistle.

“Now that is quite a list. What do you want to do about it?”

That was one of the things that I loved most about Kasper.

He didn’t even blink at the odds. It was just another Tuesday for him.

“I think I need to talk to Hughie and Eliot and see what they’ve come up with after Manhattan,” I said. “I have a duel with an angel, and I’d like to make sure that I come out of it alive.”

“I’ll set you up a meeting. I noticed that you’re hopping ship in Germany to take a little ride out to Norway. Any particular reason why you’re visiting little Miss Olivia Durstin?”

“She knows her father, and she knows his weaknesses.”

“So do we,” Kasper argued. “I can get this done tonight. He’s got gaps in his security a mile wide. Your little freaks in the Rabbit Hole have been watching him like a hawk.”

“No planning murder on open lines,” I said sternly.

“This line is about as open as your communication with me, boss.”

“We’re not going at him directly.”

“Who said anything about direct?” Kasper said. “Didn’t you just save the lives of a small army who are all incentivized to tie up loose ends and make sure that Durstin’s people don’t come after him?”

There was a certain karma to the suggestion that I liked.

“It’s still a little too close to us,” I said. “And that’s not how I want to do things. If we can provoke him, piss him off, and get him swinging, we can exploit that.”

“I hope you’re not thinking of blackmailing him again.”

“Durstin thinks that he’s untouchable. He’s a weasel, and he’s survived this long by playing the long game and having plenty of leverage. I don’t think this fresh burst of confidence is like him. Someone big is backing him.”

Kasper clicked his tongue.

“Athena.”

“Athena’s probably the one who’s been calling the shots from the start. Hermes was just the messenger. But he’s got information or new funding or an out that he didn’t have before.”

“You think that’s why he’s being so bold?”

“That’s my best guess, yeah.”

“Well, go see his daughter, enjoy the sights, and figure out a way to drag his feet to the coals,” Kasper said. “I can’t believe you gave me actual paperwork to do. I’m going to die of boredom watching Carla do spreadsheets.”

“Fuck you,” Carla’s muffled tone replied in the background. “Give me that. I’m serious, give it here before I pour coffee all over your suit—“

My girlfriend’s voice took center stage on the call.

A smile washed its way across my face at how she sounded.

“Sooo, how was your little getaway?” she asked.

“Informative,” I said.

“I’m forcing Kasper to give me updates. And I heard something about you wanting to keep things from me?” Carla let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m not made out of glass, David. I can handle whatever you put in front of me.”

“I know you can,” I assured her. “But I can spare you some of the details, at least. You’ve got your own job to do—mine—and I don’t want you worrying about me while you can keep the company turning.”

“It’s just a company.”

“It’s a lot of people’s livelihoods,” I reminded her.

She let out a frustrated sigh.

“You know, I wanted to tell you off for taking unnecessary risks, and here you are being reasonable. Yes, I know he lands in ten minutes, stop shaking your head at me.” I imagined Carla flipping off my head of security. “I’m going to be here when you get back, and everything is going to be exactly how you left it. I don’t know what you think you’re going to get out of Olivia, but watch yourself. She’s still a snake.”

“She’s the daughter of a billionaire. It comes with the territory.”

“I love you, you idiot. Can’t wait to see you when you get back.”

Kasper’s voice found my ear again.

“Sure you don’t want me along for this one?”

“I know my way around Norway. I don’t need my hand held.” I checked the Key on my wrist. “Let her know that I’m on my way. And get your favorite fellow ghosts together. I feel like we’re heading into a war.”

I heard the smile in his voice.

“Finally. Let me know when you land.”

“You’ll be watching me anyway.”

“Yeah, and I’ll know if your vitals spike due to extracurricular activity. You can’t get wild STDs from an Idol, right?”

“Just superpowers.”

I hung up on him before he could reply and closed my eyes to meditate.

The changeover in Berlin was simple enough. My local Mediterranean crew released their prisoners with cash prizes and their passports. The would-be assassins were soldiers of fortune. Most of them had bugout locations, and those that didn’t—or had people to protect—had agreed to head to one of my secondary locations and employ their services as armed security until things cooled down.

I moved over to a private terminal and caught the company jet over to Oslo.

The flight took less than two hours, which was the right amount of time to familiarize myself with Olivia’s patterns over the last four weeks. She hadn’t been happy being moved out of the Bullseye, but after I’d explained what had happened to me, Durstin’s daughter had gone quiet and agreed to my suggestion.

It hadn’t lasted long.

I’d known Olivia since we’d been teenagers.

We’d grown up in different directions. She’d gone with the trophy-wife and daddy’s little princess angle, and I’d taken my own life in a different direction. I’d tried to live up to my father’s legacy. In some ways, I’d succeeded.

I’d lost a lot of sleep wondering how he’d measure my failings.

Olivia had done her best to enjoy the local comforts of her Montague safehouse. It was a resort that was yet to open in the north. It was yet to enjoy any visitors aside from one of necessity. My staff had put in quiet complaints about her occasional drunken binges and property damage.

Everyone had their own way of dealing with parental issues.

My dad had never tried to kill me. Maybe that was why I hadn’t responded well to his murder organized by some of the people he’d trusted most.

I caught a secondary flight out of Oslo after a short wait and then caught a helicopter all the way up to the ski resort. The place had been built to house almost a thousand beds. Eliot had been quite happy with the revolutionary climate-control systems he’d placed into the buildings.

The resort was a sleek, curving building that jutted out of the side of a mountain.

Clusters of buildings protruded down an elevator system that let out at a complex. My chopper pilot fought serious wind and sleet to get me down onto the helipad built into the ceiling. I thanked him as best as I could in Norwegian, made sure that he already had money wired to his account, and strode into the snowstorm with my hands in my pockets.

The only bag I’d brought with me was the Mk. III armor over one shoulder.

I didn’t think I’d need it, but it never hurt to be sure about things like that.

Two porters in thick, heavy coats waited just inside the top floor’s lobby. They gave me nonplussed looks as I strode into the building soaked to the skin. I shook out my boots, dropped them beside the door, and drank in the gorgeous heat of the room.

The cold didn’t affect me anymore.

That was something other people were still figuring out.

“It’s a pleasant surprise to see you, sir,” the first porter began.

His name was Marcus, and he wasn’t exactly lying.

He was frustrated at what he’d had to deal with, and he wanted me to fix it.

“Where is she?” I asked.

“Restaurant on floor 5C, sir,” the second guy said quickly. “We’ve already told her that you were coming.”

“Is she drinking?”

“She’s smoking, sir. That’s all.”

“Nice change of pace?”

“Not with the air filtration, sir, but we’re adapting.”

I nodded.

“As you were, gentlemen,” I said.

“How long will you be staying with us?” Marcus asked.

“That depends on her. Best case scenario, I’ll take her off your hands.”

Rays of incandescent hope billowed out of their auras.

Olivia had outstayed her welcome. I wasn’t walking into a pleasant welcome from my old rival. I caught the elevator down in bare feet and hooked my Key into the local system architecture. It fed me information through the panel in the elevator until I arrived at the restaurant.

It was closed for the night except for one table.

A single blonde figure sat beside the floor-to-ceiling window.

Warm golden light spilled up from a trio of candles. The sharp tang of tobacco hung in the air. An unopened bottle of wine sat in a bucket in front of her, and mostly-untouched food sat across the table from her.

I kept my footfalls quiet and approached her at a casual pace.

She turned her head and froze in place.

I fished a bottle of Laphroiag out from behind the bar. My little drinking session with a valkyrie felt like it’d happened last week. I wasn’t particularly thirsty, or hungry, but I’d had a long day. A glass of scotch overlooking a snowy mountain range felt like a nice way to close it out.

“You actually came,” Olivia said.

Her voice sounded a little rougher than I remembered it.

She’d done a lot of crying. And she’d smoked a lot of cigarettes.

“I got your postcard.”

I pulled the chair out and settled down across from her.

Candles danced and warm air washed over me and Olivia lifted her head.

She hadn’t put on makeup. Her face was haggard and raw.

“Go on, say it,” Olivia said. “Everyone else has.”

“It’s good to see you, Olivia.”

She bared her teeth in a smile of questionable sanity.

“Liar.”

“I don’t lie.”

“I know why you’re here. My father’s causing you trouble.”

“Trouble, I can handle. But I need good information.”
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Olivia leaned back in her chair with a huff.

I saw a twinkle of her own personality sneak out in the movement. Her aura was all kinds of fucked-up. Self-pity, despair, genuine self-hatred whirled around the edges of her soul and gnawed away at her like corrosive acid. A steady undercurrent of lust and physical need boiled away underneath it all. Small yellow points of happiness were quickly snuffed out by the other colors.

My old rival was in a bad way.

“What are you staring at?” she asked. “Go on, ask your questions.”

The sarcastic edge to her voice made me smile.

“You’re not doing so hot.”

“What gave it away?”

“The cigarettes. And what you’ve been doing to my staff.”

“You think that’s my fault?” she demanded.

“Yeah. I do.”

“You and your father had a picture-perfect relationship, Montague. I’m pretty sure he never tried to kill you. Or use you as bait for some inhuman monster.” Haggard blue eyes bored into mine with an eerie intensity. “I’m sorry that I’m not just sucking it up and moving on with my life. That kind of thing leaves a mark.”

“It does,” I agreed. “You’ve never really needed much of an excuse to be a bitch, Olivia. Your old man took a swing at you. I got you to safety, and now you’re throwing a temper tantrum because you want attention.”

My words cut into her emotions like a knife.

“Say that again,” she spat. “I dare you.”

“You’re so used to being adored by everyone around you,” I continued. “People fawning over you because of your looks and your money. No man has ever turned you down, told you what to do, or pushed you to do something you didn’t want to do.”

Her jaw clenched. Her expression and unblinking eyes reminded me of a feral cat.

“Now that’s not the case. I showed up, took you somewhere where you’d be safe, and you’re making that everyone else’s problem.”

“Am I supposed to be grateful? Begging at your feet?”

I reminded myself that her defiance was just a product of her conditioning.

People weren’t supposed to live in a world without challenge or some way of testing their limits. Olivia Durstin was a monument to everything I hated about the world I’d been raised in. But she was just as much a victim of it as she was a representation of wealth and excess.

“You can show your gratitude by not taking it out on the people keeping you alive,” I said. “I get it. You don’t have your private jet, your unlimited funds, constant access to a factory line of the best drugs money can buy. You’re crashing, hard, and you’re not coping.”

Actual hatred bled into her aura.

“You don’t know me, Montague.”

I gave her a thin smile.

“How long have we been doing this song and dance for, Olivia?”

She shuddered at the thought and took another drag of her cigarette.

“I’m done with this conversation,” she told me.

“No, you’re not,” I said. “I’m not my people. I’m not going to get up and leave just because you said that you’ve had enough. You’re the one who’s been sending me postcards and demanding my attention. I’m losing the better part of a day just to be here talking to you.”

“You shouldn’t have bothered, then,” she snapped. “Fuck off.”

“Make me,” I challenged. “Threaten me. Bribe me. Convince me.”

A small, sad smile touched her mouth.

“That doesn’t work on you,” she said. “Never did.”

“That’s because I’m fairly sure that I’ve still got a good grasp of reality,” I replied.

“You’re only fairly sure? What, your little dip in an Idol’s blood change that?”

“I just got done making a deal with a valkyrie, so I’m decompressing.”

Olivia stubbed out her cigarette.

“Everything’s so fucked that I can’t even tell if you’re joking or not.”

“I’m not joking,” I assured her.

I poured myself out a glass of fragrant whisky and swirled it around in the glass. My priorities were all over the place. Olivia had a way of keeping me on my toes. There was some quality about her which reminded me a little of Aphrodite.

It didn’t matter that she was being a self-pitying little princess.

It didn’t matter that she lived in a parallel world compared to the rest of humanity.

She got under my skin. And she knew how to push my buttons.

I sipped whisky and centered my breathing.

“Let’s take this one step at a time,” I suggested. “What is it that you want?”

“I want to go home. I want sunlight, not being stuck halfway up a mountain in a frozen hellhole. I want to feel like I mean something.” Olivia reached for her cigarettes again. “I’m just a burden out here. I’m not helping with anything.”

“You put me in touch with Tiana,” I reminded her. “And that got me access to Ares. Which meant that I was able to blow the lid off the CIA’s little Operation Paperclip with the Idols. And now I’m fighting Athena. That was all thanks to one connection you had.”

The cigarette froze halfway to her lips.

I savored the shocked look on her face.

It felt good to have her on the back foot.

“So, believe it or not, you are helping.”

“I didn’t think of it like that,” she said quietly.

“Of course you didn’t,” I said. “Because you’re too busy focusing on how awful your life is without its creature comforts. I can’t put you anywhere near water, Olivia. Poseidon might come after you again. So that rules out the beach. This is the most comfortable I can make you without putting you back in the Bullseye. You said that was killing you inside, too.”

“I’m not an ant,” she replied.

“I don’t know what I can do about sunlight. Things are heating up in a serious way right now, and I know Wickerman is watching my flights like a hawk. I wouldn’t put it past him to intercept your jet with a drone if he thought it would throw me off my game.”

“Why would it?” Olivia countered.

I grinned at her over the rim of my tumbler.

“This whole self-pitying thing really doesn’t look good on you, Liv,” I told her.

“Do not call me that,” she growled.

“You know how valuable everything is, and you know how valuable you are. If you want me to wax lyrical about how important you are to my crusade against the supernatural and how your name is going to grace the history books, I can do that too.”

Her aura flushed with shame and reflexive anger.

“But that’s not what you want,” I said. “You want to help. I’m happy to give you an opportunity to. That’s most of the reason that I’m here. You’ve got information that I need and I don’t think anyone else is in a good position to give me.”

“Take me back to St. Jacques,” Olivia said. “I know you can keep me safe there.”

“I thought you hated knight-in-shining-armor types,” I said.

“Fuck you,” she said, but there wasn’t much heat in it.

“Tell you what, once I’ve neutralized Durstin Incorporated as a threat, I’ll bring you back to take over the company,” I said. “Or at least to be the face of it.”

“You’re going to kill my father?” Olivia asked. “What, you needed my permission?”

I shook my head.

“I’m not going to kill him.”

Olivia let a thoughtful stream of smoke wash out of her nose.

“The blackmail thing you were doing stopped working,” she said. “That’s what this is about. He’s making moves, and you think that you’ve lost leverage.”

My smile widened.

I’d found the devious bitch that I’d come to see.

Once I’d shaken her loose of the idea that she was useless?

Olivia was quite the astute political operator.

“You had an audio recording of him confessing to my attempted murder, right?” Her eyes drifted out to the darkened mountain outside. “That’s damning, even for him. He could shrug off drugs, prostitution, all the rest. But killing me was enough to wrap you around his finger.”

She was warming herself up.

I could see the shackles of self-doubt falling away from her aura.

“What’s he done that’s made you come back here?” she asked.

“He sent a company of fifty mercenaries to one of my hideaway locations,” I said. “And he used actual company funds. He didn’t go through a shell corp or an alias.”

Olivia flinched.

“That’s too confident. Even for him.”

“That’s what I thought. So it was either a bait, he was absolutely confident that they were going to get the job done, or he was banking on additional help.”

She frowned.

“You said you spoke to a valkyrie?”

“And that’s where the rubber hits the road,” I said. “Sigrid showed up at the same time that your father’s kill-squad did. I don’t know much about Idols, but I’ve met Athena, and she makes Wickerman look like a pussy.”

“Who’s Wickerman?”

“The guy who handles the billionaires inside of the CIA,” I said.

“They’ve got a whole wing for that?”

“How else do your father’s friends bathe in the blood of virgins?”

Olivia clicked her tongue disapprovingly.

“That’s low, even for you.”

“I’ve been the one with the gun to my head. I’m allowed to punch below the belt if I feel like it.” I took another sip of scotch. “Wickerman and I are on shaky ground.” I quickly outlined the situation I’d found myself in with the CIA. “After Ares, I think he’s under the impression that I’m the same as your father. That he can just run me like an asset.”

“He’s got dirt on you, then.”

“Enough to put me away for life,” I agreed. “But the mutual fallout is so bad that he’s hoping he can take me out on the sly. It’s the same situation with Athena, I think. She can’t come at me through legalities because it asks questions about her source of information.”

“No-one wants the press involved.”

“Or the public,” I agreed. “This is all too big and it’s going to force the government to admit to some shit that might just result in a civil war. They need me taken care of quietly.”

“This is what I’m struggling with,” Olivia said. “I know you said that the Norse Idols have their own pantheon and their own people. They’re supposed to be sworn enemies of the Olympian types, right?”

I nodded.

“Aphrodite and Sigrid weren’t exactly friendly with each other.”

“Wait, you let her out?” Olivia sputtered.

“She’s on our side.”

“We’re talking about the same psycho bitch who sent people to kill me, right?”

“Zoom out far enough, and you’ll learn to forgive people who try to put you in the ground,” I assured her. “Provided you both have a mutual enemy or cause to fight together.”

“Speak for yourself,” she said quietly. “I wouldn’t trust a word that bitch says.”

“I’ll make sure that you don’t run across her,” I said.

“Why is she even in the picture?”

“She got me access to Poseidon and Athena. It’s a lot to get into. But I think that I’m looking at a three-part alliance between the CIA, your father and his company, and Athena. And they’re looking at the Norse Idols to bring the muscle to finally take me off the board.”

“And they haven’t, because--?”

“Because I promised Sigrid I’d give her the fight of her life.”

Olivia tapped ash away from her cigarette and gave me a thoughtful look.

“It sounds like you’ve got it all figured out,” she said. “What do you need from me?”

“You were able to bring me the Seed,” I said. “You’re probably locked out of everything related to your father’s company. But you know him better than me. How likely do you think my theory is about his new friends?”

“Daddy always told me to make sure not to show your hand until you know that your opponent has lost,” she said. “If he’s confident enough to put the family name on the receipts, that means that he’s got a guarantee that you’re beaten.”

“But I’m still sitting here.”

“How paranoid are you feeling?”

“Yes.”

Olivia offered me the ghost of a smile.

“My first question is this—how did he know where to find you?”

“My gut tells me that it was Wickerman. I’ve been doing my best to scramble up flight patterns and keep my location difficult to track, but I’m sure he’s got a pretty good idea of where I am at any given time.” 

“And that doesn’t scare the shit out of you?”

“It might. But I’m the guy who kills Idols. He knows what Ares did to me. He hasn’t seen me in action. I undersold the whole thing to him to try and push him to underestimate me.” I shook my head. “He’s smarter than that, and he wouldn’t have bought it.”

“So you think that Wickerman pals up with daddy, and what, he didn’t tell him that you were basically an Idol now?” Olivia frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense. He wouldn’t commit to that kind of overt action unless there was something else backing him.”

“Athena,” I said. “She’s the shot-caller.”

“So you think that Durstin Incorporated is being set up as a patsy by both the CIA and Athena to take the fall for something.” Olivia let out a low hiss. “They’re playing him for a fool, and he’s walked straight into it. You’ve got witnesses and proof of his involvement.”

“It was a little too easy,” I agreed. “He’s a soft target. He probably thinks I’m dead.”

“Which makes him easy pickings. But you said you don’t want to kill him.”

“It feels too straightforward,” I said. “Athena doesn’t play on that kind of axis. She’s the kind of person who has backups for her backups. And she’s a good judge of her opponents. Aph even said that we were pretty similar people.”

Olivia lifted up an empty glass to me.

“Pour me one,” she said.

I eyed her.

“Please,” she muttered.

“See? You can be nice.”

I splashed Laphroiag into her glass and refilled my own.

We sat and adjusted to the new dynamic.

Cold rationality and cunning whirled through Olivia’s aura.

Her hunger and her lust and even her self-worth had warmed up.

My little visit had done her wonders.

“You’re a great sounding board,” I told her.

“I’ve got my moments,” she replied. “So, going after daddy is what they want. And you’re the king of doing things that people don’t expect. What’s your next move?”

I rolled the glass around in my fingers.

“We need to draw Athena out,” I said. “I’d also like to string Wickerman up by his balls, too, in front of everyone. But the only way I think we’re going to manage that is if we get Durstin on-side and make him realize that he’s out on a very slender branch.”

“You want to work with him?” Olivia asked incredulously.

“In a manner of speaking,” I said. “I want to set up a double-cross. Push him to take action against Wickerman and to put pressure on him. Which means that Wickerman falls back on the only other option that he has access to.”

“Athena,” Olivia said. “That leaves you open to counter-double-crosses, Montague. If daddy gets wind of the fact that you’re setting him up and promising to stop him from being set up at the same time, he’ll ghost you.”

“That’s where you come in,” I said.

“He tried to kill me,” she protested. “Why would he listen now?”

“Because he’s an arrogant bastard who thinks everyone owes him the world,” I said.

A wry smile crossed her mouth.

“And you want me to play the prodigal daughter, returning to the fold.”

“I’m not going to push you out into the open,” I promised her. “I just need you to talk to him, convince him that I’m willing to deal in good faith. He won’t listen to me, not with the way that we left things.”

“He’ll know that you told me to do this,” she said.

“Your story is damning enough that he has to listen to you.”

“He might try to kill me again.”

I smiled at her.

“Not if he’s too busy worrying about Athena and the CIA.”

“Just what are you up to?”

“Divide and conquer,” I told her. “I don’t like my chances against all three of them at once, plus Sigrid waiting in the background. But I can take them one at a time.”
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Olivia and I lapsed into an easy silence afterward.

I finished off another glass of scotch. She sipped hers slowly, thoughtfully, and didn’t guzzle it down. She let a cigarette burn down in the ashtray. I slid off my chair and stood beside the window. A beautiful vista of snowy mountains and slopes rolled away underneath us.

The snow should’ve made it harder to see.

But my Idol-augmented senses made everything stand out in crystal-clear relief.

I leaned up against the window and let my mind spool over to figure out how I was going to take on four different enemies at once.

Olivia was one piece of the puzzle.

I needed to figure out the others.

Durstin’s daughter joined my side a minute later.

She stared down in the blizzard below us with an unreadable expression on her face.

I could tell what she was feeling. It wasn’t difficult to figure out her thoughts from there. She dug her fingernails into her palms and glared down at the mountains.

“I hate you, you know that?”

I smiled.

“You don’t hate me, Olivia.”

“That’s the worst part. I wish I could.” She glared at me. “I can’t hate you because I know it’ll just mean that you’re living rent-free in my head. I can’t tell you what to do because you only follow your own rules. And I can’t push you away because I need you.” She lifted her chin. “For someone who says that they don’t like manipulation, you sure are good at it.”

“I didn’t ask you to make it your life to hurt me,” I said.

“I know you didn’t. I chose to do it because I thought it’d make me feel better.”

I didn’t interrupt her. I didn’t know exactly where she was going with this.

“And it didn’t?” I guessed.

“Oh, it did for a while. Because I was sure I knew exactly who you were.” She managed a smile. “Stuck up goody-two-shoes with his starched suits and combed hair. You wouldn’t know a vice if it slapped you in the face. Running the world and pretending like you were just like everyone else.”

“Sounds like a coping mechanism.”

“It was more than that. I figured if I could get a rise out of you, drag you down to our level, then you’d finally fall in line. I could wrap you around my little finger, marry you, figure out the most ungodly prenuptial agreement possible.”

The honesty was so blunt it actually shocked me.

“But you wouldn’t play ball. Then you start this war against alien gods and everything goes to shit. You save my life, you still don’t take advantage of me. You just walk in and out of my life like some kind of fucking dream version of myself where I didn’t fuck everything up.”

“Olivia--”

She cut me off with a growl.

“I hate you for that. And I hate that I still like you underneath it all.”

I nodded.

Her face fell.

“You knew?”

“Of course I knew.”

“But you don’t feel the same way.”

“I have no idea how I feel when it comes to you,” I said. “Annoying younger sister, queen bitch on prom night, the biggest honeytrap that I’ve ever run into. Government operative, tool of your father, or just a desperate young woman trying to make something of her life.”

Tears welled up in her eyes.

I didn’t know what I’d said.

“Just say it,” she whispered. “Say that you hate me too.”

“I don’t hate you.”

She stepped forward and shoved me.

I had good posture. Olivia bounced off me instead and rocked back on her heels.

“Just say it!” she shouted. “Fucking say what you’re thinking!”

The sudden increase in volume tickled my Idol instincts.

I couldn’t tell if part of me wanted to fight or fuck her.

My hindbrain said both were excellent ideas.

Good sense told me otherwise. Olivia was hurting.

She was lost and a little crazed, and I wasn’t going to get involved with her.

“I don’t know how to feel about you,” I repeated.

“It’s not hard, Montague! Love, or hate! Like or dislike!”

Her nostrils flared, and her baby-blue eyes locked onto me like lasers.

“Be selfish!” she snarled. “Just be something other than fucking perfect!”

“I’m not perfect.”

“Bullshit. You’re a fucking saint. All of this is just to get into heaven, right?”

Irritation flared in the pit of my belly.

“That’s got to be what it is. That’s why you do this shit. It’s because—”

“Sit the fuck down and shut up,” I said shortly.

The pure venom in my voice made her skin flush.

“Oh, now you want to push me around and pretend like I don’t matter?”

I let out a long, slow, controlled breath.

“Sit down,” I repeated. “I’m talking, and you’re listening.”

Olivia Durstin surprised me by dropping into her chair and folding a leg over the other one. A small smirk ticked up at the corner of her mouth. It didn’t take a genius to realize that she was enjoying getting a rise out of me.

“I’m no saint,” I said. “I’ll tell you the reason, if that’s what you really want. If it’ll get you out of whatever tantrum you’re having.”

“Fuck you—”

I pinned her with a glare.

Her protest died in her throat.

Lust and excitement washed up in her aura.

This was just foreplay to her. She was enjoying being pushed around.

I’d noticed the same thing when I’d pulled her clear of her father’s assassins.

“You know what happened to my dad,” I said quietly.

“He died in a car accident,” Olivia agreed.

“It wasn’t an accident.”

She stared at me for a long second.

“No wonder you’re so paranoid. Are you sure?”

“Deadly, seriously sure. And I made sure I had stories that lined up with my suspicions.” I let my eyes drift back out to the mountains. “I did things that I’m not proud of, Olivia. Things that haunted me at night.”

“How old were you?”

“Younger. Dumber. But I had plenty of training, targets, and the truth to discover.”

“So you’re saying that he was murdered.” I could tell that Olivia was trying to keep the skepticism out of her voice. “Michael Montague. The most paranoid man on the planet who had layers and layers of security. The man who could apparently read minds.”

A ghost of a smile touched my face.

“Even a careful man can’t account for all of his blindspots.”

“And what were his?”

“Members of the board. Co-partners. People that he’d known and supported and looked after for years. They’d all grown up together and turned the family business into what it was. But they started to care more about the money than the service. They tried to push him to retire and vote him out, over and over again.”

“He didn’t budge.”

“He knew better than to give them complete autonomy over everything. They’d passed motions in case anything ever happened to him, of course, but it was all in the name of contingency. Things got heated.”

“How did they crash his car?”

“Paid some asshole intern who had a stick up his ass. T-boned him on the way out of the Bullseye. Killed by one of the kids that he was trying to help.” My fingers curled into a fist against the glass. “I didn’t take it well.”

Olivia’s frown deepened.

“But the company passed to you.”

“They tried to get me too, Olivia.”

“Jesus.”

“I can’t say I was feeling very Christ-like. I hunted every single one of them down.” A sharp breath hissed involuntarily through my teeth. “And I made it all look like an accident. Suicide would’ve been too obvious. Muggings. Shootings. Cross-ups with local gangs when they fled the country and realized that they were being targeted.”

“You killed them?”

“Every single one.”

“Who’d you pay?”

“I did it myself.”

I heard her glass shatter against the floor behind me.

Olivia drew in a shaky breath.

“You killed them?”

“I’m not some saintly little choir-boy,” I assured her. “I’ve got my demons as much as the next guy. And the hell of it was, that old bit about revenge being sweet is true. I had everything. My dad had trained me right. I knew how to track them, find them, kill them. I left their families their fortunes and washed my hands of it all.”

“You didn’t get out much after that. For a while.”

“I haven’t been getting out much anyway.”

“Agree to disagree. You’re here now.”

I could feel her eyes boring into my back. I had a pretty good idea of what I’d see if I glanced over my shoulder at her aura, so I kept my eyes on the snowy slopes below. The hungry, barbed anger coiled up in my stomach again.

“Why would you tell me that?” Olivia asked quietly.

“Because it means that you don’t get to sit there and call me perfect. You wanted to know why I’m doing this shit?” I turned to look at her with a grim smile on my face. “It’s because I know that my dad would be ashamed of me. He didn’t believe in revenge. He wasn’t about an eye-for-an-eye.”

“He would’ve done the same,” she whispered.

I shook my head.

“No. He would’ve found a better way to do it. Tore their empires apart a piece at a time, bankrupted them, forced them onto the streets, maybe. Give them an easy way out?” I shrugged. “That was me. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

“He’s dead, David.”

“I know that.”

“No, you need to hear this. He’s dead. You can’t live your entire life trying to live up to your imagined ideal of a dead man.” She sucked in another shaky breath. “I’ve spent my entire life disappointing a living father. And mine is a monster. Yours was a good man.”

Dad hadn’t told me everything.

Not even close.

Her colors were tinted with shock and fear.

I couldn’t blame her. I’d never told anyone else the truth.

Except for Kasper. He’d just told me that I’d done exactly what he would’ve.

“Yeah,” I said, my mouth dry. “He was.”

“I’m serious about what I said. If you think that all of this is somehow going to bring him back, or make him proud of you, or something else?” Olivia shook her head. “That’s insane. You’re going to get yourself killed trying to prove something to yourself.”

“I’m doing okay so far.”

“You’re doing better than okay,” Olivia hedged. “What did you just tell me? Megacorps, the CIA, and now something about a battle with an angel? I know you’re not exactly human anymore, but everyone has their limits.”

I studied her aura to get an idea of what she was thinking.

“You’re afraid that I’m going to turn into one of them.”

“That’s not it," Olivia countered. “I’m afraid that you won’t. Or you’ll be so focused on trying to be human that you neglect what you’ve got in front of you.”

A surge of sudden irritation spooled out in my stomach.

“Aphrodite told me the same thing, you know.”

“I’m not saying this because I want you to become some kind of god,” Olivia told me. “I’m saying it purely out of self-interest. If you get killed, I’m probably going to lose my protection detail. I know things I shouldn’t, which means I’m a loose end.” She lifted her chin and gave me a smile with watery eyes. “So you’re not allowed to die, okay? And you’re not allowed to use dumbass excuses about redeeming your soul to keep you going.”

The irritation vanished.

I stared at her.

Monitoring my own emotional state hadn’t exactly been a priority since I’d started my little war against the Idols. I’d known intuitively that I was fighting because it was the right thing to do.

Because it was what my dad would’ve done.

I had no doubt in my mind that he would’ve piloted a suit of Mk. III armor right alongside me to take the fight to Ares personally. But he hadn’t been here, so I’d done it for him.

“I’m not just doing this for him,” I said.

“Oh, I know you’re doing it for the human race, for your girlfriend, and all the rest of it,” Olivia said. “I get that. I’m just telling you that you shouldn’t be risking your life for some shot at redemption that’s never going to show up.”

I stared at her while she lit another cigarette and blew smoke.

“So,” she said briskly, “what do you need me to do, exactly?”

The sharp shift from screaming tantrum and unprofessional attraction back to a businesslike exterior was giving me whiplash. Olivia’s emotional state was all over the place, but I could see her hauling it back into line.

She was trying to keep me off-balance.

But it wasn’t for any nefarious purpose.

My gut told me that she was falling back onto old habits. Our interactions couldn’t always be considered civil, and Olivia had always made a habit out of provoking me. It definitely wasn’t a healthy way to interact.

But it was what she knew. It was what she was comfortable with.

“You know him better than I do,” I said. “Say that you’re me, and you want to flush him out of hiding and use him to bait out the others. How would you approach it?”

Olivia pondered her strategy for a long minute.

“Daddy is a lot of things, but restrained isn’t one of them.”

I smiled when I remembered our last meeting in a rooftop bar.

He’d tried to have me killed when he’d realized that I was recording him.

No, Durstin had tried to pre-emptively kill me to bail himself out of trouble with the Idols. Athena had probably given the order.

“If he thinks that he’s untouchable, then he’ll be partying.”

“Pretty tasty-looking bait for a potential enemy.”

Olivia nodded.

“He’s got his own security, but you know what they’re like.”

“Sub-par,” I agreed. “And strangely loyal.”

“He pays them with good drugs and whores.”

“Shame if someone supplied the wrong kind of drug, then.”

Olivia blinked.

“Wait. Are you going to poison them?”

I laughed.

“No more than they’re already poisoning themselves. No. But if he’s living life high, he probably needs sleep. I can find the lab that supplies the designer drugs. We change up the formula, substitute in a few choice tranquilizers, and spring the trap that Wickerman or Athena have around him.”

“How is that a double-cross?”

“Because he’s going to think it was one of them.” I wandered back over to the table with a grin. “Can you tell me where to find his lab?”

“I can do better than that," Olivia said. “I can get you in.”
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Another hour of conversation with Olivia gave me the information that I needed to get to her father. Part of me wanted to offer her a way off the mountain, out of Norway, and back to the States.

I knew that Wickerman had eyes everywhere.

Olivia didn’t have the same security-conscious mindset as someone like Kasper. She’d been easy enough to get into Europe, but that had been when I’d been more simpatico with the CIA.

All bets were off now. We had to move fast.

And I couldn’t do that with Olivia lagging along behind me.

The billionaire’s daughter didn’t take it well, but I didn’t expect her to.

We fought about it. A couple of sharp words to rock her back onto her heels and trigger her excitement was enough to convince her. Part of me felt awful for pushing her like this.

She needed therapy. Not isolation and vices.

“Are you going to stay the night, at least?” Olivia asked.

I eyed her.

My old rival flashed me that flirtatious grin of hers.

“You came all this way,” she pointed out. “I haven’t had company in the better part of a month. And no, your staff don’t count.” She set down her cigarette and reached for the bottle of scotch again. “You still didn’t tell me how you feel about me, Montague. You said you don’t know, but I’ve seen the way you look at me.”

Those baby-blue eyes locked onto mine.

“You look like a starving man on a desert island.”

“That’s the Idol part of me talking.”

“Is it? Or is it something that’s always been there, and you’re just worse at hiding it now?” Olivia poured herself out another dash of scotch.

“I think you’re bored and lonely. And you need to get your head right.”

She let out a long-suffering sigh.

“You’re always so responsible,” she muttered. “Alright, fine. Whistle up your helicopter or however you got here and fuck off. I’ll be here waiting when you decide to actually give a shit.”

The obvious guilt-trip pissed me off.

The glitter of satisfaction in her eyes told me that it was deliberate.

Olivia was baiting me. Trying to pull me out of my shell and do aggressive things to her. I considered her carefully for a minute.

“You’re a bitch, Olivia.”

“Mm,” she hummed.

“A spoilt little brat.”

A flush of color touched her pale cheeks.

“A straight-up psycho,” I said.

“I love it when you talk dirty to me,” Olivia purred.

“You just told me that you’ve spent most of our time together trying to seduce me and tear my company in half,” I continued. “Why would I sleep with you?”

“Because I’ve shown you that I can be trusted,” Olivia said.

“You have,” I allowed. “But we’ve both been drinking. I don’t need to sleep, and as much as I might want to bend you over the table, I know it’s not a good idea.”

A guttural, needy moan slipped out of her throat.

“So you do want me,” she murmured.

I just looked at her. Olivia saw the steel in my gaze and dipped her chin in a nod of agreement.

“At least I know now,” she said. “That I do something for you.”

“I wouldn’t focus on it too much,” I warned her.

“Oh, I won’t,” she lied. “So you’re leaving?”

I tapped my Key and brought up my private courier services again. It was a bitch of a time to call in a chopper, but the weather had abated somewhat. A positive confirmation flashed back to me, and I approached Olivia’s table.

“Thanks for your help,” I said.

She smiled at the warmth in my tone.

“You can thank me when we’re both back in St. Jacques and people aren’t trying to kill us,” Olivia said.

I offered her a hand. She took it, and I tugged her up to her feet.

Olivia came willingly with the motion, and I wrapped her up with a hug.

I wasn’t the most physical person in the world.

Her aura flared up with a small tempest of confusion, pleasure, and a sudden overflow of relief. Olivia pushed her face into my chest and squeezed me.

She cried into my chest and tried to pretend that she wasn’t.

I just kept her close. She smelled like liquor and cigarettes and too much perfume to mask both.

“Thank you,” I said again.

“Come back,” Olivia whispered. “Please.”

“I will,” I promised her. “Take it easier on my staff. Use the gym. I know that you’re bored, but you’re not making yourself any friends here.”

She pulled her face out of my chest and nodded.

“Okay.”

“I’ll call you when it’s done.”

Olivia gave me a quick nod.

I left a generous cash tip beside the bar and made my way back up to the roof. It was close to midnight, the weather was still garbage, but I had some of the best people-movers in the world. I barely had to wait another half an hour before the chopper reappeared on the helipad. I left a handful of instructions with the local staff in case of an emergency, and mounted up.

The chopper took me back to Oslo.

The private jet got me back into the air toward the States.

I meditated the entire way through the trip. I didn’t check messages or warn my people that I was coming home. I’d already spoken to Kasper about my plan.

The Friendly Ghost hadn’t honed all of his skills in the military.

Ten hours of peace and quiet passed by in a flash.

The jet didn’t run afoul of any passing drones or SAMs, which I took as a good sign.

Wickerman wasn’t willing to risk shooting me out of the sky just yet.

Not when he thought that I was going after the low-hanging fruit.

The lights of St. Jacques glittered below me as the pilot pulled the jet around to land on the airstrip adjacent to the Shipyard. I checked my gear, made sure that I had the Mk. III ready, a fresh change of clothes, and a clear head.

My visit with Olivia had put things in perspective.

Durstin’s daughter might’ve been a borderline psychopath.

But she had a good point about my motivation to continue the war.

I had to do this for my own reasons.

A pair of Montague-branded SUVs pulled up to meet me on the tarmac. Kasper and a small crew of guards in full kit met me at the base of the jet’s stairs. The Friendly Ghost looked me over with a nod of approval.

“You talk to Olivia?” he asked.

His tone was all business. My head of security wasn’t fucking around.

The men around him were all dialed in and ready for action.

“She gave me the location of the local lab that cooks up Durstin’s drugs for him,” I said. “It’s one of the companies that he’s a part-owner of.”

“You’re going after his drug supply?”

“We’re going to make adjustments to his usual doses.”

Kasper frowned.

“Are you trying to make this look like an accident, boss? Because there’s easier ways to get it done. This is pretty squirrelly, even for you.”

“Did you have any time to think about what I told you?”

“I’ve been up to my eyeballs in PMCs,” my bodyguard reminded me.

He opened up the back of an armored SUV for me and I climbed into the back of it. The others piled into the vans and started back toward the Bullseye. I sent the address of the pharmaceutical lab to the SUV’s onboard navigation.

“I thought you said you wanted to see the eggheads.”

“I do. This is just a detour for scouting purposes.”

Kasper chuckled.

“You’re going to knock it over tonight, aren’t you?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I assured him. “We just need to get the guy who ferries the drugs back and forth. And we need to trade out whatever they’re getting with something similar enough that they can’t tell the difference.”

“Easy enough,” Kasper snarked. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

I pulled a tablet out of the seat pocket, linked it to MAI, and sent through a request to R&D for the kinds of effects that I needed. Montague Manufacturing wasn’t a drug lab, but I had some of the best chemists in the world on my payroll.

They’d devised weapons to kill ancient gods.

They could get me what I needed.

I slid the tablet back into the seat pocket.

“It shouldn’t take that long for Hughie to put something together,” I said.

“Run me through your game plan, boss, because I’m still struggling to see why we don’t give Durstin a long-range lobotomy and call it a day.” He raised his hand to stall my immediate reply. “Yeah, I get it, you don’t want to hurt his daughter’s feelings. But this guy has been nothing but a royal pain in our ass since you shook him down for his contacts.”

“I’ve got a feeling that it’s been by design,” I said.

Kasper paused mid way through checking the chamber on his pistol.

“You’re saying that he’s a big, fat, obvious target.”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“Strange that he’s still so dangerous to you.”

“It’s less that he’s dangerous, and it’s more that he’s annoying. You don’t take threats to my life lying down. If it’d been anyone else on the island—”

“Oh, they were coming under fire,” Kasper agreed.

“Moving a small army halfway across the world to take a swing at me isn’t a small thing,” I said. “Regardless of how effective it was.”

Kasper thought about the situation a little more.

“So we’re going to stage an attack, draw out the ambushers, see what they’ve got, and then ask one of them for directions toward their boss.” Kasper nodded. “Seems solid.”

St. Jacques slid away around us for another hour. The secondary SUV full of fully-armed guards detoured back to the Bullseye to bulk up the defenses. We found ourselves in one of the industrial districts, and stopped a distance away from the heavily-fenced-off compound.

It wasn’t exactly prison-like, but it was built with the right design.

Razor wire topped nine-foot fences to keep enthusiastic tweakers or industrial saboteurs from climbing it. A solid gate blocked off by an office and two alert guards watched over the only way in or out. Our driver stopped us across the road from the place.

“Cayman Pharmaceuticals Group,” Kasper read aloud. “Could they get any more obvious?”

“Cayman’s actually the name of the guy who runs it,” I said.

“You’ll have to remind me.”

“Likes to double-dip and he’s not a fan of taxes. Realized that he could make a lot of money getting young people diagnosed with certain fringe symptoms that only he could cure with his revolutionary new medications.”

“I sense sarcasm,” Kasper said.

“He’s a drug dealer with billions that creates and makes the supply. People like Durstin love him because he only has a price tag. No conscience, no morality, and no feelings about anything one way or another.”

“Sounds like the kind of guy that the CIA would like to have on their side, too.”

Kasper made his own evaluations of the place. I leaned back in my seat, relaxed into a meditative breathing cycle, and waited. I didn’t know exactly where Durstin was holed up, but I knew that I could ask.

It didn’t really matter where Olivia’s father was, not just yet.

First, we just needed to confirm that there was a proper contact who picked up party drugs for Durstin. Once we had the guy’s details, it would be simple enough to track him down, recruit him, or replace him with one of our people if necessary.

Then the skulduggery could begin in earnest.

“We’ve got an unmarked sedan headed our way,” the driver reported.

Kasper mirrored my posture, but his aura told me that he was restless.

I’d seen the Friendly Ghost stay rock-still for what felt like weeks at a time.

He hadn’t been kidding. The time in the office protecting the Bullseye really had been gnawing away at him. One small fight with the Homeless Viking and my bodyguard was raring for serious action.

“Do you want to take point on this sting?” I asked.

“What, and steal all your thunder?”

“I don’t care about Durstin outside of his ability to slow us down,” I replied. “I know you were joking about being bored, but that’s actually the case, isn’t it?”

He let out a dry chuckle.

“Those Hoplite suits are really something.”

I smiled and didn’t open my eyes.

“You haven’t peeked at what they’re working on for the Mk IVs, have you?”

“I might’ve,” Kasper admitted. “You’re going to like it.”

“Are they going to build them in your size?”

“I might’ve put in a request for one. Hughie started saying something about wasted resources and substandard pilots for his prototypes.” Kasper chuckled. “Fucking geek. I think he might have a bit of a hard-on for your new powers, boss.”

“I got that impression. At least he’s got Eliot there to even him out.”

“Sedan’s pulling up to the gate,” the driver reported.

I opened an eye.

Idol super-vision sliced effortlessly through the cover of night. The sedan wasn’t what I’d expected from a street-level drug dealer who dealt with big-name clients. It was well-worn, beaten down, and could’ve effortlessly passed for anyone in the south suburbs of St. Jacques.

The figure behind the wheel looked small. Either a short guy.

Or a woman. I couldn’t tell exactly from the profile. My vision had its limitations.

The guard and the driver exchanged some pleasantries, and the boom gate lifted. The sedan vanished into the depths of the pharmaceutical factory. The driver’s hands relaxed a little around the steering wheel, and Kasper lowered his pair of binoculars.

“Looks like we’ve got ourselves a pro,” Kasper said.

“The car looks like it’s designed to blend in.”

“It’s more than that. She had the guy on the gate covered the entire time.”

“You can see that much from here?”

“It’s in the posture. You see how she’s driving? Five miles under the speed limit. Perfect control over the vehicle. Kept one hand on the wheel and another on something in the door,” Kasper said.

“You’re gushing,” I noted. “Been a while since your last date?”

My bodyguard ignored the jibe. He ejected the loaded round in his pistol, caught it in a gloved hand, and slid out the magazine. He subbed out the magazine for a different magazine. Kasper screwed a suppressor into the barrel of his pistol, and lowered the window a few inches. He leaned his arm against the line of the window and tapped the pistol gently against the door.

Kasper knew how to look professional when he wanted to.

“We just need an address,” I said.

“I know. That’s why we’re going to track her vehicle,” he said.

“If she’s as professional as you think she is-”

“Then she’s probably going to switch it,” Kasper agreed. “You leave that to me. I’m going to follow her, find out what she’s doing and how much money Durstin is paying her.”

“I’d like to make contact,” I said.

“I know. Something about her has me curious,” Kasper told me. “I know you can handle her, but this situation might need a little more finesse than a sledgehammer.”

The sedan emerged from the gates of the drug lab ten minutes later.

Kasper slid a knee up onto the seat underneath him, boosted himself up a few inches, and fired off a quick shot at the rear of the car as it passed. Subsonic ammunition coupled with a suppressor barely made a click sound inside the SUV.

“Alright, Adam,” Kasper said. “Get us back to the bunker.”

We started our way back to the center of St. Jacques.

“I’ll track her, you talk to the boffins,” Kasper said when we arrived. “Get them to build me a suit. I don’t know what your new friends are up to, but you’re going to need someone to watch your back. And I’m not talking about Aphrodite.”

I bumped my fist against his with a grin.

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you get a piece of the action. Don’t be creepy, now.”

“I’m the Friendly Ghost,” he reminded me. “I’m always creepy until people get to know me.”

I set off for the R&D department deeper in the Bullseye.

It’d been a while since I’d visited the geniuses who’d developed the Hoplite system.

I had no idea if they were going to be happy to see me.
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The R&D department of the Bullseye had changed in the last few months.

Eliot’s workspace had been sheeted behind layers and layers of ballistic glass and doors designed to withstand a bomb blast. Half-constructed prototypes of vehicles sat on slowly-rotating platforms around his shop. Boxes of half-empty parts were piled neatly under workbenches scattered with every kind of mechanical tool that involved engines.

Computers blinked with soft lights in the background of the tools.

Mannequins with plastic armor sat along a wall. Each of them were prototypes for different Hoplite armor systems. Gun racks and crates of ammunition reminded me a little of my own little armory in the Basement. A small pack of seriously-caffeinated employees milled around the computers and worked on minute details on tiny circuit-boards under magnifying glasses.

They didn’t look up at me as I emerged from the elevator.

The central area of the Acquisitions Department had been quickly turned into a nuclear reactor-style core of concrete and reinforced steel. A strange vial holding pure Idol Ichor called the Seed had come into my possession after Olivia had stolen it from her father.

Hughie hadn’t stopped running tests on it since he’d gotten his hands on the thing.

The only thing that had come close to scratching it or providing any kind of stimulation had been a sample of my blood. I knew that the genius biologist had spent countless hours trying to figure out the design of the Seed, what it meant, and what it was for.

He’d procrastinated on that major project enough to take apart the corpse of the Norse Idol. I skirted around the Seed Chamber and used my Key to unlock the doors that led into the Biological wing of R&D. The place was closer to a surgery in its design.

Or an abattoir for beings who called themselves gods.

It was here that Hughie had first disassembled Hermes’s corpse and figured out that hypersonics were the way to deal with the Olympian Idols. He and Eliot had collaborated for hours and exchanged ideas nonstop to come up with the Aegis, Gungir, and the Hoplite armor.

They’d saved my life against Ares.

I stepped into the secured lab that held the corpse of the Homeless Viking.

There wasn’t much left of his corpse. I took that as a good sign.

The biggest problem with Hermes had been taking him apart.

The biological wing was empty of surgeons or doctors.

A single man with graying hair and a cane beside his chair bent over a microscope.

“You went through a decontamination routine on the way here, didn’t you?”

There wasn’t really a way to get into the Bullseye without doing so. Hughie knew that.

“Are you upset with me because I haven’t been returning your calls?”

Hughie barked a laugh dryer than a desert.

“It’s more that you’re the biological pinnacle of humanity and possibly the next great step in our evolution, and you refuse to let me run tests because you’re off playing superhero with your crew of trigger-pullers and pet Idol.”

The words cut deeper than I would’ve liked.

Hughie had a narrow perspective. That gave him immense focus and clarity of mind when it came to doing what I paid him to do. It made workplace relations a little more difficult. There were plenty of personality quirks I could overlook.

Hughie seemed determined to find out where the limits of my patience were.

“We’ve been over this,” I said.

“And you’re still not applying any kind of logic to the situation,” Hughie responded without looking away from his microscope. “The threat to humanity at large seems to be directly tied to their ability to tolerate your existence. More study of their biology gives us an edge which we can deploy at the right time for the best effect.”

“Your point being?”

“My point is that you insist on continuing to take the fight to them. Rather than sitting back and allowing us all to study and hypothesize what you’ve already brought us.”

“Wartime brings innovation, doesn’t it?”

Hughie finally pulled his eyes away from the microscope.

He took his glasses off and stared up at the ceiling for a second.

I hid a smile. It was getting easier and easier to get under his skin.

“That’s not how it works, and you’re smart enough to realize that.”

“Maybe if you stopped complaining about not getting enough time and funding, and you actually insisted on taking breaks instead of going harder than a husky in a harness, I’d actually listen to you,” I said.

“And let my best source of funding die in the field because one of my understudies overlooked an important detail?” He snorted and finally turned to face me. “That’s not going to happen. You’ve implicated us all in a war which might very well get us killed or imprisoned for life.”

“I warned you about the risks.”

“I’m stating facts, not staging a protest.”

“And here you are trying to leverage facts to make me feel bad for not taking your advice as gospel,” I countered with a grin. “You can get off your high horse, Hughie. Everyone here appreciates your work. Me most of all. The only reason you’re getting fucked with by Kasper is because you treat him like an idiot.”

His aura flashed with indignation.

“Have you met him?”

“He trained me,” I reminded the scientist. “And he’s the guy who’s going to pull your ass out of the fire if Athena actually figures out where you’re working from.”

That tailed his resentment a little.

Hughie put his glasses back on and gestured to the bench beside him.

“I have your tranquilizers disguised as narcotics. Not that there’s much legal distinction between the two. Compared to your usual requests, this one was pedestrian. Why am I using energy on disguised drugs?”

“I figured one of your people would do it while you put together a report on the Idol cadaver,” I told him. “I do look at your emails, believe it or not. I just like to stay busy.”

Hughie’s aura suddenly glittered with excitement.

He scooped up his cane and limped over to a door that led out of the lab.

I followed him into a different room. The smell of disinfectant hung heavy in the air. Dozens of small trolleys held glass cubes filled with obviously-human parts. I frowned at the leftovers and logged the parts I recognized.

“Notice any discrepancies in your specimen?” Hughie asked.

“It looks human.”

“I don’t know the exact nature of your conversation with the Norse Idol two days ago, but did it involve this particular gentleman and the situation in New York?”

I frowned and recalled Sigrid’s insistence on Norse Idols staying home.

“She said that the Aesir hadn’t been dispatching to Manhattan.”

“And I am inclined to agree with her assessment,” Hughie said. “This is an augmented human, not an Idol as we understand them.” He pushed a cart over to a stainless steel table in the center of the surgery. “There are signs that the subject’s biology has been tampered with by Ichor, but certainly not as intuitively as your own.”

He lifted a glass cube containing the slack-jawed head of the Homeless Viking off its cart and placed it down on the table. A cursory glance over the head told me that it hadn’t degenerated or rotted away since I’d removed it from the rest of the corpse.

“What did it take to saw through his body?” I asked.

“It was difficult, but ‘ordinary’ human methods were sufficient,” Hughie replied. “Diamond-tipped drills, scalpels, and other cutting tools did the job well enough. The body is tough far beyond human limits, but not invulnerable like Hermes was.”

“So, he was an augmented human. Not an Aesir.”

“Reviewing the data that Kasper took of your hidden villa told me that it certainly wasn’t anything close to what you agreed to duel at a time of your choosing.” Hughie leaned on his cane and stared hard at the decapitated head. “This man was taken from the ranks of humanity and taken through a process.”

“Was he already dead?”

“You’re thinking of the glorious dead in Valhalla’s halls?”

I grimaced.

“Sigrid told me that our idea of it was a myth. I’m just curious as to why.”

“I think of it as something closer to a draugr. A resurrected revenant designed to do the bidding of its master.” Hughie held up a hand to stall off my grinning reply. “I’m aware of how ridiculous that sounds. But a scan of the body after you decapitated it gave me enough pause to look at things from a different perspective.”

“Are you feeling okay?”

Hughie glared at me.

“This may come as a surprise to you, but I’m fully willing to accept that the Idols have advanced technology beyond our own. The fact that the Olympians were weak to hypersonics was a stroke of sheer luck. I don’t think that the Aesir will be quite so simple to deal with.”

I fought back the urge to call Hughie a mad scientist and nodded with a straight face.

“So tell me about what I fought in New York.”

“A drone. A highly-pilotable, easy-to-drive meat puppet with enough strength and resilience to force you to use the Bolt to deal with it.” Hughie jabbed the cart beside him with his cane and pushed it toward me. “I can’t be sure that the Ichor inside this subject is even the same as what the Aesir have moving through their bodies.”

“This guy felt like trying to fight a moving statue.”

Hughie nodded.

“I don’t understand it yet. But there’s a distinct crystalline pattern in their bodies.”

“Sigrid’s wings looked like they were made out of diamond. And she only had to rub them together to make Aphrodite squirm,” I told him. “No wonder Ares was concerned about the Aesir. The Bolt seems like the only thing that can harm them. Athena and the others are screwed if they go up against someone like Sigrid.”

“And humanity would struggle to contend with five Draugr in a city,” Hughie added. “One of these was enough to tear half a block apart. Could you imagine what you could do with an entire army?”

“So how exactly did I kill it?” I asked. “How do you figure that this guy was a drone?”

“His brain stem carried the highest concentration of the Ichor. It seemed to slow down or adjust an enormous part of his actual brain chemistry. The Aesir are obviously using something far more advanced than just radio waves to communicate.”

I thought about four more of the Homeless Viking and grimaced.

Hughie was right. Five superhuman zombies like these things could cripple St. Jacques. A glance at the scientist’s face and his aura was enough to tell me that Hughie wasn’t freaking the hell out.

Which meant that he’d discovered a countermeasure.

And he couldn’t wait to reveal it with a big flourish.

I was a lot of things. But I only made a habit of being a spoilsport to my enemies.

I’d busted Hughie’s balls already, and he was here way past a reasonable bedtime.

“What’s your working theory on how the Aesir communicates?” I asked. “Your report said you already tried most sound frequencies that you can attach to a weapon and they’re not working for you. Maybe we can cut their comms?”

“Given that you seem to be working with violent, lobotomized superhumans that will no longer have a guidance system?” Hughie shook his head. “I thought it was better to go for the biological matter least affected by whatever the Aesir are doing to their footsoldiers.”

I could tell that he wanted me to guess so he could hit me with a curveball.

Hughie was probably the leading expert on augmented human biology in the world at this point. He could’ve had a very simple and straightforward answer to how he’d figured out how to beat them.

“Bullets don’t work,” I said.

“The skin and the muscle is too dense,” he agreed.

“Byproduct of the Ichor, I’m guessing. Sound doesn’t loosen them up the same way that it does the Olympians, either. And we are talking about humans here, not the Aesir themselves.”

“I could do with a few more samples of Aesir Ichor, if it’s on offer,” Hughie added.

I filed away the request onto my now-longer list of borderline-impossible tasks.

“Bullets work because they penetrate soft tissue with a small point of impact,” I mused aloud. “So there’s an argument to be made that you work with a different delivery system. Slow down the velocity and use a wider point of impact.”

“You’re thinking about Kevlar vests struggling to hold off knife attacks.”

“Are we looking at a similar analogy?”

“It’s not bad,” Hughie admitted. “But no, it’s not what I have in mind.”

I racked my brain for something that made sense. Sound was a very area-of-effect style of attack on the Idols. It’d worked wonders and kept humans around my targets relatively safe. But the Homeless Viking had practically matched Ares blow-for-blow physically.

I’d been fighting on a different axis with the wrong tactics.

“Before I put in my last guess,” I said, “do the Aesir have traces of metal in their Ichor?”

“Now that is an interesting question,” Hughie said. “Correlation between the Olympians and the Aesir. I had to get a lot of these interns to think that way. Zoom out from our data sets and start looking at what we’ve already developed to deal with the Olympians.” He flashed his teeth at me in a genuine smile of excitement. “And the answer is yes. In fact, I’ve found some compositional similarities in the two different Ichors.”

“Which is good and bad,” I guessed. “Because the Aesir Ichor isn’t a pure sample, right? And you’ve got more Olympian Ichor than you know what to do with.”

Hughie’s grin widened and he spread his hands.

“So, how do you attack something that can shrug off blunt force and penetrating attacks?”

“You attack its outside or its inside,” I said. “Olympians can’t handle sound, and I’ve got a feeling that these Draugr still have to run off human principles. Like breathing, for instance.” I shrugged. “I’d come up with some kind of acid or gas. And if I wanted to make it a little safer to use, then I’d figure out what kind of elements play nice with Ichor.”

Hughie clapped his hands together once.

The sound echoed sharply through the lab.

“Ladies and gentlemen, my employer,” Hughie cackled. “You’re practically on the money. There’s only one roadblock that I’ve run into, and if you think through it, I’m sure you’ll realize what it is.”

I already knew the direction he was headed in.

“You don’t have any substances that react to Ichor on our periodic table.”

“Well, we shouldn’t have any of them,” the scientist amended. “The fact remains that we do, in fact, have a substance which causes a stir in Ichor. Olympian and even in the purest Aesir fragments I’ve been able to extract.”

“My blood.”

Hughie nodded.

“Your blood. I know you’re prioritizing different tasks right now, but if you want to survive this fight against the valkyrie, we’re going to need fresh samples of your blood. Things that I can study, look at, and possibly reverse-engineer.”

I didn’t hesitate in rolling up my sleeve and joining him at the table.

“Take your fill,” I said. “If it’s going to make us safer, then that’s what we go for. How far along are you with this gas?”

“It’s closer to an acid, and it’s in the prototype phase. We’ve managed to get some pretty good results so far using different pairings. They’re all being operated in a vacuum and we obviously need actual magnetic fields.”

I watched him scurry away and return with a foot-long syringe.

I locked eyes with Hughie while he broke through my skin with an effort.

“Take as much as you think you’ll need,” I told him. “I’ll tell you if I start getting dizzy.”

Hughie was still careful about the amount he pulled out of my vein.

“How long until you’ve got it working?” I asked.

“Give me two days,” Hughie told me firmly.

“Anything you need--”

“I know. I’ll ask.”

I rose from the table. Hughie was itching to lunge back toward his tools of the trade and start taking apart whatever was in my bloodstream. I shook his head, made sure that the puncture had sealed itself shut, and went upstairs to find Carla.

It’d been a crazy few days.

I missed my girlfriend.
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My office was silent when I reached it.

The lights were out, the alarms were set, and the place lit up with a soft ambient glow when I stepped inside. I matched my breaths with my footfalls and quickly scanned my own body for anything that felt different.

Hughie hadn’t taken an enormous amount.

But I didn’t know how the Idol and the human parts of my body worked together. Aphrodite’s criticism about my lack of ability to commit to either side rang in my memory. Energy still surged through my body. The warm, crackling sphere of the bolt stayed right behind my sternum where it belonged.

My vision was clear. Every cylinder was firing correctly.

I opened up the hidden door to my penthouse and ghosted inside.

The place was spotless. I could taste the soft scent of Carla’s perfume in the air. Someone had used the kitchen recently to cook up something by way of Texas. I locked the place down, slipped the Key off my wrist, and left it to charge by the front door.

The collapsed Mk. III suit went onto the coffee table.

Old habits had me check that the guns in the apartment were still where I’d left them. 

My bedroom door was closed and I could hear soft snoring inside.

I opened up the door and leaned against the frame.

Carla looked like a sleeping angel. Her hair was stretched out on the pillow like a halo. She’d pulled one of my dress shirts over her as a nightdress. Her chest rose and fell with the steady rhythm of someone deep asleep. Her aura was muted, but sparkles of yellow washed through it in waves.

She was having a good dream.

I used every ounce of stealth training I had to stop by the shower and wash myself off from the grime of the day. I didn’t stop until the disinfectant scent of the R&D labs dropped away from my skin. The steaming water was a welcome relief from the cold I’d felt in Norway and the humidity-controlled areas of the Bullseye.

Carla was sitting up in bed when I left the shower.

She blinked sleepily at me and a slightly-dazed smile touched her mouth.

“Hey,” she said. “You’re back.”

“I’m back,” I agreed.

I crawled over silk sheets until I was in range.

Carla let out a raw-throated moan of pleasure when I kissed her. I kept the contact light and gentle. She sensed my energy and brushed her thumb against my cheek with a slow, deliberate motion. Her eyes sparkled a little when I pulled away from her.

“I missed you,” Carla whispered.

“Apparently,” I replied. “When did you decide to move in?”

Her face flushed a little.

“Since you started calling me your girlfriend.”

“That’s how I think about you.”

“Then I’m happy with it.”

She kissed me again and let her fingertips trail down over my chest with a sigh of appreciation. Her soft, warm touch and sleepy antics were already tickling my hindbrain and its need to fight and fuck. I fought it off with an internal growl and let Carla tug me down into bed beside her. She snuggled up against my chest and locked one of my legs into a loose half-guard. Warm, bare skin brushed mine, and I fought off another shivering wave of need.

“Tell me what you got up to,” Carla said.

I gave her the brief version of events since I’d left her behind.

She stayed quiet through all the details until I’d finished.

“Well, you did what you set out to do,” she said. “The thing that you thought was impossible. Aphrodite is on our side now. And it sounds like she saved your life when Sigrid showed up.”

“That might’ve been the wine.”

“You made it sound like Sigrid was ready to throw down, and the only reason that she didn’t was because Aphrodite said that she’d submitted to you,” Carla reminded me. “I think that you made the right play, taking her there.”

Her hand drifted south.

“What was it like?” Carla whispered softly in my ear.

“What was what like?”

“Don’t play coy with me, David,” my girlfriend said.

She wrapped her fingers around my shaft and gently started to move up and down.

“You fucked the goddess of love. Just like I asked you to. And now I want to hear the details.” Carla nibbled gently on my ear. “I want to know what it was like. I want to know everything. I’ve been touching myself thinking about it.”

I let my own hand drift down her back with a maddeningly-light brush of my fingertips. Carla’s whole body trembled against mine, and her fingers tightened around me just a little more. I was already rock hard from the mischievous tone in her voice and the way she was touching me.

“I bet you left out something about Olivia, too,” Carla continued.

“Nothing happened there. I turned her down.”

“Why?”

“Because she was fucked up and not okay in the head.”

“That’s very responsible of you,” Carla purred. “Responsible, and a little bit boring.” She kicked the sheets away from herself, unlatched her legs from my thigh, and wormed her way down until she was poised on my thigh.

I could already feel how wet and warm she was.

Her hand didn’t leave my cock for a second.

Lust and excitement swelled up through her aura.

“Tell me what it was like,” Carla said.

“Carla—”

She leaned over and pressed a finger against my lips.

“Shh,” she said. “Stop thinking. Just tell me what it was like.”

My gorgeous secretary rolled her hips against my thigh and let out a little squeak of pleasure. She didn’t stop stroking me for a second. I kept my voice as low as I could and told her small details. Carla bent over my cock and slathered me in her saliva. Wetness and warmth and the perfect amount of pleasure boiled up through my spine and sparked out into my extremities.

Carla rubbed herself against me with long strokes of her hips. She urged me for more details and sank her warm lips around my shaft. I snarled and bucked up into her and she took almost all of me into her throat. The purity of her tight little throat drove me insane.

She took me all the way in and stroked me and spat on me until she couldn’t take it anymore. Carla wormed her way up my body, poised herself over my cock, and pulled her shirt all the way open. Buttons spun away from the shirt. Her eyes locked onto mine and I felt as if I was staring up into her soul.

Her hands dug into the brand on my chest.

“Take me,” Carla begged in a whisper. “Claim me. I’m here for you to use. To fuck.”

My hands rolled down her bare shoulders, squeezed her breast, and came to halt on her hips. Her soaking pussy brushed against the head of my cock. Carla let out a needy little whine, but she didn’t sink down onto me.

She was waiting for permission.

“Please,” Carla whispered again.

I pushed up into her with one smooth stroke, and her whole body trembled like I’d just hit her with a lightning rod. Her back arched up, her nipples hardened, and she closed her eyes in pure ecstasy. Two or three strokes and I was buried balls-deep inside her.

Everything was naked flesh and wetness and need after that.

I powered up into Carla, and she held onto me for dear life.

Her nails scraped against my skin and left red furrows which slid back into flawless skin. I latched my teeth onto her neck, pulled her down to me, and fucked up into as hard as I dared. My girlfriend took it all with short, sharp moans which quickly just turned into one long deep snarl of pure need.

She was impossibly tight. Impossibly wet.

And she couldn’t get enough of me.

I kissed her cheek and her jaw, and I pulled at her hair.

Carla’s gorgeous proportions spasmed around me. Tears tracked down her face, but she didn’t stop for a second. Her first orgasm exploded out of her in a raw-throated scream that made me glad I’d soundproofed my penthouse.

She collapsed against me and rode her way through the aftershocks.

I forced my snarling sex drive into retreat for a second and held her close.

Shivers and trembles rolled through her muscles at random intervals.

I didn’t know exactly what had happened.

But something was different. More primal, more real.

Sleeping with Aphrodite had changed something in me.

Carla felt like a different kind of goddess. Real and warm and vulnerable.

Deep, primal instincts of protection and procreation reared themselves in my head.

“What was that?” Carla managed.

She didn’t make any move to pull herself off my cock.

“You’re going to have to get more specific.”

My voice came out far huskier than I’d intended. Carla mumbled something incomprehensible under her breath at how close I was to her ear. She wiggled her ass atop me and sent another blaze of pleasure straight down into my spine.

“You’ve never played along with me like that,” she managed. “You’re always trying to be so noble, to keep me safe from all the details.” An almost-deranged giggle slid out of her. “But you told me so much. Turned me on so much. Fuck, David, you even feel bigger—”

“I think you’ve just been deprived.”

Her pulse gradually slowed down as she caught her breath.

She wiggled her hips against mine and drove me a little deeper into her. A needy whine slipped free of her throat. I pushed up into her, as deep as I could. Carla’s eyes rolled back up into her head and she lost her grip on my shoulders. I torqued my hips, twisted her, and wound up on top. She clung to me with her thighs and silently begged for me to keep going.

I pulled out of her soaking pussy and teased my length along her clit.

Her whole body arched up at my teasing touch.

The hunger in my body didn’t want to take her like this. Carla wanted the animal. She wasn’t interested in regular sex. She never really had been. I caught her thigh and flipped her effortlessly over onto her belly. A surprised gasp of delight found its way into the covers. I positioned myself above her and took a moment to appreciate her tight little butt and her hips from behind.

I caught a fistful of her chocolate-covered hair and drove into her. Carla screamed into the pillow. One of my free hands caught her wrist, pulled it up into a hammerlock behind her back, and I drove up into her with a maddeningly-slow rhythm. Every stroke, every inch I sank into her drove her even crazier. I pulled her hair until her face was out of the pillow and fucked her. Over and over and over again.

Another orgasm exploded through her in less than a minute.

I didn’t stop to let her catch her breath. A saner part in the back of my head reminded me that she was breakable. Vulnerable. That it wouldn’t take much to tear her arm out of its socket. I pushed the pure aggression down to a manageable level. Her pussy tightened harder and harder around my cock. I stretched her out around me until my own orgasm hit its peak.

A rolling, beast-like snarl exploded out of me.

I came all the way up inside her without hesitation and finally let go of her hair. She collapsed forward into the covers. I went with her, crushed her into the mattress, and a haze of pure satisfaction rolled through my mind.

It took me a second before I managed to slip out of her.

I dropped down beside her, wrapped my arms under hers, and pulled her close against my chest. My girlfriend let out a hoarse moan and her body shook from the aftershocks. It took me a second to realize that she was laughing.

“So all it took was a spin with Aphrodite to make you fuck me like this?”

Her voice sounded raspy. I kissed her neck and squeezed her a little tighter.

“You’re really hung up on that.”

“I think I might owe her a drink.”

“She’ll probably want more than that from you.”

“If you’re involved, I think I’m okay with that.”

She wiggled a little until she could see my face.

“I fucking love you,” she whispered.

I kissed her. Gently.

“I love you too,” I murmured.

Carla fell asleep almost instantly afterward.

I pulled her close onto my chest and did my best to sink into a meditative state. A pulse of pure appreciation and love washed through my body. My PA might not have been some kind of superbeing. She wasn’t a frontline fighter in the same way that Kasper was.

But she had her own talents.

I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving her behind for some sense of ascended godhood.

My Key rang out a few hours later. Carla stirred sleepily beside me. I untangled myself from her, kissed her ear, and wrapped her up in the sheets.

“Don’t you dare think about starting early,” I growled playfully.

“Don’t think I could even if I tried,” she groaned. “Fuck.”

I left her in bed and padded my way out to the wrist-mounted device beside the door.

A pair of eyeglasses beside it flickered up a string of messages from Kasper.

Made contact. She wants to speak to you personally.

Call me back, you lazy bastard. We’ve got work to do.

I grinned at the messages and tapped my wrist.

“How’s your first date going?” I asked.

“She’s warming up to me,” Kasper said.

His voice sounded a little thick. I wasn’t quite sure exactly why.

“Where’s the meet? Should I bring an army with me?”

“What do you think? She’s in the lobby of Cedar.”

“I’m guessing she knows that we own it?”

“I might’ve omitted that particular detail.”

I laughed.

“I’m glad that I can still rely on your professionalism. See you in half an hour.”
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Light was barely chasing the sky when I took a car out into the city again.

I’d taken something a little more low-profile to help blend in. I didn’t know how the local constabulary felt about me after the wave of insanity that had struck the city. I’d done my best to keep the heavy fighting out of St. Jacques, but I knew I was practically running my own private special-forces unit out of a bunker in the center of the city.

The local police knew it too.

I hadn’t had a conversation with them about it.

I reached the Cedar Hotel before rush hour set in.

My eyes fell on the glovebox. Every one of my employees and drivers had access to a firearm for self-protection. Fully licensed and legal from the car itself. St. Jacques hadn’t always been a shining star of progress and wealth.

In a lot of ways, it still wasn’t.

The fact that taking a gun actively felt riskier made me laugh. I slid out of the sedan, kept my hands out of my pockets, and strolled into the refurbished lobby of the hotel. The guy behind the desk’s eyes widened at my appearance.

I found my bodyguard sitting beside a girl who barely looked like she was in her mid-twenties. Her clothes weren’t fashionable—they were baggy and reminded me of the hippie craze that had reemerged a few years ago. Hooped earrings hung from her ears. She didn’t have the kind of features that stood out to me.

She looked relaxed. Her hands were hidden by the satchel in her lap.

Kasper’s date had a gun on me. She chatted airily to Kasper, and if I’d been anyone else, I would’ve found it very difficult to make her as a dealer or a courier. Her aura glittered with the clean edges of a disciplined, controlled mind. It had a different texture to Kasper’s, but it had more similarities than I’d expected.

She brushed a curl behind her ear and mirth colored the air.

I strolled over to join the two of them with a causal, rolling stride.

My hands stayed in easy sight. I gave the girl no reason to pull the trigger.

I doubted she had anything that could hurt me. But I liked passing as a regular human. The situation almost wanted to make me laugh.

Eight weeks ago this would’ve been insanely dangerous.

Now I was worried about optics and being outed as inhuman.

“That’s far enough, handsome,” the girl drawled.

I caught a light South American accent in her voice and came to a slow stop.

“David Montague, in the flesh,” she murmured. “Now what do you want with little old me? Why did you send a hitman knockoff to follow me?”

“In my defense, it was his idea.”

“Kasper,” the girl chided. “You didn’t tell me that.”

The Friendly Ghost shot me a filthy look.

I fought to keep the smile off my face.

My head of security had a crush.

“Well, that makes things more interesting. I’ve got pretty men crawling all over me looking for a piece. Kasper said that you were interested in one of my clients.” The girl clicked her tongue. “My clients are the kind of people that I don’t like to discuss in the open.”

“Or at all, if you can help it,” I guessed.

She flashed me a pretty smile.

“Fellow professionals. It’s nice to run into them from time to time.”

“It is,” I agreed. “Let’s talk business.”

“I’m all ears. I hear you’ve got deep pockets.”

“You run the designer drugs from the Cayman lab to Durstin. Personally.”

She didn’t so much as flinch, but her aura flared up like an emergency light.

“That’s a very serious accusation, Mr. Montague,” she replied smoothly.

“Call me David,” I told her pleasantly.

“Whatever you’d like,” the girl said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I have it on good authority that you do. Neither of us want the police involved. I can’t imagine that you care for Durstin all that much, and I’d like to offer you a fairly large sum of money to substitute out his usual medication with something more benign.”

She barked a sudden laugh of genuine mirth.

“Are you going to hold your hands over a crystal ball next?”

“He left it in the car,” Kasper said in a stage whisper.

“You seem like a reasonable man, David,” the girl said. “But you’re so far removed from reality that you think people can just pull off miracles. Kasper’s good, but he doesn’t know these streets like I do. He came in overconfident, and it cost him.”

Kasper leaned back and scratched his neck.

I knew the sign.

It looked sheepish, but it meant false sense of security.

“Well, they don’t call him the Friendly Ghost for nothing,” I said. “Are you a 9 or .38 kinda girl?”

More alarm washed through her aura. She shifted her hands just a little.

Probably to get a better grip on the pistol she had inside the bag.

“I won’t give you the usual corporate line of bullshit that we’re the same and I know what you’re going through and if you just worked for me, your life will change,” I told her. “You’ve got a gun on me right now, inside that bag. You’re trying your hardest not to look at the car outside and the distance to the door.”

I half-turned and gestured at the lobbyist.

“Panic button? How long until the police respond?”

I nodded up to the cameras blinking above.

“Facial recognition technology? How far are you going to have to go before they stop chasing you? Is Kasper good enough to get that gun off you and stop you from drilling me between the eyes?”

I strode forward, watched her stiffen, and made a show of opening my jacket as I sat down. My waistband was clear, and there weren’t any guns slung under my arm. A quick tug on my pants showed her clear ankles, too.

“Tell me how I’m going so far,” I said.

The girl lifted her chin.

“Pretty good,” she said in a neutral tone. “I like .45s.”

“No wonder you and Kasper get along so well.”

“You’ve heard that thing about cornered animals, right?”

“I have. I’ve been on both sides, and I don’t like how it feels.” I nodded to my bodyguard. “I’m guessing this place was your idea. Not his?”

“He actually warned me against it. I thought it was because he had history here.”

“I own the building.”

“So why wouldn’t he try to bring me here in the first place?”

“Because he wanted you to think that you had control of the situation.”

A burst of sudden horror rolled through her aura.

I spoke up before she could do anything rash.

“I’m not asking you to risk your credibility. Durstin’s convinced that he’s untouchable, and if I wanted him dead, trust me. I wouldn’t be here talking to you.”

“You tagged me last night.”

I nodded.

“It was smooth. I didn’t see you.”

“My people are professionals. Like you.”

The girl hesitated. Tension radiated out of her like a wave.

She had no idea whether or not we could be trusted.

But she liked Kasper. I could see that much. Whether or not it was pure animal attraction or something else was still up for debate. But there was regret in her aura. She was trying to work her way up to find an angle to squeeze out and leave all of this behind.

I didn’t believe in forcing people into corners. Not if they hadn’t swung at me first.

“If you want out, we’re not going to push you,” I said. “All we ask is that you bail and you bail fast.” 

I gestured to the doors.

“I’ll purge the cameras. They won’t know you were here. You’re free to go at any time.” I smiled at her. “You have my word.”

“Nothing personal. But a billionaire’s word doesn’t mean shit to me.”

“I wouldn’t expect it to,” I said. “I know whom you have to deal with.”

Those words struck a chord.

Durstin really wasn’t good at making friends.

The girl stared at me for a long few seconds. She couldn’t read auras, but I could tell that she had a seriously good radar for people. It was in the ease of her manner. Her clothes weren’t expensive. They helped her blend into crowds rather than stand out from them.

Everything about her should’ve been boring. Unnoticeable.

But to the eye of a professional, that was a sign of serious talent.

“Tell me exactly what you have in mind,” the girl said.

“Two requests before we get started,” I said.

“You ask a lot, don’t you?”

“I like to be thorough. I’d like to know your name. And if I can do anything else to make you feel a little more comfortable.” 

“Very accommodating of you,” she snarked. “I’m Catalina.”

No flicker showed up in her aura. She was telling the truth.

“I deal with one person at a time,” Catalina said.

Kasper met my eye.

I didn’t have to say anything. He rose up with liquid grace and the car keys when I tossed them to him. He moved like some kind of jungle cat and vanished outside without another word. Catalina’s eyes watched his retreat with a genuine pigment of appreciation.

The Friendly Ghost had been a gentleman.

I hadn’t taken my head of security as the kind of guy who concerned himself with ladies on the job. I told myself to give him a hard time about it later and focused all of my attention on the girl sitting in the lobby of my hotel.

“You’ve got him well-trained,” Catalina commented.

“He’s the guy who trained me. So it’s the other way around.”

“Bullshit,” she scoffed.

“Think what you like,” I said. “I’d be an idiot to work with people who are experts in their field and not listen to what they have to say. You’ve got me alone. Would you mind taking your hand off the gun?”

She withdrew her hands from the bag.

Catalina didn’t quite manage to muffle the audible click of a safety.

“You’re not like the others,” she said.

“Billionaires?”

“They don’t go anywhere without a small army of steroid-sucking meatheads with trigger fingers,” Catalina agreed. “Kasper’s nothing like that. And you came here alone. Having a gun pointed at you doesn’t bother you. Which means it either happens all the time, or you’re real confident in whatever body armor you’re wearing.”

“Take your pick.”

“I’ll go with having balls of steel. Just to butter you up.”

She wasn’t scared of me. Just very, very wary.

“I need you to swap out Durstin’s usual drugs for others. I’ve got a variety outside in the car. I don’t know when you’re scheduled to deliver them, but I’ve got a gut feeling that you like to stay stocked up ahead of time.”

“Spoken like a true dealer.”

“I work in transporting goods. There’s a surprising amount of crossover.”

“I love how you say work in,” Catalina laughed. “Like you don’t own all of it.”

“I own pieces. And I like to stay busy.”

“Apparently not busy enough to want to mess with Durstin.” She folded one knee over the other. “What are you swapping it out for?”

“Different kind of narcotic. A tranquilizer.”

“Why would you want him asleep?”

“I don’t know about your affiliations, Catalina, so I hope you won’t take it personally if I keep some of the details to myself.”

“And you had to go and ruin it, just when things were getting interesting.”

“It’s not about ruining anything. I have no idea what you’re planning on doing after this. I’m not going to kill Durstin, but I’m about to bring some serious heat down on his organization and push some of his friends to decide how much they care about him.”

Catalina’s eyes widened a fraction.

Her aura sizzled with excitement.

She wanted a piece of whatever we were doing.

Which meant that my earlier guess about Durstin was right. She didn’t like him.

“Which friends?”

I considered the pros and cons of the situation as quickly as I could. Catalina could’ve been a plant, but she struck me as an independent contractor. Kasper wasn’t the kind to try and bring me down using a catspaw for immediate profit. The girl in front of me was exactly who she appeared to be.

Someone who’d pushed her way off the streets and into the big leagues.

She was a criminal. An efficient, pretty, serious-minded criminal with aspirations.

Her billionaire comments pointed to an issue with people with wealth.

Telling her what I had in mind was dangerous.

That kind of information could be bought. I needed Catalina on this operation to make it look natural and smooth and set the trap correctly.

“His friends at Athena. And another guy called Wickerman.”

A flash of curiosity colored with apprehension touched her aura.

She knew who I was talking about. She’d had personal contact with them.

“How is doping up Durstin and his groupies going to help with that?”

“I think that they’re expecting me to walk in there and talk to him.”

“It doesn’t sound like you’re very interested in talking.”

“I’m not. I’m more interested in talking to his friends.”

“You seem to know who you’re dealing with. What I’m interested in is how you’re going to protect my interests if this all goes to shit. Because you’re asking me to skip my due diligence and piss off my best customer.”

“Money’s not a problem.”

“It never seems to be for you people.”

I smiled.

“How about a job instead?”

“I heard on the grapevine that you were straight as an arrow. No drugs.”

“They were right about that.”

“So what would you want with a street-level pusher like me? What is it that you think that I can bring to your organization?”

I hadn’t done a personal interview like this in years.

It felt surreal. Catalina played hardball.

“I can butter you up, if you’d like.”

“Skip the bullshit,” she assured me. “I can smell it a mile away.”

“Street knowledge of St. Jacques is something that’s always helpful. I like to have an ear to the ground, so I know what’s going on. Who I’m dealing with, who’s crooked and who’s not. You said it yourself—you’ve got a good nose for bullshit.”

Catalina leaned back on her sofa and studied me with dark eyes.

“You’re not worried that I’m just going to clean you out and run for it?”

“You strike me as a pragmatic kind of woman. Golden goose, eggs? You’re considering my offer. You don’t bring Durstin his dick pills because you like it. You do it because it’s a steady paycheck, relatively low risk, and you’re good at it.”

Catalina muttered something in Spanish under her breath.

“I needed a change in career anyway,” she said finally. “This gig is giving me too many gray hairs. Fuck it, I’m in.”

She rose from her chair. I slid up to my feet.

No ill intentions moved through her aura.

We traded grips. Catalina had a handshake like a vice.

“Show me what you need me to do.”
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Kasper briefed Catalina in the car.

Our new recruit rode shotgun. I sat in the back and watched the two of them bounce off each other. A flick through my Key’s new alerts told me that the geeks in the Rabbit Hole had closed in on Durstin’s latest habits and his new location.

They’d also found a suspiciously-high presence of black SUVs.

Carla had left me a playful message about not even staying for breakfast.

Catalina punched Kasper playfully in the shoulder and focused me back on the conversation happening in real-time.

“Big, strong man like you should really look into it,” she insisted.

Kasper made a show of rubbing his shoulder. His aura flickered appreciatively at the contact. I forced my face to stay neutral, but all I wanted to do was grin from ear to ear.

I could see their auras melding together. Slipping back and forth, teasing.

I’d never thought I’d see Kasper actively engaging in anything other than serious business or shit-talk. My head of security had found his match.

“I’m not doing yoga,” he said. “No matter how hard you hit me.”

“Why? You afraid that you’ll grow a vagina or something?”

“I prefer my yoga sweaty, hot, full-contact, and with men on thick mats.”

Catalina rolled her eyes.

“Have you killed a small animal today to make sure your testosterone levels are safe?”

“You know, I haven’t. If you see a racoon, sing out. My quotas are down.”

Catalina turned to look at me with a grin.

“I’ve got your payload. What exactly is the plan here?”

“You’re our delivery system,” I said. “Do everything as normally as you can. Walk through, drop off the package, and skedaddle. We wait until the party starts to fall asleep, and see what happens next.”

“Durstin always makes sure other people hit first.”

“Then let him. He panics, hits the alarms, and we see what his response is like.”

“Where is he?” Kasper asked. “I took people off him to prepare for this op.”

“Country club,” Catalina said. “That was the last conversation I had with his people.”

“Which one?” my bodyguard asked.

“White Birches,” I supplied.

Catalina bit back a laugh.

“You don’t need me here at all, do you?”

“We know where to find him. Getting access without arousing any suspicion is the trick,” Kasper said. “And for that, you’re indispensable. My employer here is pretty much radioactive where Durstin is concerned. And I can only blend in with thugs.”

“I think you’re selling yourself short, Kasp,” Catalina told him. “You blindsided me with the homeless bit pretty well.”

“Different environment,” he countered.

Catalina opened her mouth to jab back.

“What kind of security net are we looking at?” I interrupted. “I know he’s got his usual friendly neighborhood assassins sticking to him like glue. But I want to know about the people on the fringes. The ones who are watching from a distance.”

“I don’t see many of them. There are guys in black SUVs in the parking lot. They’re usually the ones that I notice first.” Catalina frowned. “There’s cameras, metal detectors, pretty standard airport security.”

“So long as we do this right, none of it should be a problem,” I said.

“About that,” Kasper said. “You said that you wanted to draw out the CIA. We’re going to get their contractors. Wickerman won’t be anywhere close to Durstin when you slip him the tranqs. How were you planning on putting pressure on him?”

“How do you think?” I asked.

“Well, if I were a betting man, I’d say that you’d have a few well-paid individuals watching him with recording equipment. Maybe a way to break into his personal networks and find out just how dirty he really is.” Kasper’s teeth flashed into a smile in the rear-view mirror. “But that sounds like it needs a delicate touch. Refinement.”

“Which is why I’m putting someone unassuming in charge of it.”

“Well, that rules out the three of us.”

“I’m unassuming,” Catalina countered.

“Not to us, you’re not,” Kasper replied with a laugh. “Who’s on Wickerman, then?”

“Ideally, Athena,” I said. “But there’s no way to guarantee any of that. I need to know the connection between the two of them and I need to chase down Athena personally.”

“Just so I’ve got this straight,” Catalina interrupted. “You hunted me down to swap out Durstin’s drugs. You want to tranquilize him enough that he hits a panic button and calls in help.” She poked Kasper’s shoulder. “Then he’s going to swoop in and get an idea of what CIA guys are keeping tabs on him. You’re triggering the trap to figure out what kind of payload it has.”

“That’s right,” I agreed.

“Okay, but now you’re saying that there’s a third layer around that?”

“And that’s the important one.”

“So someone’s watching and guiding the CIA. The CIA?”

“Everyone’s got to get paid somehow,” Kasper said. “The government pays like shit, but it can be useful when it comes to acquiring skills. You give a small circle of people access to surveillance, understanding of human psychology, and just a little oversight, and they’ll still be trying to turn a personal profit.”

“Spoken like someone who knows the game.”

“I’ve been around the block once or twice,” he agreed. “Who do you want on Wickerman?”

“Ideally, one of the Rabbit Hole guys,” I said. “Know anyone who can get close to Wickerman and tag him before he realizes what’s going on?”

“Wickerman knows that he’s screwed up your professional relationship. He’s going to be looking for a familiar face, or anyone that looks like they’re tied to you.”

I thought for a minute while Kasper took us further north in the city.

Catalina’s aura flickered with pure awe. The look reminded me of someone who’d just narrowly missed getting hit by a bus and being asked if she wanted a ride afterward. The thought triggered a light bulb in my head.

“Wickerman’s smart. He’s an institutionalized agency guy.”

“Former military officer, too, but yes.”

“What’s something that neither of them could resist?”

“If you’re banking on sex, drugs, or rock and roll, you’ll have to look elsewhere. I’ve seen Wickerman’s file in the Rabbit Hole, and the guy probably only gets off to reading his secretary’s dirty emails to her boyfriend. Surveillance and information and being the guy who gets to pull the trigger on an op is all he lives for.”

I nodded.

“So what if one of my primary sources of information and research were to defect?”

“You’re talking about trying to psyop the CIA.”

“They’ll take precautions. They’ll have to. But if we give them someone like Hughie or Eliot and start feeding them what they think is the answer to all their problems?”

“Hook, line, and sinker. Jesus, boss, that’s risky.”

“But it gives us Wickerman on a platter.”

“R&D personnel are too big of an asset to risk if something goes wrong,” Kasper countered. “And, unless I’m reading the situation wrong, you want to try and pull this immediately after or parallel to the Durstin op.”

“Pretty much. I want self-interest on everyone’s mind.”

“Layers within layers within layers,” Catalina muttered. “You said there’s someone watching the CIA and pulling their strings. Is that the person that you want?”

“It is.”

“What does she want with you?”

“I’m pretty sure that she wants me dead. And I’d rather bring her to the negotiating table, because I’ve got bigger fish to fry when this is all over.”

“So she wants you?”

“She wants the Seed,” Kasper said slowly.

“I did tell her we had it contained. I’ve got ten bucks that says she can sense it if we take it out of the Bullseye. Pair that with the Bolt, and she’s going to have to move against me. Two birds with one stone, etc.”

Catalina’s gaze flicked between Kasper and me.

“What did I just get caught up in?” she asked.

“Interspecies war,” I said.

Her mouth dropped open.

“Wait, that whole stunt you pulled at the Gala. The nutcases were right about that?”

“Aliens walk amongst us,” Kasper said in a gravelly, movie-trailer voice. “Humanity teeters. And the only thing standing between total extinction is one billionaire, his trusty sidekick, and more money than God.”

I laughed.

Catalina didn’t.

“Take this as a sign of trust,” Kasper advised her. “He usually isn’t so talkative around new recruits.”

“I’m getting the impression that it doesn’t matter if I know what’s going on or not,” Catalina said quietly. “If you fuck this up, everything goes to shit anyway.”

“That’s how it goes,” I agreed.

She shivered.

“Great. Super-aliens and billionaires.”

Kasper pulled into a one-way cul-de-sac. A small, modest house with a pink bike decorated with tassels laid on the lawn. Morning had well and truly set in. A beady-eyed grandmother smoked a cigarette on the porch of the house.

I couldn’t see her other hand.

My bodyguard handed her a satchel with the substitute drugs I’d taken from R&D. He placed it on the dashboard and gave me a quick glance that told me to sit tight and keep my mouth closed.

I humored him.

“This is your last chance to get out,” Kasper said. “If you take that, we’re relying on you to get it to Durstin. You alert him about any of this, and you’re going to make our lives difficult.” He gave her a warm smile. “Walk away and there’s no hard feelings. Take the job, and I’ll be waiting in the wings to bail you out of trouble if anything happens.”

“Or to take me out if I betray you,” Catalina said.

“I have to protect our interests,” he said.

“Just business, right?” she asked.

“Just business,” he agreed.

Catalina waited a full sixty seconds.

It felt like an entire eternity.

“Okay,” she said. “Cash, understand me? Delivered on completion of the job. I’ll meet you at the Cedar Hotel. Unmarked hundreds. If you’re as professional as you say you are, then we can talk about a signing bonus and what else I can do for you.”

She turned and held out her hand to me.

I shook it with a smile.

“See you tonight,” Catalina said to Kasper.

The courier took the bag from the dash, slung it over her shoulder, and slipped out of the SUV. Kasper checked our flanks as he turned out of the cul-de-sac. I did my own scan of the auras in the neighborhood. Suspicion and tension and anger flickered in their colors, but they were all instinctive knee-jerk reactions.

None of them had the focused intention to do violence.

I waited for Kasper to get into early-morning traffic before I spoke.

“I know some cute little restaurants in the city.”

“I’m going to say this once,” Kasper told me in a frosty tone. “I know you’ve got some fucking weird Idol mojo going. I wouldn’t be surprised if you could smell pheromones or something at this point. But we’re going to proceed with this operation and you’re going to give me shit about her after it’s done. Are we clear?”

He said it right.

No fat. Just sharp and clear with the clear threat of violence in his tone.

“We’re clear,” I agreed. “Until afterward.”

Kasper’s aura visibly relaxed after that.

“Were you serious about moving the Seed above ground?”

“I think it’s the only way that we’re going to flush out Athena.”

“You don’t think she’s stupid enough to come here to St. Jacques?”

“I think she’s smart enough to. Aphrodite told me that we were a lot alike.”

“And you trust her?”

“I like to think that she meant it as a compliment,” I said. “Plain sight is the best place to hide. I’d go straight for the city my greatest enemy was hiding in if I wanted to take something from them. Especially if I’m pulling strings that push him to go overseas and walk into ambushes that are really just bait maneuvers to get me to where I want them to be.”

“So what you’re saying is, she’s insane enough to be hiding here somewhere.”

“And waiting for the right opportunity,” I agreed.

“You want to bait out Wickerman with information.”

“Oh, I’m going to do more than that. I’m going to have Hughie offer him the technology to get out from under her thumb and force Athena to step in. Once they’re done wearing each other down, I’ll stroll in and have a conversation with the two of them.”

Kasper let out a low whistle.

“You think Hughie will be up for that kind of heat?”

“I think that he’d probably like to meet a living Idol in person,” I agreed.

“Alright. This is going to take a lot of moving parts, but I’m with you.”

“We’ve already set up the first domino,” I said. “Now it’s just a matter of dealing with the rest of them. What kind of location do you like for a meeting with Wickerman and Athena?”

“Ideally, somewhere that we own and control.”

“Athena’s going to do her background checks.”

“Which makes things awkward,” my bodyguard agreed. “Then we go for neutral territory, somewhere that disincentivizes a loud response. Everything I heard from Athena makes me think that she likes being in the shadows.”

“That kind of paranoia pushes you not to trust your help, though.”

“It’s risky. Lot of spinning plates at once.”

“That’s why we have the Mk. IV. And our own personal army.”

Kasper chuckled.

“I cut the proper lunatics from our payroll. The others seem solid enough. They’re in hiding, but I made sure that they’re all close enough to logistical centers to be in St Jacques inside of 24 hours. They’re pros and motivated enough to help you.”

“Even after what they saw me do?”

“It’s that or Durstin and blackmail,” Kasper countered. “You don’t go out of your way to crucify some poor bastard on camera and then use fear to try and keep mercs in line. You keep them well-fed, safe from the consequences of their actions, and make sure you have a steady stream of work for them. That’s how this works.”

Kasper accelerated off one of the main arterials toward the Bullseye.

“So, what’s our next stop?” he asked.

“Catalina moves tonight, which means that you are too.”

“We didn’t get to the part where you told me what we were doing with Wickerman’s people. I assumed zeroing them and burying the bodies in the sand bunker was off the cards.”

“Better if you take them alive. If they’re mercs, give them the same package deal as the guys from Greece. If they’re actual agents, de-fang them and send them home with their tails between their legs.”

“Embarrassment. Not fear.”

“It sets the kind of tone that I want,” I said. “Wickerman wants to think that he’s in control of every moving part here. If things get hot, he just falls back into war-dog mode and starts looking for every advantage he can get. Distract him with something to get his balls out of a vice, information that could cripple us, and then push Athena to move against him.”

I shrugged.

“Then I catch an Idol and find out what her deal is with the Asgardians.”

“Just like that,” Kasper snarked. “Simple, straightforward, and easy. Nothing that could go wrong, at all.”

The Bolt sparkled in my chest and sent electricity all the way down to my fingertips.

“It’s going to have to do,” I said. “Hughie said that we might be on a timeline. And I’d hate to keep Sigrid waiting.”
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I stopped in the Bullseye again with my mind turning over ideas.

A quick stop in the Rabbit Hole reminded me that I hadn’t talked to the weapons-grade nerds in the basement in person for weeks. Lachie had a wild look in his eye when I asked him to cook up something to break into a CIA officer’s personal devices wirelessly. The others blasted me with information about a pile of unrelated topics.

I made sure to tell them to put everything into a report for later.

The guys in the Rabbit Hole had their own kind of genius.

But it was their job to find unconnected threads and piece them together. I left Lachie with a project, told him to get a crew together for the task, and then made my way back to R&D. The research floor was bustling with the local talent when I arrived.

The XM1-S was ahead of schedule. Somehow.

Hughie and Eliot met me in an empty operating theater.

My chief engineer looked like he’d finally caught up on sleep since I’d last run into him. His teeth flashed easily through his salt-and-pepper beard. Hughie looked alert, but I couldn’t quite tell how much of it was chemical or willpower-based.

Eliot waved away a small knot of interested lab techs and closed the door behind us.

“Let me guess,” Eliot said. “You’re here for the Mk. IV.”

“It wasn’t at the top of my priority list,” I said, “but I wouldn’t mind taking a look at it once we’re done with this little meeting.”

Hughie studied my face for a long moment.

“Some days I wonder if you’re losing it,” the biologist admitted.

I grinned at him.

“That’s good for what I’m about to ask you to do.”

“You want me to sell you out to the CIA.” Hughie saw my shocked expression and chuckled mirthlessly. “Lachlan messaged me the second that you left the Rabbit Hole. The boy is a little overexcited.”

“Well, you can’t complain about a lack of communication between departments,” Eliot said with a laugh. “At least the right hand knows what the left is doing. I got a memo, too—something about breaking into a man’s communications wirelessly.”

“It’s Wickerman,” I said. “One of the heads of field operations. He’s gone way out beyond the pale, and I’m pretty sure he’s looking to stage a coup against his overlords.”

“Athena,” Hughie said. “The kingpin of the Olympians.”

“That’s her. We need a way to draw her out.”

“And I’m going to be the bait in your trap,” Hughie said. “The irritated, brilliant scientist who finally grows a backbone and sells his employer’s technology to the American government in return for immunity and recognition for his services.”

Wry amusement flickered through his aura.

I didn’t see any frustration or vindictiveness.

Hughie had already made up his mind about the situation.

“It sounds like you’ve already been rehearsing your lines,” I said.

“I could’ve made it in Hollywood if not for the hip,” Hughie told me. “It was either drama or molecular bioengineering. I assume you’ve already talked with your favorite trigger-puller about the situation and he’s made his thoughts clear about it.”

“He’s not going to be the one watching over you,” I told him.

Hughie fought hard to keep a sudden bolt of concern away from his face.

The scientist might not have had a lot of love for Kasper, but he respected his abilities enough to be concerned to hear that my bodyguard wouldn’t be around to save his hide.

“I will be,” I said.

Relief flushed into his aura followed by more concern.

I tried not to laugh at Eliot’s smirk.

“You’ll forgive me if that doesn’t fill me with confidence,” Hughie said.

“What do you mean? I’ve gotten everyone out alive so far.”

“So far,” he echoed. “And your property damage radius isn’t exactly small.”

“I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that,” I said.

“It always comes to that. Look at Manhattan—”

“Hugh,” Eliot interrupted. “I don’t know if you’ve looked at a mirror lately, but most of the reason that David is still alive is thanks to your brain. He’s not overlooking your accomplishments, and I’m sure he wouldn’t risk anyone’s safety unless it was absolutely necessary. In fact, I’d see it as a compliment. That he considers you the crown jewel in his entire company and the one thing that’s going to draw out Athena.”

Eliot’s little speech didn’t exactly cheer up my head scientist.

“There’s so much that can go wrong,” Hughie said.

I nodded.

“Eliot’s right, though. We need something absolutely priceless to get Wickerman’s attention. Anything smaller or less interesting and he won’t bite. You’ll have to feed his ego. Make sure that he understands exactly what he’s getting hold of.”

“Lachlan said something about bringing anti-Idol tech with me.”

“Play it up,” I said. “Tell him that you’ve been working on a weapon to kill me with, and that it’s the prototype. That’s the kind of thing that he’s not going to be able to ignore. And hopefully Athena’s already inside his comms, and she buys it, too.”

“So you’re asking me to deceive a millenniums-old superhuman and a CIA officer, risk being killed by both of them and their minions, and risk the potential future of the human race purely to give you an opportunity to swoop in with the Hoplite armor and save the day.”

I met his eyes.

“Yep.”

“I’ll get my affairs in order, then.” That wry smile touched his mouth again. He lifted up his cane and jabbed it at Eliot. “Show him the new suit. I need a few hours to think about how I’m going to do this.”

“You’ve got until tomorrow morning,” I told him. “Let me know if I can get you anything.”

“I’ll have a list of demands for you by midnight,” Hughie assured me.

He waved for the two of us to leave him in peace. One last look over his aura told me that he didn’t have anything insane planned. Some small voice in the back of my head told me that I was being paranoid. The Idol instincts told me to trust no-one. That the people around me were useful tools at best, and easy enough to discard.

I knew better. I wouldn’t have gotten this far without Hughie.

Eliot led me out to the Engineering department in R&D.

A single mannequin stood on the lit platform in the center of his workshop. A steel cage kept the different pieces separate. Weapons in sheaths sat around the newest iteration of the Hoplite armor. I saw Gungir in a new configuration. The blade I’d used to fight Ares had been lengthened, sharpened, and the grip of the weapon had changed. A pistol, a rifle, and webbing sat on a separate frame beside the suit.

It was sleek. Silver lines trimmed a matte-black suit of armor.

The full-face helmet still had the same structure of the traditional helmet from Greek warriors. An up-armored left pauldron and bracer carried the Aegis system for disrupting and blocking attacks from any Olympian who wanted to get too close.

I let out a low whistle and glanced at Eliot.

“May I?”

“You’re paying for it,” the engineer said with a laugh.

I stepped up on the platform and walked around and through the different sections of armor. Everything looked stronger and bulkier than the original suit. The underweave with separate sectioned plates had vanished in favor of a full suit of plates intricately stitched together with a light chainmail-like material. I ran my fingers over it.

I could feel how strong it was with just a touch.

“You’ve outdone yourself, Eliot.”

“Well, it wasn’t just me. But I think so, too.” He let out another chuckle and stepped effortlessly up to join me on the platform. “I know you’ve got questions, but let me start you off with the newest additions. We can go from there.”

He pulled out one of the AR15 mags and tossed it to me.

I caught it, turned it over, and found a bullet with a bright orange tip chambered in 5.56. The engineer had gone with redundancy yet again. Most of the security forces in Montague drilled with the most straightforward assault rifle platform every day.

Eliot could’ve built a brand-new weapons system piloted by MAI if he’d wanted to.

But he was future-proofing it. Thinking ahead and taking skill-sets into account.

I slipped a round out of the magazine and inspected it.

“Doesn’t look like a standard anti-Idol round.”

“That’s because it’s a different flavor to the usual blood-tipped one. Everything you threw at that Viking in Manhattan bounced off him. Hughie told me about what you were theorizing last night, and I think that we’ve finally found something that works.”

The engineer couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.

“Magnetized acid?”

“It’s latent until it’s exposed to a certain kind of charge,” Eliot said.

“You coded these to the Bolt?”

“You remember how many tests we put you through,” he said. “It’s not just the rounds. That’s the start of it. The Hoplite Mk. IV V1 is designed to only be pilotable by you. I know Kasper was begging us for an upgrade, and we’re working on a normally-proportioned suit for him.”

I stared at the armor in pure shock.

“How did you even make that work?” I asked.

“The Bolt and your blood and whatever Hephaestus gave you have created a pretty interesting little field around you wherever you walk,” Eliot said. “It’s pretty much magic, so far as I’m concerned, but we simulated the field as best we could and built the suit around it.”

Eliot held out his hand and I handed him back the magazine.

“Try it,” he said.

“You said you magnetized the suit to work around the Bolt. If I let it out I’m going to look like a pincushion.”

“You worked on it until you had precise control,” Eliot said. “I saw you pushing it through your punches. Contact time for a boxer’s punch is something close to 25 milliseconds. You can hit harder and faster than that. You’ve got control.”

Eliot lifted up the loaded magazine.

“Try.”

“What do I do, exactly?” I asked. “Won’t that detonate the round?”

“It’s been made perfectly safe for regular humans,” he assured me.

“It’s still an explosive.”

Eliot grinned at me.

“Now you’re worried about health and safety?”

He had a point. This wasn’t a time to take things slow.

My will touched the teeming mass of pure energy in my chest. I fed it down my left arm, straight into a fingertip, and the air crackled with ozone. I locked my eyes on the first bullet in the magazine. White sparks spilled out of my fingertip. The air around us seemed to turn heavy, almost liquid, and I reached out with the Bolt to touch the bullet.

The round zipped out of the magazine and snapped against my fingertip.

It stayed there like magic.

I exhaled and released my hold on the Bolt.

The round fell into my palm, and Eliot let out a delighted whoop of excitement.

“See?! I told you it would work!”

“How’d you know it was going to—”

“Doesn’t matter!” he crowed. “I’m a genius!”

He spun in an excited half-circle and gestured to the armor around me.

“It’s all coded to you! Pull it in!”

“How do I know what order things go in?”

“You’re smart, you’ll figure it out,” he assured me.

The man’s aura could’ve been a sun. Bright yellow spilled out of his skin like an incandescent lightbulb. The pure, giddy joy was infectious. A smile stretched across my face. I held out my arms either side of me, and sent out searching tendrils of lightning.

Sparks sizzled out from my hand, latched onto the left arm of the suit, and tore it free from its mannequin. The piece of armor zipped through the heavy air and latched onto my arm. Steel met flesh and the armor clicked its way over my arm with the same automatic systems as I’d seen in the Mk. III.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

R&D had left regular science and engineering behind in favor of something far more insane. Hughie had practically admitted to calling the new tech and the Idols magic. I hadn’t really believed him until now. I called out to the other pieces of the armor, one at a time. The chestplate magnetized itself to my chest. I adjusted it until it clicked into place. Arms, legs, gauntlets and pauldrons came next.

I called the helmet last and snatched it out of the air.

I couldn’t wipe the grin off my face.

The Bolt was an awesome power to wield. It could bring godlike creatures to their knees. It was the symbol of authority and strength amongst the Olympians. But my team had found a way to make it power a suit of armor that outstripped anything available to humanity. I pulled the helmet over my head. MAI flickered into life in front of my eyes and gave me incredibly-crisp optics on the world around me.

The suit instinctively connected to the local networks.

“Please don’t tell me that there’s an autopilot,” I said.

“I’ve got no interest in loosing a rogue robot on the Bullseye,” Eliot assured me. “The suit is coded to you. It’s inoperable unless you’re inside it. Notice how heavy it is?”

I could move pretty well, but the weight of the suit was noticeable, even to me.

The Bolt snapped and sparked hungrily inside my chest. I let it burst out through my skin and into the Mk. IV. White sparks lit up the silver strips over the armor, and the weight vanished. I couldn’t tell if it was pure magnetism, some kind of computerized mini-hydraulics, or a combination of the two.

It really didn’t matter.

I lifted up a knee to test the flexibility of the suit.

Everything felt liquid smooth, light, and as if I was piloting my own body.

The HUD gave me indications of everything around me. It’d been built from the ground up to accommodate my heightened senses. Eliot scooted backward as I dropped a hand to the floor and lifted myself up into a handstand to test my balance.

It was perfect. I could’ve held the position for an entire hour.

I spun back up to my feet and shook the platform underneath us.

“You’ve officially outdone yourself, Eliot,” I said.

“The weapons have all been treated with the mag-pellets,” Eliot said.

He lifted the curved blade from its stand and pulled it out of its sheath. Orange stripes zipped up the sides of the matte-black blade and it took me a moment to realize that it was the same compound built into the tips of the new bullets.

“Stick it in, spark it up, and you should be able to cut an angel,” he said. “We haven’t had time to test it on any of the proper Aesir, of course, but the suit’s brimming with the Bolt. You’ve got ranged options, close-range firepower.” He handed me the bandolier heavy with magazines. “We’ve kept the regular Olympian loads too, in case Athena decides to bring a friend or get her hands dirty.”

I bounced one of the hypersonic grenades in my palm for a moment.

“You really do think of everything,” I said.

“I like to think about it as a return on investment,” Eliot said. “The one downside of the suit is that it’s not easy to transport.But it’s got to be kept in a stable environment if you’re not wearing it.”

He gestured upward.

“I fitted out a company truck with the right kind of fields.  I’m fairly sure it can keep going indefinitely, or at least until you find a way to break it.”

“Let’s hope Sigrid finds it difficult.”

“Bring me up to speed on the plan again,” Eliot said.

I lifted the helmet off my head and grinned at him.

“It’d be my pleasure,” I told him.
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“And we have liftoff,” Kasper muttered into the comms.

I settled back in the shotgun side of the custom truck that Eliot had put together for me. Millions of dollars of equipment sat in the back, with enough firepower to fight a self-professed god. My eyes tracked over the gorgeous mansion perched on the outskirts of St Jacques three hundred feet above us.

I’d been watching it for hours and monitoring the guard positions.

The Rabbit Hole had finally dug up a location for where Wickerman had decided to park himself on weekends. The CIA officer had his place in Langley, of course, but consistent interactions with Durstin had meant that Olivia’s father had set him up in one of the company’s properties outside the city.

Wickerman had a small army of goons surrounding the place.

Dog patrols and men with rifles prowled the grounds like they were hunting game.

“How’d she go?”

“Smoothest thing that you’ve ever seen,” Kasper assured me. “In and out. Should be a couple of hours before they start to notice. Already got the CIA types pegged. They’ll probably kick the doors down once Durstin sees one of his groupies drop.”

“Agents or contractors?”

“You get one guess.”

“Contractors. CIA agents are supposed to be overseas.”

“Bingo,” Kasper agreed. “They don’t look like reasonable types.”

“Neither do the teams up here,” I said.

“So, Durstin calls in a party, and what?”

“Hughie’s already at the secondary location with the bait,” I said. “All I have to do is get inside and set the table for when Wickerman decides to come back with his prize.”

“I just want it known that if you trigger any alarms, it’s all over,” Kasper reminded me.

Lachie’s voice joined the comms a second later.

“He’s not going to trigger shit,” the hacker replied.

“You hear that, Kasper? In and out like a ghost.”

My head of security’s voice went muffled, and I heard a door close.

“All done,” Catalina declared. “They didn’t suspect a thing.”

“Lachie, keep me updated on the guard locations,” I said.

“You got it, boss. I’ve already got the drones up and running.”

“Anyone checked in with Hughie?” Eliot chimed in.

“He’s at the meeting with the MK. III. Carla’s got his back, and I’ve got a team watching his back,” Kasper replied. “He’s just waiting for Wickerman to show. I’d say that you have a tight one-hour window, boss.”

“We can make it longer once we muck his network,” Lachie cut in.

I opened up the door of the truck and dropped down to the dewy grass. The last of the daylight had faded from the sky. The verdant property, tall trees, sloped lawns and terraces of Durstin’s spare mansion were lit up with tastefully-angled lights.

It was a hilltop paradise if you had a taste for impossible price ranges.

I made sure that the underweave wasn’t pinching my joints as I moved around to the back of the truck. The doors opened up at a touch of the MasterKey. Static buzzed a little in the air. I stepped effortlessly up into the back of the truck and checked my flanks out of pure instinct.

Nothing. I’d chosen my spot carefully in the trees.

Nobody was going to see me suit up here. Especially not with Lachie jamming any kind of camera signals in the area. The Bolt buzzed through my fingertips, burst out of my skin, and latched onto the armor plates arranged on the walls around me. They leapt to my will, latched onto my body, and whirred together into place. The Bolt magnetized the pieces together, and they auto-adjusted until the Mk. IV was a seamless, impossibly-sleek whole.

I strapped on the webbing, checked the magazines and the grenades.

The AR went over my neck on a sling. My main pistol found a place on a thigh holster. The customized tranq gun I’d used against Durstin’s people a few weeks ago went up onto my waistband. I slung the smaller xipos-style blade over my back and made sure the hilt was easy to access. A smaller combat knife with a mag-pellet load hung off my belt. The third and final pistol went into the small of my back.

It was loaded with anti-Olympian rounds.

I had every tool I needed to kill Idols and humans.

The MAI HUD flickered to life and gave me a real-time display of the guard locations hundreds of yards above me. I slithered silently out of the truck, closed it up with a signal from the MasterKey, and took a moment to make sure a steady stream of power flowed from the Bolt and into the suit.

I felt invincible.

It might’ve been the obscenely-advanced suit.

It might’ve been the flow of supernatural energy in my bloodstream.

Or it might’ve just been the anticipation of a good hunt.

I’d spent most of the day examining the old blueprints and the layout of the grounds. The guards were moving in thorough but predictable patterns. I reached the outermost fence and dropped effortlessly to a knee beside it.

“Lachie,” I said quietly.

“Right here, boss,” the techie replied instantly.

“You want to play spotter?”

“You mean ride shotgun in your suit?”

“I mean, if you’re too busy with the drones—”

My HUD suddenly shifted and my vision diverted to an overhead eye-in-the-sky view. My gut twisted from sudden vertigo as my senses readjusted to the disconnect. I saw myself crouched down in the shadows behind the fence.

“I can switch it to thermal if you’d like,” Lachie offered.

The drone zipped upward. Three red humanoid shapes appeared above my position. My vision shifted back into first-person once again, but the top-down view windowed itself into the corner of my visor. The fence was seven feet tall, solid steel, and spear-like points protruded up from the top of it.

“Electrified?”

“Nope. Just there to look scary. The cameras every hundred yards are a different story, but they’re currently undergoing maintenance.”

“And that hasn’t alerted anyone?”

“The radios are also undergoing maintenance,” Lachie told me.

“And they haven’t twigged to that?”

“Look, I may or may not have poked around their chatter and found a way to feed half-decent replicas of their voices through an AI bot. It’s holding for now, but you probably want to move before they notice anything out of place.”

I caught hold of the bars on the fence. They were an inch and a half thick each.

I tore outward with my hands and effortlessly bowed them into a larger gap.

I didn’t even touch the sides with the armor. Another glance at the overhead view told me that I hadn’t run across any dogs yet. I drew the tranq gun from its holster, ghosted over the well-trimmed grass, and halted beside a bush.

The guard never saw the shot coming.

I put a dart straight into the side of his neck.

The shadowy figure in body armor didn’t even have time to open his mouth and speak into his radio before he dropped nervelessly to the grass. I slipped out from behind the tree, spotted the second guy in his squad, and heard Lachie chuckle. 

“Get to him before he gets his gun?”

The challenge was stupid. I had an easy shot on the guy.

I came out of the trees like an arrow, swift and silent.

“Holy shit—” Lachie began.

If I kept the gas on this hard, I knew that it’d be impossible to stop myself from killing the guy. I slowed myself down at the last possible second, changed levels, and plowed into the guard. His breath shot straight out of his lungs when I drove him into the turf. His eyes bulged two seconds before I put a dart into his shoulder.

His eyes rolled up, and he passed out a second later.

“I was kidding, boss,” Lachie said. “Jesus.”

I lifted my hand and used my HUD to zoom in on the last member of the squad. I shot him in the neck, dropped him onto the grass, and let out a slow breath. The timer in the corner of the screen told me that the entire movement had taken me less than a second and a half.

“Get the radio unit,” Lachie said.

I tore the unit off the sleeping guard’s chest.

“All digital. If they actually went back to using analog, we’d be going in blind.”

“I thought you were already inside their comms?”

“Are you questioning my genius?”

Something beeped on the radio unit, and my audio shifted. Crackling lines of conversation appeared in visualizers over the superimposed red dots on my map. I listened into the conversations. They were terse, sharp, and the tone told me that the mercs weren’t familiar with each other.

I hunted them down.

One at a time.

No amount of trees or terraces or grass could hide them from me.

Lachie kept up a steady stream of encouragement as I went. I shelved the more theatrical tricks and focused on efficiency. I left four more guys unconscious behind me and reached the first series of terraces. One of the hypersonic grenades was enough to drive the dogs insane on their leashes. I put down their handlers quickly and easily and swapped out the loads in the tranq pistol for something lower.

I reached the house in less than ten minutes.

The suit worked flawlessly with small spurts of the Bolt and my own movements. Lachie kept the air clear for me as I reached the front door. The soaring three-storey mansion had taken its cues from Victorian-era styling with a modern twist.

The brickwork wasn’t legitimate. But the furniture was.

I slid inside, over the carpets, and swept every corner I found.

“That is an entire contingent out of action, boss,” Lachie reported.

“How are the others doing?”

“Durstin’s hit the panic button,” Lachie assured me. “Wickerman’s scrambling. He’s blowing Hughie off and making tracks back to the mansion.”

“He’s going to know something’s wrong.”

“And a smart man would bail.”

I relaxed a little and made my way up the first flight of curving stairs. I found a library and a study close to the front and center of the house. A gorgeous, lit-up view of the gardens below spiraled out to the foot of the hill.

The lights of St. Jacques glittered in the distance.

It was the view of a man with power and influence.

A perfect, sniper-like view of the biggest target of all.

Millions of people with money to lose and dreams to chase.

“The computer,” Lachie urged me.

A smooth, curving monitor with an inbuilt system sat in the center of the desk. Cables ran down into the floor in a bunch. The drawers were locked, and I found a hidden pistol underneath the desk. It was a simple .45 with FMJ loads.

Apparently Wickerman believed in keeping things simple.

“Get a handful of those cables for me,” Lachie said.

“I don’t need to splice something into them for you?”

“The Mk. IV is its own kind of wireless system, boss. Just grab hold and make yourself comfortable.”

“Does this thing come with cup-holders, too?”

“You wish it did,” Lachie chuckled. “Please hold.”

It took two minutes for the hacker to put something into the system from the Hoplite suit. I settled down into the chair and listened to him sing along in some kind of techie-language that I didn’t completely understand.

“Panic button has been triggered,” Kasper reported. “Reinforcements are moving in to extract.” His tone was quiet and focused. “Time for a nap, gentlemen.”

“Eliot,” I said. “What’s happening with Hughie?”

“He’s been picked up. Looks like he’s under duress.” Eliot’s tone remained playful. “The team’s letting it happen. They obviously don’t think that he’s in any danger.”

I leaned forward in the chair.

“Lachie, where are we?”

“I’m in control,” he assured me.

“Make sure they think everything here is normal,” I said.

“They might notice the unconscious guards all over the lawn, boss,” Lachie snarked. “But I’ll make sure that the lights are on and the network is unaffected. Are you going to stay put, or move back out and start the party on the driveway?”

“Eliot?”

“Hughie’s tried to resist going with them, and he’s giving Wickerman the illusion that he’s in control.” The engineer paused. “You try and hit them while they’ve got time to react and they might turn Hughie into a hostage.”

“His bodyguards?”

“On their way, but they’re going to take a little longer getting here,” Eliot advised me. “There’s going to be a short window where you don’t have overwatch, and I concur with the kid. You can either stay and surprise them on the way in, or hit them from the back.”

“Surprise deals more psychic damage,” Lachie noted. “But he’ll be expecting something. You can’t just swing the desk chair around and steeple your fingers.”

“It’d look weird in the armor anyway,” I said. “I’ve got a better idea.”

I was glad the armor’s weight profile barely affected my movement.

“Pull up the blueprints from the mansion’s construction,” I said. “And give me eyes on the camera feed inside the building.”

“Already on it,” Lachie assured me. “What am I looking for?”

“You’ll see.”

I managed to squeeze myself into position.

It was dark. Cramped. And not exactly a high-percentage move.

But Lachie had control of the alarms and the sensors. I had a good position.

Now I just needed the right opportunity to leverage it.

It took half an hour before I saw Wickerman’s trio of vehicles pull up. The outside cameras gave me a good idea of who he’d brought with him. Hughie limped along behind the tall, confident Wickerman and threw furtive glances around him. My head of biochemical R&D had a briefcase tucked under his arm.

The Seed. The bait for Athena.

Wickerman’s personal security fanned out around him. They didn’t have the overt body armor and full military kit of the guards whom I’d taken out around the grounds, but every single one of them was on a razor’s edge. They radioed into the network and got the passable AI responses. Confused bursts of information rallied back and forth.

Wickerman had them push into the house and clear the rooms for him.

I watched the thugs sweep every inch of the corridors and rooms.

They even checked underneath the beds for some sign of me.

Lachie patched me into Wickerman’s personal comms once he was inside the house.

“This is a clusterfuck,” the CIA officer snapped.

“What is?” Hughie asked in a pained tone.

“You’d better not fucking know anything about this,” Wickerman warned him.

“Know anything about what?”

“The attack at the Birches. Someone poisoned Durstin’s drug supply, and now I’m getting nothing back from the people that I have on him.” I watched Wickerman draw a service weapon out of his waistband and click off the safety. “This is starting to feel more and more like a setup every fucking second. Dennis! Where the fuck is my security feed?”

“Main office,” his bodyguard radioed back.

I slowed my breathing when the second CIA guy came through the office door in as many minutes and swept it again. I was so close. All I needed was a small movement and I could take him.

I needed Wickerman and Hughie in the same room.

I needed the element of surprise.

And I was pretty confident that I was about to get both.

Ares’s old handler pushed Hughie into the office ten minutes later, jabbed him in the back with the pistol, and shoved the crippled scientist into one of the chairs across from his desk. Wickerman swept the windows, then dropped into his desk chair and logged onto his computer.

“This really isn’t necessary,” Hughie complained. “Listen, just take these as a sign of good will. We can organize the exoneration later, can’t we?”

Hughie really was good at playing a hapless civilian.

Wickerman stared at his computer screen for a second in complete shock.

Lachie burst into hysterical laughter over the comms.

Two words flickered up in my visor, and I realized why.

Look up.
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I couldn’t have asked for a better invitation to join the party.

The Bolt pushed energy into the cracks in the suit, turned it featherweight again, and I released my hold on my hiding place. The supporting beams in the ceiling of the jutting section of the house vanished. I smashed through half an inch of drywall and dropped into the empty space just above Wickerman’s desk.

I drew the tranq gun as I fell.

Hughie’s face twisted with panic in slow motion.

I already had a bead on the first guy beside the door a quarter-second through my fall. The dart hit him in the back of the neck before I landed on Wickerman’s desk and sheared through it like sandpaper. I hit the second guard with a tranq and kicked out.

My foot slammed into Wickerman’s chair and propelled him straight into the window.

The sheer violence of the movement shattered the glass.

I lunged after the toppling chair and screaming CIA agent. I closed a hand around his tie before he could fall out the window. A strangled grunt washed up out of his mouth as the tie went taut around his throat. I slapped the gun onto the carpet, caught hold of Wickerman’s jacket, and effortlessly manhandled him back into the office.

He collapsed into the ruins of his desk, gasping for breath.

Footsteps thundered up and down the stairs outside.

I scooped up the tranq gun, trained it on the doorway, and drew my anti-Olympian pistol with the other hand. Wickerman scrabbled for his own pistol in the wreckage of the desk and heard an insidious click.

Hughie smiled unpleasantly at the CIA agent.

“I believe you call this checkmate,” the scientist said.

“What the fuck is that?” Wickerman demanded.

His voice cracked.

“That is what I’ve really been working on,” Hughie said. “A weapons system capable of killing the enemies of the one creature who’s pulling on your strings. Would you mind?”

I kicked Hughie’s cane up to his hand and strode past the remains of the desk.

“Keep an eye on him,” I said.

The Mk. IV even tuned my voice to turn it into a demonic growl.

“Montague?!” Wickerman sputtered.

I took up a position beside the door.

“Call your dogs off,” I said. “Enough of them are going to wake up with headaches tomorrow. You can spare the rest of them the hazard pay and worry more about what you’re going to do with Durstin’s detail.”

“I knew it,” Wickerman muttered. “Fucking set up.”

“And you were still stupid enough to walk straight into it,” Hughie agreed.

“Call them off,” I repeated.

Wickerman lifted up his wrist to his mouth.

“Stand down,” he said. “We’re made.”

“Sir?” one of them rallied back.

“The situation is being handled,” Wickerman snapped. “Stand down.”

The footsteps from the stairs slowed down. I didn’t relax for a second. Lachie’s access to the camera feeds told me that Wickerman’s men had taken tactical positions in the rooms adjacent to the office. They hadn’t brought breaching tools with them, and they were in for a world of hurt if they tried to bust in without warning.

Wickerman crawled until his back was to the wall.

He studied Hughie’s rock-steady grip on the weapon.

“Gotta say, doc, you didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who knew his way around a piece.” The CIA guy slid appreciation into his tone. “He really does have you well-trained, doesn’t he?”

I could already sense that Wickerman was fishing.

He was a rat caught in a trap and trying to escape any way he could.

“You seem to be operating under the mistaken assumption that anything I told you earlier this evening was true,” Hughie said.

“So you don’t actually hate him. What he makes you do.”

“He’s given me something that Central Intelligence or any pharmaceutical company on the planet has thus far failed to deliver,” Hughie said.

“Ah, so you do have a price,” Wickerman hedged.

Hughie’s smile turned downright ugly.

Wickerman’s aura suddenly flickered with genuine concern.

He didn’t know who he was dealing with.

“What is it that you want?” Wickerman asked. “I’m sure we can work something out.”

“A challenge,” Hughie said. “Your organization reached out to me a long time ago. People adjacent to yours, at any rate. They wanted to know if I could design a chemical agent that could simulate low-grade amnesia for extended periods of time.”

“That sounds impossible.”

“It’s not impossible. It’s simple. What I took issue with were the greasy little soldiers like you. Not the men who fight and die on the whims of their war dog masters. No. It was the suits. The psychology major wannabes who would tell you that you were saving the world while they fucked your wife.”

Hughie nodded to Wickerman.

“People like you.”

“And you’re trying to tell me that Montague is any different? Look at him. He fucking does whatever he wants, laws be damned. He used you as fucking bait, Hugh. He doesn’t give a shit about you any more than whoever hurt you did.”

Hughie barked a laugh.

“Would any of your men honestly tell me that you’d wait for an entire hour in a ceiling cavity just to spring to their rescue? Would they tell me that you value your expertise and your time? Would they say that you give them their due recognition for their work?”

Wickerman’s mouth closed into a small line, and he stared daggers at the scientist.

“No. They wouldn’t,” Hughie said. “That’s why he has my loyalty. It’s not the money. It’s that he asks me for the improbable and the expensive. He gives me challenges that you seem allergic to making known to the public.”

“Because they’d collapse!” Wickerman protested. “You know how stupid they are! If they really knew that there were gods calling the shots and provoking wars, how do you think they’d react?”

“We won’t know. Because you haven’t given them the opportunity to know.”

“You expose any of this, you lose the last pieces of leverage that you have.” I could tell Wickerman was talking directly to me. “I won’t be able to protect you anymore. The full might of Uncle Sam will come down on your ass and fuck you until you puke.”

I could see something in his aura.

It was too controlled. The earlier panic had faded.

He was bargaining. Negotiating.

Buying time.

“Lachie,” I said. “I need all eyes on the perimeter.”

“Roger, boss. What am I looking for?”

“Athena. Or superhuman homeless people.”

“Okay,” he said doubtfully. “Here?”

“Believe it.”

The techie vanished into the task I gave him without another word. 

Wickerman’s eyes flickered between Hughie’s gun and my suit of armor.

I could see him doing math. It was written all over his intentions.

“Did you call in your handler?” I asked.

“What makes you think that I’ve got a handler?” he scoffed.

“Athena gave you Ares as a weapon. You got to be the handler of an out-of-control berserker. But she didn’t trust you with everything. She spread out the responsibility and told you to call her if things went to shit.”

Wickerman’s aura flickered while he searched for a way to lie.

“Did you call her?” I asked.

“You think I’d do something that stupid?” he demanded.

Terror washed through his aura.

I knew the look, and I knew the colors.

Wickerman had suddenly realized what it was like to be a potential casualty in a clash of proverbial titans. It’d been fine when he’d been safe behind thick concrete walls underground, or miles away from the splash zone.

It was about to happen right in front of him.

And he didn’t want to be anywhere near the action.

“What’s her ETA?” Hughie pressed.

“Who said anything about calling her?” Wickerman demanded.

“You did,” I said. “I know when you’re lying.”

Wickerman stared at me for a full second.

“She was right about you,” the CIA chief said. “You really are one of them.”

“We’ve got a chopper inbound, boss,” Lachie reported. “Violating local airspace and causing some concern in the area. Police are being called, but I’m not sure the complaints are going to land.”

“Anything on the ground?”

“I’ll get back to you on that,” I said.

“Montague, listen to me,” Wickerman said.

I kept my eyes on the hallway. I knew that Hughie could handle a firearm. The scientist was brilliant. But he didn’t have the same tactical training that the rest of the bodyguard squad did.

If Athena was on her way and she wanted the Seed, I wasn’t just going to let her take it. And I wasn’t about to leave it alone with Wickerman or Hughie. I needed to clear out Wickerman’s backup, get them out of the way of my own people, and fortify the mansion.

“I cannot be here when she shows up,” Wickerman said. “Things are going to go nuclear. The two of us in the same place is going to bring America to its knees.”

Hughie barked out a laugh.

“You really think you’re that important?”

“I get it, Hugh, you’re a smart guy. But I know people and I know optics. If there’s any trace of the two of us together and it leaks—” Wickerman shook his head. “We’re talking civil war. Complete breakdown of social order. Do you really want that on your conscience?”

“David,” Hughie interrupted. “Can I shoot him?”

I considered the point seriously for a second.

“It’s his gun, there’s already signs of a break-in,” I said. “There might not be much left of this place if Athena decides to come in weapons-hot. I don’t think anyone is going to buy a suicide, given his psychological profile.”

“You’re worrying about legalities now?” Hughie demanded.

I could practically feel Ares whispering to me to kill the guy.

“You’re a scientist and a doctor, Hughie,” I said. “Not a killer.”

My head boffin licked his lips.

His aura wasn’t particularly stable. The genius cripple was pissed off beyond belief. Something had happened in his past, something that was only coming up now. I didn’t know exactly what it was, but we didn’t have time for group therapy, either.

“You let him walk, he’ll ruin you,” Hughie said.

“You kill me, and the entire US government comes down on you like a ton of bricks,” Wickerman fired back. “I am not the kind of enemy that you want, Montague.”

“Call your people off,” I said.

“Fuck that,” Wickerman protested. “There’s no way I’m—”

Hughie cycled a round into the floor beside him.

Wickerman swore and bucked back away from the ruins of the desk.

“My hand slipped,” Hughie told him. “I was aiming for your calf.”

“Montague! Stop him!”

“I always heard that the calf was the most painful leg wound,” I said to Hughie.

“Adrenaline will numb the pain. But it’ll sure stop him from playing lacrosse.”

Hughie leaned a little harder on his cane and aimed higher.

Wickerman was caught between a rock and a hard place.

He hadn’t expected to be outed. He’d seen the trap, and he’d still fallen for it. Because he knew that the prize had been worth it. He sure as hell hadn’t expected the Seed as a bargaining chip. With that amount of leverage on the table, he’d gambled.

But he hadn’t put his chips on the right color.

He wasn’t used to playing out in the field anymore.

“Stand down,” Wickerman panted into his wrist mic.

“We’ve got our friends on the driveway now,” Lachie cut in.

“Wickerman. Tell your people to surrender to mine.”

The CIA officer gave the order. I monitored the camera feeds to make sure that they followed suit, and then nodded to Hughie.

“The Seed?” Hughie guessed.

“Leave it here,” I said.

He tilted his head.

“Is that wise?”

“I need a way to talk Athena down. Taking it with you now is just going to readjust her sights to you.” I nodded to Wickerman. “Hughie’s going to take you downstairs. You get in a car, and you follow my people’s orders. That’s the end of it.”

“So you’re not going to kill me?”

“You’ve got your uses,” I said. “He does anything sudden, shoot him in the ass.”

A delighted grin touched Hughie’s face, and he gestured for Wickerman to get up. The men in the hallway were out of the building by the time that Hughie got the captured CIA officer down to the driveway.

The sound of chopper blades rolled overhead.

“It looks like she’s coming in to land on the back lawn,” Lachie said.

I started downstairs at an easy pace and checked the chamber of my rifle.

“How many people did she bring with her?”

“It just looks like the pilot,” Lachie replied.

“There isn’t anyone coming up the driveway?”

“Negatory, boss. No units on the ground.”

“Move the drones out and have them follow the convoy,” I said. “Make sure the boys get Hughie and Wickerman back to the Bullseye in one piece. I’d like to avoid as much trouble as we can.”

I went through the commercial kitchen built into the back of Durstin’s mansion and stepped out onto the back porch. Concrete arches and blankets of ivy hung down above my head. Bright lights spilled out from a chopper and waves of wind buffeted the perfectly-kept grass. My HUD zoomed in on the chopper.

The prickle of sensation on the back of my neck was enough to warn me that Athena was here in person. A single figure alighted from the back of the helicopter and set off all kinds of alarms on my HUD and in the back of my brain.

Athena had brought a full set of tactical armor with her.

A full-face mask of some kind enveloped her head. Her hair was tied back into a warrior’s braid. She hadn’t brought any firearms with her. A long, curved saber hung from one hip, and some kind of strange cloak hung down from one shoulder to cover up her nondominant hand.

I couldn’t see her face.

But it was clear to me that she hadn’t come here to negotiate.

She gestured to the chopper behind her as she stepped clear of the blades.

I made sure my hands were tucked into my webbing. I didn’t move off the porch. The chopper lifted itself up off the grass and tore back into the sky. Treetops trembled from the pure force of the craft as it shrank up into the sky.

Athena stood statue-still. Her armor emphasized the curves and the muscle in her figure, rather than taking away from it. Her hands stayed away from her weapons, and she flicked her chin to the mansion behind me.

“Is it in there?” she asked.

“You didn’t come here to apologize?” I asked.

“You and I both know that we got to the end of talking.”

“If I’m remembering right, you were the one who decided to shoot first.”

Her audible sigh of irritation made me laugh.

“I do not come here as a pinnacle of wisdom or intelligence, Montague. I came here as a goddess of war. The last of my people who stands free from your influence and your humanity. The last. Pure. God.”

Something trembled in her voice when she said it.

Was Athena afraid of me? Or was she lulling me into a false sense of security?

“I’m open to negotiation, Athena. I always have been.”

“And yet here you are. Using the future of divinity as bait. Plans within plans, wheels within wheels. I thought that I’d insulated myself well enough against you. And then I watched you. Topple house of cards after house of cards. Years of meticulous planning, all for naught. Because you simply refuse to lay down and die.”

“So you came to do it yourself?”

“I came to take what is mine,” she corrected me. “That is all.”
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“I don’t want to fight you, Athena.”

“All evidence to the contrary, Montague. You brought your entire army here to destroy Wickerman.”

“That’s your read on the situation?”

She tilted her head and studied my suit for a moment.

“Wickerman’s still alive,” I told her. “It doesn’t benefit me anything to kill him. There’s no tactical reason to put him in the ground, and he’s about as much use to you as Ares was.”

“You did this to draw me out.”

“I did,” I agreed.

“And you had your smiths forge you a new set of armor. It’s an impressive sight.”

I inclined my head politely at her compliment.

“You’re not so bad yourself. I’ve never seen an Olympian bring their own weapons to a fight.”

“I thought it best to make the investment after Manhattan.”

The thought sent a chill down my spine.

Athena had her own scientists and engineers.

She’d been studying me the same way that I’d studied her people.

“This only ends one of two ways,” Athena told me. “You will give me the Seed and I will leave you alive. Or I will kill you, leave your corpse on the porch of Durstin’s hideaway mansion, and I will take it all the same.”

“That’s how you see this playing out?”

“I have fought the likes of Ares and my father, Montague. You are a mortal.”

“If I’m so easy to kill, why are you standing there talking to me about it?”

“You wish to die?”

“What I want is information about the Aesir. What kind of deal you made with their leader. And why a literal valkyrie tried to take me back to her leader two days ago. My understanding was that the Aesir and the Olympians were sworn enemies. But you allied with them. Just to get rid of me.”

Athena took a step forward.

She tensed, ever so slightly.

“It’s all about the Seed, isn’t it?” I asked. “It can do something for you. It’s going to give you a way to return to your old power.”

Her hand fell to the saber at her side.

“This is your last warning, Montague.”

“I thought you were the goddess of reason,” I said. “Let’s talk this out.”

Athena hesitated for a tiny eternity.

I couldn’t see her aura. But I knew a feint when I saw one.

The millennia-old superhuman chose violence.

I put three rounds into her armor before she got ten yards across the lawn. Bullets ballooned out into bright orange mist, and Athena swam straight through the haze like it wasn’t even there. I lifted a finger off my rifle and sent a crackling strand of electricity out of an armored fingertip.

It impacted the mist and practically turned it sentient. The magnetic material lunged after the Bolt and latched onto the back of Athena’s cape. Her hidden face didn’t turn away from me for a second. The saber appeared in her hand like magic, and she finished closing the effective distance in less than a second.

I sidestepped at the last possible second.

Her blade tore through the concrete pillar an inch beside me. It sliced effortlessly through the foot-thick concrete and sent sparks flying on the other side. I wheeled around, dropped the rifle back onto its strap, and drew my pistol with the smooth, lightning speed of practice and augmented reflex.

It should’ve been fast enough. I’d calculated the distance perfectly.

Apparently Athena didn’t care.

She twisted over a fraction of a second before I could pull the trigger on my anti-Olympian pistol. Her armored boot flared up in a crazy capoeira kick. The gun flew out of my hand. The Idol used her momentum to flow into the next strike. Her cape flicked up toward my face to blind me. I threw myself to the right and turned the back door of the mansion into mulch.

I rolled when I hit the carpet. Her saber cut a razor-thin line into the carpet.

My glove closed around a chunk of the door, and I sent it spinning into her helmet. Athena flicked it contemptuously aside with her dueling cape. It gave the time I needed to find my feet again. I popped one of the hypersonic grenades off my belt, activated it, and let it drop to the floor.

I had to twist a second time to avoid losing an arm. Athena’s blade sheared an inch off one of pauldrons and left white-hot edges in its wake. The burst of hypersonic power washed up out from the sphere underneath her feet. Athena paused just long enough to crush it under a heeled boot.

“Fuck me,” Eliot whispered.

The Idol was unaffected.

I still hadn’t found a weapon that could hold up to hers.

She was too damn fast and precise. I knew that she wasn’t playing around, either. Athena didn’t have the same sadistic glee that Ares and Poseidon carried around with them. She was only interested in finishing me and reclaiming the Seed.

Athena feinted forward, forced me onto my heels, and went for one of my knees next. I swept back, just out of range, and forced her to chase me out of the hallway and into the parlor adjacent to the dining room. My mind raced over my options, again and again, and tried to find a way out of my predicament.

Athena hadn’t even tried to dodge the Bolt.

She’d built her armor to withstand it. And hypersonics.

I wondered if she’d had some of the Aesir forge it for her.

No Bolt, no hypersonics, and the mag-pellets weren’t working.

That left me with training, armor that boosted me up to superhuman levels of reflex and speed, and a sword designed to fight a valkyrie, not the pissed-off Idol in front of me. I backed up a little further, just out of range, and feinted to the right.

Athena followed me.

I feinted to the left.

She stepped to match my movement.

“Then you spin around and do the hokey-pokey,” I said.

Athena lunged forward. I tore the curved cutting blade out of its sheath, sent the Bolt rolling down through it, and deflected her blow as quickly as I could. White electricity blazed down the length of her saber and fizzled out when it hit her gauntlet.

But the sword was still in one piece. That was something.

Athena quickly showed me that I was outclassed in the weaponry front, too.

I spent the next five seconds using everything I’d learned about blades to keep her from piercing my armor. The strips along my sword stayed intact as she drove me back across the carpet. I could move like gymnast if I had to, and I knew my way around a blade.

Athena was on a different level.

And she was guiding me away from the stairs. Which led up to the Seed.

“Say the word, and I’ll call in the cavalry, boss,” Lachie said.

“What cavalry?” I breathed back.

Athena twisted her saber, whipped her cape up to blind me, and flung the sword out of my hand with inhuman dexterity. I planted my feet and did the dumbest thing I could think of. My fingers closed around her cape while she reared back to impale me. I changed levels, felt the saber score my helmet and open up the faceplate, and finally got in close.

I blasted her feet out from under her with a sweep.

Athena abandoned her grip on her saber and caught hold of my shoulder on the way down. Her thighs shot up to clamp me into a triangle from hell. I kept my death grip on her cape, got my feet planted, and lifted her up to slam her into the handrail of the stairs with one hand.

Athena made her first mistake. She went with me and tightened her grip.

My HUD was damaged, and I could feel the metal around my neck compressing inward.

The Bolt surged up from my center, boiled through my carapace, and rolled up into her armor. The white lightning fizzled when it hit the metal plates. Her cape flared up at the touch of the lightning. My free hand went to the back of my belt, and found my last knife. My vision started to go gray.

A tiny memory of Tiana’s kiss in the bar rolled across my mind.

I drove the knife up under Athena’s arm with a vicious uppercut movement.

Sparks flew, lightning boiled, and the goddess let out a metallic whirring sound.

I lifted her up a few more inches, twisted the blade in deeper, and then smashed her down onto the stone rail of the stairs as hard as I could. Our combined weight and armor drove us through inches of polished marble like thin ice. An animalistic snarl ripped out of my throat when I felt the crushing power of her thighs finally start to loosen.

I’d hit something important.

I scrambled over her into mount.

She hit me with a hook from her back that tore half the visor away from my face.

I wrapped up her striking hand, tore it down and across her body, and then drove the knife into her ribs as hard as I could. Lightning and ozone and pure fucked-up-space-magic rolled off me like a tempest.

I found a chink in her armor, and the blade sank into metallic flesh.

Athena reared up and tried to smash her helmet into my face. I used the sudden momentum to my advantage and shot my left leg around the small of her back and caught her midway with an elbow. Her helmet smashed off the stairs behind her. She tried to tear her arm free.

I twisted the knife again, cringed her up into an arch of agony, and then took her back.

Athena let out a frustrated scream and shot her hands up to protect her neck. I wrapped her up in a body triangle to stop her from getting up. My forearm wormed its way closer and closer to her neck.

She was strong enough to keep me from getting the choke.

But I didn’t care about that. I still had a hand free with a knife in it.

I punched the blade back up under her arm without mercy and fed it with a steady stream of electricity. Athena’s entire body went taut as I pumped the Bolt straight under her armor.

I left the knife in her torso, twisted, and pulled another hypersonic grenade off my belt. Athena’s fingers curled painfully into my bracer. I pulled my hand away from her neck and raked my fingers over her visor. My gloves had been ripped up by the close-quarters fight. It punched through her helmet with a crackle of pure power and exposed her to the elements.

I activated the sonic grenade on the stair below us.

Athena’s entire body started to flicker and glitch into crazy patterns.

She’d been wearing a sealed suit to keep the sound out.

I kicked her up and off me, planted my boots in the small of her back, and launched her upward with everything I had in the tank. Athena launched into the air, twisted and stuttered helplessly in the air, and crashed into the ceiling above.

I scooped up the grenade and rolled down the stairs.
The Idol fell and smashed nervelessly into the ruined staircase.

“Tone it back. Just enough to keep her uncomfortable.”

The grenade in my hand lessened in intensity.

Athena’s half-exposed face jittered and flickered a little.

I caught snatches of a steel skeleton underneath.

“You can’t—“ Her voice cut off for a moment, and her facial features rearranged themselves.

“I can’t what?” I asked.

“You can’t do this,” Athena panted. “Just keep fighting us and expecting things to change.”
I stepped a little closer, sat down on the bottom step, and rested my back against the wall.

I was just out of arm’s reach.

“What’s so special about the Seed?” I asked.

“How did you know? That grappling would work?”

I unlatched the helmet from my armor and placed it beside my boot.

“Because it’s stupid and unhinged and human. You don’t risk a straight grappling match with a superhuman. The smart money says to stay on the back foot until I can call in reinforcements or activate a hidden trap.”

Athena fought off another wave of glitching.

“You gambled your life. On stupidity.”

“That’s how this all started, Athena,” I reminded her. “The smart money wasn’t to fight Hermes. Or get into a fistfight with Poseidon. Or go against the CIA and your company and back Durstin into a corner.”

She turned to look at me with a startled look on her face.

“You didn’t get this far without taking risks, either,” I said. “Right?”

“They were calculated. Yours are not. I was never in serious danger fighting against Zeus.”

“That’s because you’re willing to feed others into a meat grinder,” I said.

“It’s good tactics.”

“Maybe for a while,” I agreed. “But if you want to lead people, they have to know that you’re willing to get waist-deep in the mud with them. They have to know that you’d never ask them to do something that you wouldn’t do yourself.”

“You’ve been spending too much time around Aphrodite,” Athena muttered.

“What was your plan? When you got your hands on the Seed?”

“Bring it to me and I’ll show you,” she managed.

I let out a weary chuckle.

“You didn’t have an exit strategy. You didn’t get the chopper to stick around. You didn’t bring any new friends with you. Hell, you didn’t even hire any mercs to come and slow me down. That doesn’t sound like you, if you don’t mind my saying.”

“You have a knife in my breast. And I can barely hold myself together because of you.” Athena fought off another shaking wave of static. “I’d hardly think it’s time to be polite about your manner.”

“Give me your word that you’ll follow my directions.”

Athena barked a laugh and showed me her teeth.

“Never,” she said through a grimace.

“You’ll take death over a truce?”

“I’ll take death over eternal servitude to a mortal,” she spat.

“Weren’t you the one to tell me that gods were the stewards of humanity? That Idols were here to preserve and maintain our species, rather than trying to destroy it?”

“You’re all means to an end,” Athena snapped.

“Meat in a grinder?”

“Fuel for an engine.”

I stared at her.

“What are you talking about?”

Athena shook her head and propped herself up on an elbow. Lachie didn’t need me to ask. He cranked up the pitch on the hypersonics, and Athena fought to keep herself off the stairs. I watched her like a hawk as she reached down to grab the knife buried to the hilt under her arm.

“Don’t do this to me again,” I told her. “Ares did the same. Left me with the Bolt and more questions than answers. Unbend your pride for two seconds, and we can figure out how we’re going to make this work out. You don’t have to die.”

Her hand closed around the hilt of the knife.

I caught hold of her wrist, and she lunged up from the steps like a crazed, wounded panther.

I shoved my forearm into her face, controlled her wrist, and rolled with her down the steps. I landed on my back with her leaning over me. Gray hair tickled my cheek, and her body kept twisting and glitching.

“You’re all. A. Machine,” she whispered hoarsely. “And the Seed is the starter key.”

Golden Ichor dripped out of her ruined mouth and fell into mine.

Blazing pain and boiling lava rolled down my throat and turned my world into pure agony.

Memories and images of Carla, Kasper, and Tiana washed through my memory again.

Unconscious screams rolled up and out of my throat.

I’d fought this pain before. I could survive it again.

I lost consciousness, and the last thing I saw were Athena’s dead eyes staring sightlessly at my face.

The smallest little smirk had quirked up the corner of her mouth.
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I woke up in a hospital bed in the Medical Bay in the Bullseye.

The ECG I’d expected hadn’t been hooked up to my vitals. I opened half an eye and found Carla snoring beside my bedside. Her hair was a mess, her blouse was creased, but she was smiling in her sleep. Her colors were yellow and happy, which wasn’t what I’d expected at all.

I glanced off to the right and found the rest of the room empty. A glass wall let in artificial light from outside, and I saw a handful of Hughie’s boffins rushing around a set of computers.

I glanced down at my body.

The brand I’d gotten from Hephaestus was still there.

The rest of me looked the same. The same scars and the same skin.

I moved as quietly as I could and tried to swing my feet over the edge of the bed.

“Nice try, genius,” Carla said aloud.

A grin split my face.

“You looked a little too happy for someone who’s supposed to be sleepy.”

She dived onto the bed and wrapped an arm around my neck from behind.

Her lips brushed against my ear and she held me close and tight.

“I thought you’d be mad,” I said.

“I watched you get melted by lava, and I saw the video footage of you walking off getting fried to a crisp by Ares,” Carla reminded me. “I’m used to it at this point. You’ll always get up again. Just so long as I’m here to bust your balls about it.”
“I’m guessing you already swept the house?”

“Kasper did,” Carla said. “He retrieved the Seed, and it’s back in Acquisitions.”

I released the pent-up breath I hadn’t even realized that I’d been holding.

“I’m guessing you got everything on camera?”

“Things were a little shaky after she broke your helmet,” Carla said. “But we heard everything.”

She cuddled me a little closer.

“You’re a better person than me,” she whispered.

“I’m really not,” I told her.

“If it was me, I would’ve just ended her and come home,” my girlfriend said seriously. “But you were still trying to save her, all the way up until the end. I don’t know how you do it.”

I reached behind me and found her thigh.

“I’ve got help,” I said.

Carla giggled playfully and shifted until she was sitting close beside me. My clothes had vanished in favor of a pair of trunks and just the touch of her thigh against mine was stirring things up. Carla laid her head against my shoulder and I squeezed her into me.

“Anything happen while I was away?”

“Wickerman is in holding, and he’s not happy about it. He won’t stop threatening people.”

“Durstin?”

“Lachie is keeping tabs on him. Apparently he’s holed himself up in his place out of town, and he’s doubled his security. His stocks have taken a nose dive, and he’s grasping at straws. The CIA contractors that Wickerman put onto him have been released into the wild.”

“Police?”

“Still nothing. I would’ve thought that the FBI and the CIA would be champing at the bit to get a piece of us, but they’re still holding off. My guess is that they’re either putting something together for prosecution or they’re waiting to see how things work out.”

“And our company?”

“Running smoothly enough. Despite everything.”

“Optics?”

“Holding steady. People still don’t know what to make of you. The conspiracy theorists are the only ones making noise about the Manhattan situation. Athena’s company is in free fall, too.” Carla looked up at me.

“I don’t know about you, but I think we won.”

“We’re not done yet,” I said. “I’ve still got commitments to the Aesir.”

“We can’t just vanish? Or wait for them to come to us?”

“I want to meet Sigrid head-on. Show her that I mean business. If I can put her back on her heels, give her the fight that she wants, I’m hoping I don’t have to kill her. And that she can get me a meeting with her boss.” I watched the boffins bustle around the computers. “Athena said something to me before she died. Something about all of humanity being fuel for a bigger machine.”

Carla’s aura flickered with sudden uncertainty and fear.

“What did she mean by that?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But she was willing to risk everything for the Seed. She threw out tactics and good sense to try to kill me herself. It was a last-ditch effort to try and get the upper hand.”

“The Seed is back in holding,” Carla said.

“I might need to take a look at it again.”

“Hughie said that he wanted to run tests on you when he woke up. See what Athena did to your physiology and figure out if it’s affected your chances of beating Sigrid.”

“He’s going to have to wait,” I said. “I need to talk to Wickerman.”

“They’ve got him in holding down in one of the residential apartments.”

I got up from the bed and she came with me.

“I need you to promise me something,” Carla said.

I turned to look at her.

“When you deal with Sigrid, we take some time off.”

I didn’t feel tired. The Bolt and the Ichor in my veins made sure of that.

But I could feel a tiredness of the soul settling in. Carla was right.

“Done,” I said. “Where do you want to go?”

“I was thinking your little love island. I want to meet Aphrodite.”
I hesitated.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Neither is dating the boss, but here I am. Beaches, sea breeze, and cocktails.” She let out a little laugh. “And some physical relief for everyone involved. Maybe we should call Tiana, see if she wants to join in.”

“I doubt she’d be up for that.”

My hindbrain threw up images at me. Aphrodite, Tiana, and Carla all surrounding me in the bed. Naked flesh, moans of pleasure. Perfume and head-spinning orgasms for days at a time. It didn’t feel real, but my surge of sudden animal need told me to seriously consider it.

“The answer is always no until you ask, right?” Carla said.

“If you can convince her, and you’re serious about this, then I’m all for it.”

“Let’s get you some pants, big guy. You’re getting excited.”

I bit back a laugh, and the two of us made our way out of the Medical Wing of the Bullseye. I found a fresh set of clothes waiting for me beside the door along with my MasterKey. I strapped myself up and kissed Carla. She left me to go and talk to my new prisoner.

I made my way down the elevator and used the Key to track Wickerman’s location.

He’d been put up in one of the small, compact living pods that some of my employees and interns used on long stints of work in the Bullseye. I found three of my security team on the door, armed with stun guns, batons, and body armor. They gave me a nod as I arrived and opened the door for me.

Wickerman was in a robe on the sofa with a glass of amber liquor in his hand.

His eyes snapped up to me, and pure hatred colored his aura.

It might’ve been scary if I hadn’t just been in a life-or-death situation with Athena.

The man had power. Influence. He was used to being in charge of things.

I’d taken away two entire teams of mercs from under him and locked him in a comfortable prison cell.

“You look like you’ve made yourself comfortable.”

“Do you have any idea of what you’ve done?”

“From where I’m standing, it looks like I managed to fight my way through an unholy alliance and come out the other side,” I replied. “You can threaten me all you like, but your friends at the Agency haven’t kicked my door down yet. Which makes me think that you’re not as popular as you think you are.”

“They’re waiting for me to check in. People will come looking for me.” He sipped his drink. “And when they do, no amount of superpowers will save you. Uncle Sam will bring hell down on you and your people. I’m going to make sure they do, and I’m going to toast marshmallows off the burning wreck of your life.”

“I’m willing to take that risk,” I replied. “I think you’re all talk.”

“You have no idea whom I’m connected to.”

“I know how you operate,” I said. “You’re just the newest version of Hoover. People don’t work with you because they like you, Wickerman. They work with you because you’ve got dirt on them. Your little billionaire club hasn’t come to your rescue because they’re secretly hoping that they can slide under the radar and I’ll deal with you.”

Sudden doubt washed through his emotions.

“You’ve got a gun to their heads. Fear isn’t a good way to make friends.”

“You’re delusional.”

“And you’re grasping at straws because you think that this is just like everything else you’ve done before,” I countered. “Ares was your favorite attack dog, and Athena made you feel like you were a necessary part of her plan. I took both of them away from you, and that just leaves you with your pet politicians and your friendly neighborhood Illuminati.”

I gestured at the apartment around us.

“Where are they?”

“Once I get out of here—“

I pinned him with a look, and his threat died in his throat.

“I saved your life. I freed you from Ares and Athena. I could let you walk out that door and go back to your job. Do you think you’re going to just walk free after the shit you pulled?” I shook my head. “I’ve got everything you’ve said on camera and audio. All your stateside antics. Kill squads and conspiracy to commit murder. I can link you to Durstin, illegal cashflow, and to the Idols. It’s all there, ready to send out to the public. Or the President.”

Wickerman drained the rest of his glass and put it down on the table.

His mind was racing. Fury and anger and cunning boiled around his colors like a tempest.

“You begged me to spare you,” I reminded him. “This is what that looks like.”

“So, what? I’m just going to be your pet Agency operator now?”

“I trust you about as far as my people can throw you,” I said. “I know if I let you walk, you’re not going to forget this. You’ll go after soft targets because you can’t stand the idea that one of your assets has one over you. You’re never going to stop coming after me.”

“I could be convinced,” he shot back. “We could negotiate.”

“You’re a spy, Wickerman. You lie for a living.”

“So kill me, then,” he challenged. “There’s a reason you kept me alive.”

“There is,” I agreed. “Bait for Athena. But she’s no longer with us.”

He stared at me for a long second in total disbelief.

“You killed her?”

“I would’ve liked to keep her alive. But she made her decision. Which leaves me in a predicament.” I pulled a chair over from the dining table and sat down on it. “Nobody’s going to miss you. You’ve still got enough pull that you can make my life annoying. And you’ve done nothing but threaten my people and threaten me since we pulled your ass out of the fire.”

Wickerman went very still and quiet.

Fear boiled up in his colors.

“I want your handler,” I said. “You’re a big shot, no doubt, but even you’re not stupid enough to pull this kind of shit with the Idols without some kind of oversight. There’s people pulling your strings. You’re not the guy in charge of keeping the Idols a secret. That comes from people way above your pay grade.”

I was fishing.

His aura told me that my guess was on the money.

“Once you’re ready to cooperate, I’ll give you one phone call. You’re going to organize a meet with the powers that be, and we’re going to sit down and talk about what’s going on with the Idols. There are bigger and scarier Idols out there than the Olympians. And they want a slice of me and the rest of humanity.” I nodded to him. “I know how to fight and kill them. If there’s other people like me out there, I want to meet them and coordinate. Because this is beyond your little power games and playing both sides.”

He considered the point for a long second.

The hatred cooled in favor of pure pragmatism.

“You’ll let me live?”

“I don’t see any reason why I shouldn’t. Believe it or not, I’m not really excited about killing. But we’re at war. You know that. You just wanted a share in the profits of it all.” I showed him my teeth. “Make yourself useful, and we’ll see where you wind up after that.”

“Give me a phone.”

“I will. Once I’ve finished talking to the Aesir.”

I stood up and nodded to the bottle of whisky.

“Make yourself comfortable, Wickerman. Think on what I said.”

“This is going to bite you in the ass. Hard. Playing humanity’s savior.”

“It might. It might not. I’m still a free man.”

“You’re not human,” he spat. “You’re just one of them.”

“Then this should be comfortable for you,” I replied.

I left him alone in the apartment, had a quick word with the guards outside to keep an eye on his movements, and went back to R&D. Eliot was waiting for me in the Engineering department. The Mk. IV was back on its stand, the weapons were back in their slots, and four guys were busy working on the Hoplite suit to repair it from the fight with Athena.

“Good to see you’re still alive and kicking,” Eliot said.

He grasped my hand with a crushing grip and pulled me into a hug.

“It’s all thanks to you,” I assured him.

He snorted.

“Sure,” he snarked. “Nothing to do with your superhuman powers.”

“Please tell me that Hughie’s still asleep.”

“He is. That little party last night really took it out of him.”

“Maybe he should get out in the field more often.”

“I’m not sure I could handle the bitching,” Eliot said with a laugh.

“I didn’t give the suit that good of a showing.”

“It wasn’t really designed to fight Athena. Speaking of which.”

He guided me out of his main work area, and I found myself looking into another lab. Athena’s armor had been pulled off her corpse and it was laid out on a table. Another knot of engineers pored over it with scanners and tools. Her saber sat under a microscope, and her scorched dueling cape hung from a chain on the ceiling.

“You recovered it all?”

“Sure did,” Eliot said. “And let me tell you, whoever put this together knew what they were doing.”

I looked over the sleek armor that the Idol had fought me with.

“It’s not Idol technology, is it?”

“It’s a blend. It’s a lot like ours, but I’m pretty sure that it was made by humans. They weren’t using normal Ichor to put it together, though. This looks closer to the stuff we extracted from that Draugr in Manhattan.”

“The Aesir built this?”

“They definitely had something to do with it. It’s practically a self-contained environment in a suit designed to block out the Bolt and hypersonics. I won’t get into the details and bore you with them, but we’re doing everything we can to reverse-engineer it.”

“She had it built to kill me.”

“It looks that way.”

“How much headway have you made?”

“It was put together with human science. And there’s not a piece of gear on this planet that I can’t take apart and put back together.” Eliot leaned against the glass wall of the lab and nodded to Athena’s suit. “Don’t quote me on this, but this suit was built to kill Olympian Idols. And from what I gathered from Sigrid’s little visit, the Aesir seem like they’re designed to be able to destroy the Olympian Idols.”

“Designed?”

Eliot nodded.

“So you’re implying that even the Aesir have a creator of some kind.”

“That’s the impression I’m getting. Always a bigger fish.”

“What are you going to do with it?”

“We’re working on a Mk. V already. Something that has the strengths of both Athena’s plate and still uses the magnetic acid from the Mk. IV’s weapons. That’s going to be your best shot at taking on Sigrid.” Eliot grimaced. “We’re working as fast as we can, but it’s still going to take time before we have the prototypes running correctly.”

“I think Sigrid is willing to wait.”

“Let’s hope so. We’ll need the time.”

I clapped him on the shoulder.

“Send me the bill. I’ll cover it while we figure out how we’re going to take her on.”

He breathed a quick sigh of relief and nodded.

“What are you going to do now?” Eliot asked.

“I’m going to figure out the best place to stage a fight with a valkyrie,” I told him. “We’ll run through Hughie’s tests. And I think we need to take a closer look at the Seed.”

“You’re going to break the seal on it?”

“Athena wanted it for a reason,” I reminded him. “I think it’s about time we found out why.”
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The next two weeks passed by in a blur.

Kasper, Hughie, Eliot, and Carla helped me organize a training routine. My day started at 0400 in the R&D department running tests with the boffins. The biomed guys ran me through more tests than I could count. Physical exercises were the first hurdle. I ran on treadmills until they burned out. I went through oxygen-deprivation meditation sessions. Hughie tested the speed of my reflexes and even the healing factor that I’d picked up from the Ichor in my veins.

I aced everything. Effortlessly.

It didn’t matter how hard I tried to tire myself out, how much they shot me or sliced me up with Ichor-augmented weaponry. My skin and muscles healed themselves faster and faster. I benched progressively higher and higher weights until I found my limits at a full ton. I practiced control of the Bolt for hours, honing the strange field it created around me until I could control it within fractions of a second.

I tested every iteration of the new Mk. V. It ran off a similar system to the Mk. IV, but it was lighter, faster, and somehow even more durable than the original build.

Eliot spliced Ichor from the Draugr and from Athena into the metal.

The Hoplite suit became practically a second skin after a week.

Kasper ran me through the harshest combat drills that he could. He gave me impossible challenges to surmount. Shooting at tiny moving targets with only the briefest amount of time to get a sight picture. I practiced shooting from my back, from a crouch, while on the move, everything. My bodyguard even shipped in some of the best combat instructors he knew in the States.

I worked on my fine motor skills and my control and did everything I could not to hurt them.

Knives. Swords. Spears. Fists. We worked on all of it at different speeds and different intensities.

1000 hours found me back in my office doing the work of a CEO.

There’d been thousands of messages to reply to. Logistics for the company that needed to be fixed, that needed approval. Meetings with clients all over the American continent. I checked in with lawyers and gave them one hell of a scare when I started explaining the situation we’d found ourselves in. Carla worked tirelessly alongside me to make sure that I was in the know about what was important.

I’d fully expected the wolves to come to the door.

We’d broken enough international and domestic laws to put me in prison for consecutive life sentences.

Kidnapping. Operating my own personal army on US soil. Blackmail of government officials.

Nobody from the government contacted me. I didn’t reach out to any senators I knew.

The media stayed quiet about the situation in Manhattan and chalked it up to some kind of foiled terrorist attack. The FBI even had the balls to claim credit for stopping the attack with an experimental unit. The people who had witnessed it quietly dropped their property damage claims. Video clips showed up intermittently on the feeds, but they were dismissed as conspiracy and CGI from a new film.

I let Wickerman stew in his own juices while I focused on what was ahead of me.

Hughie, Eliot, and I all theorized for hours about the structure of the Idol pantheons. Some of it felt like it was on the money, but most of it felt alien and like we were grasping at straws. I contacted Aphrodite on the isle in Greece for guidance. She gave me vague half-answers that didn’t help.

She didn’t know the Aesir. But she promised to give me training if I decided to visit her.

I couldn’t spare the time. She might’ve had answers, but everything I asked her about the weaknesses and the structure of the Aesir pantheon drew a blank. Aphrodite had confidence in my ability to win the fight.

She kept telling me to give in to my instincts. To reject humanity and embrace the god within.

I checked every remote location around the States that I could find. Places that would give Sigrid the impression that she wasn’t about to walk into an ambush. I debated back and forth for hours about the traps we could set and whether or not she’d see them coming. We studied the footage of my fight with the Draugr over and over again.

Hughie remained adamant that we’d fought against a lobotomized human. Not a true Aesir.

I checked in with Olivia over a video call. Color had come back into her cheeks, and the staff reported that she’d taken my advice on board. She’d started physical training, kicked her cigarette habit, and she’d put out inquiries into her father’s tanking investment firm. Apparently the staff were begging for her to return and bring order to the chaos.

Durstin was in hiding, but Olivia refused to budge.

Her fear of her own father kept her in Norway and out of the States.

Things were reaching a head. Impatience gnawed at the back of my mind.

The training helped take my mind off things. But I wanted the anticipation to be over.

Day 14 found me in the lab before everyone else.

Hughie arrived twenty minutes later and found me inside the Seed chamber.

The vial of pure Ichor sat in a reinforced glass case. Lights flickered around it, and environmental sensors fed a constant stream of information back into MAI. We’d done a few experiments with it and the Bolt.

The Ichor within reacted the same way that the magnetic acid did.

Something about the Ichor inside seemed magnetized to my body.

It wanted to be let out. But my experiences with the Ichor from the Idols directly had laid me out for 24 hours each time. I couldn’t afford to let my schedule slip. There were already three different kinds of Ichor racing through my system and metabolizing with my human genes.

It still confounded Hughie.

“You’re here early,” the head scientist said.

I stepped out of the sealed chamber with a frustrated grimace.

“The Mk. V is ready,” he assured me. “We’ve got the place picked out. It’s just a matter of organizing the meeting and your backup.”

“I know. And I know you want to keep running tests.”

“I have enough data on your biological makeup to confound the medical community for the rest of the century,” Hughie said. “And, for once, you actually decided to listen to me. And let me run the tests.”

A wry smile touched my face.

“No need to sound so smug about it.”

Hughie limped over to his desk and fired up his computer.

“I started running models as best as I could between the vial and what’s already inside your body,” he said. “We still haven’t breached it, but whatever is in the Seed wants to bond with you. Badly.”

“Are you saying it’s sentient?”

“We’re probably talking about nanotechnology so advanced that it makes our work here look like a finger painting,” Hughie said. “It could be sentient. It could be the source code for the Olympian Idols. Or it could be what they use to create new ones.”

“Athena was running low on allies that she could trust.”

Hughie let out a long-suffering sigh.

“We’ve been over this. We don’t know what her intentions were, and it’s still up to you whether or not you want to put your body on the line to see what’s inside the Seed. Aphrodite told you not to open it, didn’t she?”

“She did. She said that it was dangerous.”

“And if she’s concerned, we should be too. As much as I’d like to see you push what we think is possible with all of this, I’m not certain what’s going to happen if you ingest any more Ichor. Every model I’ve put together suggests that your body will make it through...”

“But there’s no telling what it’ll do to my mind.”

“Which is where you draw the line. And yet, here I find you. Eyeing it off.” Hughie turned on his chair and smiled. “Titan, Idol, superhuman. Whatever you want to call yourself. I don’t have the power to stop you from opening up that vial. And you’re showing an uncharacteristic hesitation when it comes to diving headfirst into danger.”

“You know why.”

“You want to keep your humanity.”

“Or what’s left of it. He who fights monsters.”

Hughie let out a thoughtful grunt.

“I’m no philosopher. But you should consider the point that you’re barely human as it is. Nothing mortal could’ve handled what we’ve thrown at you over the last two weeks. You’re moving through everything effortlessly. Your resistance to the acid and to hypersonics is off the charts.”

I laughed.

“Have you been cooking up a countermeasure to me, Hughie?”

“It’s crossed my mind,” he replied in a blunt tone. “If you decided that you were the one who needed to rule the world, I’m fairly convinced that there’s nobody human that could stop you.”

I’d been struggling with the thought for weeks now.

“I’m staying as David Montague. For as long as I can.”

“So I don’t need to worry about you opening the Seed?”

Something about the vial tugged at the back of my mind.

I pushed it back. The Idol instincts were talking.

“No. At least, not yet.”

Hughie nodded once.

“Then I think you’re ready.”

“Is that your professional opinion, doc?”

“It is,” he said firmly. “We’ve got the helicopter to where we need it. It should be able to drop you in the Mk. V into New Mexico easily enough. There’s nothing even remotely close to it for fifty miles. The only thing I’m concerned about is that Sigrid won’t show. Or, if she does, it’ll be a trap.”

I thought back to the valkyrie’s iron-clad sense of honor.

And her lust for a good fight.

“That’s a risk that we have to take. How are the weapons looking?”

“Eliot’s gone through everything personally. One sidearm, double-stacked with acidic-Bolt rounds. One fighting knife, acid-etched and ready to deliver a payload into the target. One AR-15 patterned rifle, complete with three additional magazines. All loaded with anti-Aesir rounds.” Hughie paused. “And then there’s the question of the suit itself. It’ll boost your physical capabilities to their absolute limit.”

“How’s the civilian variant looking?”

“Kasper’s already run most of the trials for the adjusted Mk. IV. Initial tests are more than positive.”

“Music to my ears.”

“Manufacturing for anti-Aesir rounds is already underway. We’re stockpiling them now.”

I glanced out of the Acquisitions department toward the armory that held the new Mk IV.2 models.

“Call everyone up,” I said quietly. “It’s time to get this done.”

Things moved like a blur after that. I remembered kissing Carla and holding her close before I left the Bullseye. Kasper drove me across St Jacques to the Shipyard. The city was just waking up as we sped through it. My bodyguard rattled on about the training that he was giving to Catalina. Apparently our new recruit had shown insane promise in distribution of goods.

Her being a native Spanish speaker had helped in dealing with our South American contacts.

Kasper had overseen her physical training personally. He was cagey about the details.

He pulled the SUV over beside my private airstrip.

A single military-pattern helicopter waited for us.

It was a bulkier, older model designed for transport. The specialized environment for the Mk. V has already been installed into the back of it. A small crew of mercs patrolled in the distance and checked for any onlookers. I got out of the SUV and felt my mind snap over into a vicious level of extreme focus.

All that mattered was winning against Sigrid.

I couldn’t afford to let anything else get in the way of that.

“Hey, boss,” Kasper said.

He hurried to keep up with my long, rapid strides.

“Yeah?”

We pulled to a halt beside the chopper, and Kasper gestured for the pilot to spin it up.

“Whatever happens from here on out,” he said, “it’s been a pleasure.”

Warm sincerity flooded his tone.

I turned to look at the Friendly Ghost.

Early morning sun started to bleed across the ocean in the distance.

I held out my hand and he clasped it with that trademark smirk on his face.

“I’m not one for being sentimental. Just don’t fuck it up.”

I nodded.

“I won’t,” I said. “Give Wickerman his phone call. I want a meeting with his boss when I’m done with Sigrid. Keep the chopper close by and fuelled up. I might need to get out of there in a hurry.”

Kasper’s aura washed over with pride and genuine affection.

“We’ll be just a call away,” he assured me. “Oh, and Carla said to tell you something. Apparently your little island adventure is a go, once you’re done with this. Tiana’s already on her way to St. Jacques.”

“Look after them for me, Kasper.”

“Fuck that,” he laughed. “I’ve got my hands full with Carla’s whining as it is.”

The twin turbines of the chopper started up into a whirring scream, and the back door dropped open. I pulled my hand away from Kasper’s, turned around, and walked up into the back of the aircraft. The rear door closed behind me and left me in a dimly-lit cargo area with the Mk. V, the most expensive arsenal known to man, and one mission in mind.

I meditated on the flight over.

The pilot had to land to refuel at one of our secondary shipping locations.

By the time we arrived at ground zero for our duel, I barely felt like myself anymore.

Raw instinct, training, and focus had completely taken over.

I stood up and used the Bolt to summon the Mk. V. Individual pieces of the armor floated around me and attached themselves to the underweave armor that Eliot had developed for me. Metal plates clicked into place over my body, one at a time. The Mk. IV had felt like a second skin, and I hadn’t even had the time to train with it. Eliot and Hughie’s newest creation was the pinnacle of human engineering. The armor might as well have been magic. I set the last piece in place, clicked the helmet over my face, and gathered my weapons around me. A green light and a klaxon sounded in the back of the chopper, and the bay door opened up fifty feet off the ground.

I stepped out into thin air and plummeted toward the ground like a bunker-buster.

The arid desert raced up to meet me, and I crashed into it hard enough to blow a crater into the earth.

Liquid-like sections between the armor plates soaked up the impact like it was nothing. The almost painfully-clear HUD picked out every last detail from the environment around me and fed it back to the Bullseye. I’d instructed Lachie and the others to stay quiet unless it was absolutely necessary.

I knew that they were all watching me back in the control center in the R&D department.

I stepped up out of the crater and watched the chopper retreat back into the sky.

Dust kicked up from the chopper’s departure, and I waited until the last echo of the whirring blades left my hearing. The pilot and the crew had instructions to get outside of the battleground and return when I called them. I checked my breathing and made sure a steady flow of energy from the Bolt fed the Hoplite’s microelectronics.

I didn’t need to check my weapons.

I’d already spent weeks testing every single failsafe that they had.

I took in a deep breath.

“I’m ready, Sigrid,” I said into the empty desert. “Come and take your pound of flesh.”

Five minutes stretched into ten.

The digital clock spun over into exactly noon.

My HUD flashed a red warning sign of an aerial presence in the area.

Adrenaline and hunger for violence mixed with a static thrill of Idol presence in my body.

Odin’s valkyrie exploded from the thin clouds overhead and cannoned down toward the desert floor.

Shining diamond wings swept out to catch her momentum at the last second.

A small dust storm whirled up around the Aesir angel.

Curving golden armor caught the midday sun.

Her enormous war-spear hung easily from one hand.

A wide, round shield of metal sat on her left arm.

My armor’s systems told me that we were alone.

The Valkyrie hovered a foot off the ground.

“Well met, mortal,” she said.

Her voice wasn’t loud. But it carried effortlessly over the desert floor.

“Well met, Shieldmaiden,” I replied. “I’ve come to fulfill our agreement.”

A thrill of excitement boiled through her.

“You held to your word. I must confess myself surprised.”

I offered her a polite bow. Something about it felt fitting.

“Ready when you are,” I said.

The valkyrie let out an earsplitting screech of pure ecstasy.

Her boots touched the ground. She saluted me with her spear.

My hands closed around my rifle.

A long second of pure tension and adrenaline hung in the air.

And then I went to war with a valkyrie.
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Sigrid made Hermes look slow.

I’d trained two entire weeks on snap-shooting and acquisition of rapidly-moving targets that took superhuman reflexes to hit. I barely had time to get my rifle into my shoulder before she left a hundred yards behind her like it was nothing. A three-round burst of anti-Aesir rounds crashed into her shield and ballooned out into orange mist as she closed in on me.

I dived to the right to avoid the incoming spear.

I wasn’t fast enough.

Her spear crashed into my shoulder, punched into the armor, and jammed against my shoulder.

The Mk. V held. Barely. My feet left the ground, and I spun across the ground like a toy. Sigrid’s wings flared out to arrest her momentum. I came up in a crouch, set my rifle to my shoulder, and fired off another rattling burst that sounded shockingly loud in the desert. Sigrid’s diamond wings slammed together in front of her to create a wall of impenetrable flesh.

The bullets impacted and misted around her.

I dived into a second roll out of pure instinct.

Sigrid’s spear came out of her hand like a bullet.

It smashed into my AR and tore it in half. The ruined gun smacked off my armor in two pieces and fell away from my body. I caught the receiver before it could hit the ground, ejected the magazine, and grasped for her spear in the dirt.

It rocketed off the ground and returned to her like a boomerang.

She was already moving again. The open space around us was all to her advantage.

The Aesir had unparalleled mobility. I saw her feet lift off the ground for just a moment as she bulleted toward me to take my life. I tightened the fist on my right hand and sent a jolt of energy down into the Aegis on my arm. It snapped up into life in a wide, thin plate of orange-tinted steel.

I couldn’t meet her head-on. But I could deflect her incoming strike.

The head of her spear crashed against the shield and a third bloom of magnetic acid billowed up between us. One of her wings swept across like a sword and tore clean through the shield like paper. It shattered on my brace and tore it away from my armor, and I dived into yet another backward handspring before she could decapitate me. The broad head of the spear caught me in the ribs and sent a spike of pain through my ribcage.

I normally would’ve tried to snag it and use the leverage to get into range.

Sigrid’s wings would tear me to shreds before I could even get into arm’s reach of her.

I took the hit and slid a full five yards across the ground. I ripped the remains of the Aegis off my arm. A soft haze of orange hung in the air around her body. The valkyrie’s berserker focus had blinded it to her. The magnetic acid was staying close to her, but there wasn’t as much of it as I would’ve liked.

I needed to hit critical mass before I ignited it with the Bolt.

Sigrid wasn’t interested in giving me the time.

She lifted herself up into the air with a sweep of diamond wings and hurled her spear at me again with lethal accuracy. I dropped back onto my ass and tore the sidearm off my thigh as I went. I put sights over her winged helmet and cycled the rounds as fast as I dared. Six shots crashed into her breastplate and two clipped her mask.

She barely flinched at the impacts.

The Idols that I’d fought before had always talked and played with their food.

The Aesir coming for my scalp had no interest in either. She was here to kill me as efficiently and as quickly as she could. She held her hand out, and her spear whipped toward my back. I felt it coming out of raw instinct, torqued my hips to the left, and caught it as it raced back toward her hand. The spear pulled me clean off my feet, and I raised my pistol as I sped toward her.

Sigrid snapped her wings up to meet me in mid-air.

I pulled my legs up, crashed into her wings and used them as a springboard to pull an insane backflip off her body. I emptied the last of my pistol into her as I turned over, landed on my feet, and ejected the empty magazine. Sigrid blurred up into the sky again. Her wings caught the light and would’ve blinded me if not for the visor over my eyes. She let out yet another scream of ear-tearing volume and shot her wings toward me.

Crystal shards cannoned off her wings like a shotgun blast.

I sidestepped and pivoted away from the attack and still caught half of them on my armor. They exploded on impact and sent tiny shards into the crevices of my plate. Something crunched in my movement as I lifted the pistol again to get my sights onto her.

Sigrid dropped out of the air like a lead weight, crashed into the ground, and sent out a shockwave of dust and earth. Her wings brushed the ground and threw a small tidal wave of dirt up to blind me. I trusted my instincts and my HUD and fired through the dirt.

The valkyrie used the screen of earth to close the distance again.

I had to get the spear off her and force her to rely on her own natural physiology.

Her armor was too well-crafted, and my anti-Aesir rounds weren’t penetrating.

But the cloud of magnetized acid around her was growing bigger.

I drew the kopis from my back as she came in again and met her spear with the edge of my blade. A thunderclap boiled out from the impact as Olympian-and-Aesir-augmented materials crashed against the shaft of her weapon. I knocked the head of her spear wide and dumped my magazine into her face. Sigrid lifted her shield to ward off the worst of it with superhuman speed.

She jolted forward and smashed into me with her shield.

I released my grip on the pistol, caught hold of the edge of it, and twisted with all my might.

Sigrid went with the movement.

So did her wings.

She hit me in the side. I kept my death-grip on her shield and went with the momentum. She came with me with a sudden shriek of anger. I pulled her shield until it was flush with my chest and rammed my blade down behind it at her arm. The sword found her bracer and the grips of the shield. I continued to twist like I was trying to rip her shoulder out of its socket. Something shattered in her arm. A crystalline note tore through the air, and her wings smashed into me again.

I kept my grip. I had to.

I stabbed down again, and she released her grip on the shield.

Her spear whirred around, and I barely managed to use her own armor against her. The head of her spear skipped off the wide, flat shield with a grinding crash and shoved me back into the dirt. I scrambled backward as fast as I could to avoid her wings. One of them caught me in the thigh.

My entire leg went numb.

I scrambled up to my feet, ignored the sudden tide of pain stabbing up into my hip, and flipped the shield over. I’d torn one of the supports off it, but it gave me an additional tool. Sigrid blazed forward in a golden rush of beauty and primeval violence. I twisted as fast as I could to avoid the diamond blades. The head of her spear crashed against her shield.

I countered with a slash that bit into her shoulder and released another flash of magnetic acid.

It clouded and coiled around her like a living substance. Sigrid pivoted into another strike, reeled me back on my injured leg, and took off into the air again. She lifted her spear to send it down toward me yet again. I covered up with the shield.

The blow felt like a house had fallen on my arm.

I fought through the numbness in my shoulder and sent a ripple of the Bolt through her shield and straight into her spear. White lightning cannoned out of my suit, raced up the broadhead and into the waiting mag-acid around her. The orange mist suddenly congealed and latched onto her armor.

The effect was immediate.

Sigrid tumbled out of the air with a scream.

She hit the ground and wheeled backward. The spear tumbled out of her hand. Orange nanotech swam into the chinks in her golden armor and fizzled like thermite. Her warrior’s braid set alight, and black streaks suddenly appeared in her wings. The sudden onslaught of burning, adhesive pain drove her into a frenzy. I lifted her shield to block a crushing stroke from her wing and countered with a vicious strike from my sword. It bit into the diamond and cracked it.

Shards billowed away from her wing, and she recoiled with a scream.

My instincts told me to move in and capitalize. She was weakened.

My leg and my arm were still giving me trouble. She swung at me again with her other wing. I dropped to a knee, deflected the blow over my head, and struck up at the root of her back. Augmented steel and mag-acid struck the connection point of the wing. I sent another burst of the Bolt up through the sword.

Black streaks darkened it. I drove the point in as hard as I could and twisted.

Sigrid’s right wing shattered like glass and dropped into the dirt.

Bright blue Ichor geysered from the wound.

Cracked, marble-like flesh appeared in the gap in her armor.

I kicked out at her knee with Bolt-powered energy.

Her stance toppled, and she fell to one knee. I rammed the shield into her side to unbalance her and hacked at the remaining wing like a deranged lumberjack. The blows shattered her last remaining advantage and sent it spinning to the ground in a darkened, cracked mass of obsidian-like crystal. Blue Ichor geysered up into my armor. Sigrid twisted on the ground like some kind of acrobat and blasted a sweeping kick into my bad leg.

I lost my balance and hit the ground hard.

She scrambled away from me on all fours.

Panting. Wheezing. Wounded. Vulnerable.

I forced myself back up into a crouch and saw her stretch her hand out toward her fallen spear. I sent the shield straight into the back of her head like a frisbee from hell. The spear’s twitching momentum vanished, and it fell back to the dirt. Sigrid twisted like limping lightning, drew herself up to her feet, and threw a stomping kick down toward me.

I deflected the blow with her shield.

It cracked and the last handhold broke. The shield toppled to the ground.

I countered her attack with a sturdy thrust up into her gut with my sword. Sigrid swayed backward at the point of impact. Another blast of the Bolt drove the acid deeper into her body, but it didn’t stop her. The valkyrie smashed a hammerfist into my inner arm and sent the blade flying out of reach.

I dropped onto my back and shot both of my boots into an upkick.

I caught her in the wounded stomach and rocked her back a step.

It was barely enough time to stagger to my feet before she came at me again.

I didn’t know a thing about barehanded Viking arts.

But I’d trained with the best. And the Aesir was wounded.

Her strength was in pure violence and maneuverability.

I deflected her jab and countered with a cross of my own.

The Bolt raced down my arm to augment the shot.

Sigrid staggered back. Her weakened helmet cracked under the blow and fell away from her face.

She barely looked like herself anymore. Stone-like skin colored with black veins crossed her skin and burning acid sparkled and scorched her armor. Sigrid reared back to hit me with a straight kick. I twisted off the line of attack, hit her with a counter-kick to her supporting leg, and dropped her to the ground.

I crushed one of her ankles with a vicious stomp kick.

It shattered like plaster under my blow.

She let out another ear-piercing scream of rage and pain.

I staggered back away from her and forced myself to breathe.

Sigrid tried to raise herself up again.

I kicked her in the face with everything I had.

It slammed her into the dirt, and she stopped moving.

The numbness vanished, and lava-like pain crept into my leg and arm. I limped away from the motionless valkyrie, found my sword, and tucked the chipped blade back into its sheath. My pistol was wrecked from how hard she’d hit it. I paced over to her spear, lifted it up out of the dirt, and used it to support myself on the walk back over to Sigrid.

She stirred as I got closer and rolled her face up to look at me.

Her strong, beautiful features were a marred, blackened mask.

Marble-like skin had fallen away to reveal diamond-like bone around her jaw and teeth.

She stared up at me, and a horrified realization touched her face.

She’d lost. I’d beaten her. I’d fought one of Odin’s best soldiers.

And I was still alive and kicking.

“End me,” she whispered hoarsely.

I considered it.

It made sense. There was no telling what Sigrid would do if I allowed her to recover and come after me again. The bleeding from the stumps of her wings had already slowed down. Tiny, incremental spots of skin started to slither back over her ruined face. She wasn’t dead.

But she was beaten.

“I gave you what you asked for,” I said.

“And now you must end it,” she insisted weakly. “I have failed.”

Genuine fear colored her voice. I crouched down and used her spear to keep myself upright.

“I wanted a guide to Odin,” I told her. “I want to talk to him. But I didn’t want to do it dead.”

Confusion twisted her pained grimace.

“I never wanted to kill you, Sigrid. You didn’t exactly give me an option.”

“Do not spare me out of some sense of mercy,” Sigrid snarled.

“It’s practical,” I said. “I don’t want a war. I never did.”
An incredulous laugh rolled out of her ruined jaw.

“You stand there as a Jotun, mortal. A slayer and consumer of gods. I smell their blood upon you. Hermes. Hephaestus. Ares. Athena. You have laid low a pantheon and taken their power for your own.” She shrugged up onto her elbow. “What is to stop you from doing the same to the Allfather? To those amongst Yggdrasil’s boughs?”

“Practicality,” I said. “I want peace. The Idols and humanity can’t be at war forever. You have the power and the means to send my world into chaos. The Olympians were terrified of you. They still are.”

“But you do not fear us.”

“I’m terrified of you.”

“But you still stand and fight. Like the Jotuns. It is your nature, mortal.”

“I’m no Titan. I’m no Jotun. I’m human. I just got the better end of the stick.”

“No human could have done what you have done.”

I conceded the point with a nod.

“I wasn’t alone,” I told her. “The only way that I’m still standing is because of humanity. Because of our ability to freely choose to fight. We don’t want domination, and we want to be left alone.” My breath caught in my throat from the pain. “And I don’t think that’s going to happen. Not until I can talk to whoever sent you. Until I can convince Odin and the others that we’re not worth the fight.”

Sigrid stared at me for a long moment.

“You truly believe that.”

“I have to,” I said. “Because otherwise I’d just be one of you. Fighting and clawing for domination over my own people. And I’ve had enough of that to last a lifetime before I even met you. I don’t want to rule. But circumstances pushed me to take charge. That’s all there is to it.”

She managed to sit up.

I dropped down onto my ass.

There was a long moment of tension between us.

I could see her doing the math. Whether or not she could overwhelm me.

Or if I still had enough fight in me to kill her.

“I met you in good faith,” I reminded her. “I gave you the fight of a lifetime, for the history books. I doubt there’s anyone else in recorded history who’s faced off against a valkyrie and beaten her. I think I’ve earned an audience with your boss. And whoever’s running the show behind the scenes.”

Sigrid studied my face for a small eternity.

“You have,” she said finally. “I will guide you to him.”

Her eyes fell on the ruined wrecks of her wings and she gritted her teeth.

“You need time to recover,” I said. “You gave me time to meet you here. I’m willing to do the same.”

“Time is not a luxury mortals can afford to give,” she countered.

“I’m not most people,” I replied. “I can be patient.”
“You do not wish for war?”

“If I wanted war, Sigrid, I would’ve killed you and then waited for the Aesir to come after me.” I shook my head. “That kind of force is going to create casualties for humanity. We’ve got enough of them as it is. I want peace, and I want answers. I want to know where I came from and what my place is in all of this.”

“I have your sworn word on that?”

I turned the spear over in my hands and offered it to her shaft-first.

“My sworn word on the Bolt of Zeus,” I said quietly.

“The Allfather may not heed your request,” she warned me.

She took her spear but made no movement to ram it into my chest.

I took that as a good sign.

My HUD told me that the chopper was on-route.

“Do you need to be taken somewhere?” I asked.

She let out a sudden bark of laughter.

“I will recover on my own. Whatever your mortal smiths gave you was drawn from our own blood. Giving you more of it would be unforgivable to the Allfather.” Sigrid glanced up at the sky. “Odin hear me, then. I will guide you safely to him, alive and unharmed. My word as a Shieldmaiden rests upon it. You will have your audience.”

“Thank you.”

“Do not thank me, mortal. He is as likely to kill you as to listen to you.”
I couldn’t help a tired smile from crossing my face.

“He’s welcome to try,” I told her. “It hasn’t gone well for the others.”

Sigrid laughed again.

“That is true enough. I must thank you. I have not tasted death like this in living memory.”

The chopper’s blades entered my range of hearing, and I stood up. My balance buckled under my busted leg, but I offered my hand to the valkyrie. She took it, and I hauled her up to her feet. Something sparked between our grips. Blue energy met white and forged another oath.

“See you soon, Sigrid,” I said.

“I will send a messenger once I return to the halls of the Allfather.”

“Make sure they mind their step,” I warned her. “I’m jumpy.”

We exchanged a nod.

One beaten up, Ichor-infused human in power armor.

And a single angel of death scored with magnetic acid.

I told the chopper to meet me a distance away. Sigrid had given me her word.

Some instinct told me that regular people seeing her so beaten-up would offend her honor.

I turned my back on her and stumbled through the desert. The armor flashed a myriad of warnings at me about the condition of my armor. The comms squealed with congratulations from my team back at the Bullseye.

Serious fatigue and pain set in.

I managed to reach the back of the chopper ten minutes later and climb into it.

The pilot took me up into the sky above the desert. I managed to summon enough juice to unlatch the armor from my body and store it back in place. My leg and arm were taking their time to recover, but the burning pain was somehow a comfort.

I was still human.

And now I had myself an audience with the king of the next pantheon.

Time would tell whether or not I’d just bought myself time before another war.

Or if I could find some way to keep the Idols away from the rest of the world.

I sat back on one of the chopper’s bench seats and called Carla.

“Hey,” I said. “Let’s go on that vacation.”

End of Book 2
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It took longer than I expected to recover from my fight with Sigrid.

Two of the most insane months of my life had seen me battle millenia-old Idols one after the other. Each fight had given my people more tools and more knowledge on how to fight them. Something special in my bloodline had absorbed the Ichor of the Idols and adapted it into my own biology.

It wasn’t exactly correct to call me fully human anymore.

Part of the perks of being part-Idol were superhuman levels of strength, reflex, and an accelerated healing factor that would’ve made superheroes drool. One fight with a valkyrie had shattered my arm and leg, and both had taken their sweet time healing up. 

The R&D department of Montague Manufacturing had kept a close eye on me once I’d returned to the Bullseye. I’d gone into the underground labs every day and continued to baffle the best engineers and scientists in the world.

I found myself there early in the morning of the third day after my fight with Sigrid.

Hughie met me at the door and led the way with his crippled stride to his operating theater. He set down the stainless-steel table. An advanced drone hovered around me and took pictures and scans of my body and fed it into the AI that ran my company’s systems.

The pain had faded, and my mobility had returned.

I could’ve left on my planned holiday with a singing superstar and my secretary to join Aphrodite out on a secluded island on the Aegean. I probably would’ve healed at the same pace as I had in my own penthouse with Carla at my side.

But I wanted answers as much as Hughie did.

“The bones have stitched themselves back together,” he said finally. “Cartilage and tendons are all intact. I’d even venture to say that they’re better than they were before.”

“How’s the theory side of things?”

“Interesting you mention it. I’ve spent the last two days feeding as much of Sigrid’s leftovers through our scanners as possible.”

He turned a monitor around and showed me a close-up of a crystal shard.

“Something about her biology hamstrung your healing factor. We’re still working on the reasons why, but I think it’s because you have more Olympian in you than anything else.”

“And the Aesir are built to kill them.”

Hughie nodded.

“Perfectly engineered machines designed to do battle with other Idols.”

“I’m almost glad I came back caked in her blood.”

“The samples were excellent,” he admitted. “But it’s this crystal that’s been stumping me. You told me that it was what made up her skeleton, correct?”

“You saw the play-by-play.”

“I did. They’re not like the Olympians. The Aesir seem to have a different kind of makeup in their bodies. Closer to stone and gems than pure liquid metal nanites. It’s stronger, more resilient, and interferes with Olympian Ichor.”

I smiled at him.

“Have you managed to turn it into a weapon yet?”

“Eliot’s feeding as many of them as he can through machining. It’s got the consistency and hardness of some kind of uber-diamond, and it hates Olympian flesh. Shaping it is the larger issue, and we’re lacking the precision tools that we need to manipulate how we’d like to.”

“So I’ve got a clean bill of health?”

“It looks that way,” Hughie agreed.

I sat up on the table. A handful of biomed scientists filtered into the Acquisitions arm of the R&D floor to start work on the fragments that Sigrid had left in the Mk. V Hoplite armor. They gave me an awed stare, and a handful of them managed a wave.

My employees had been treating me differently since I’d started the fight with the Idols.

I couldn’t blame them. I’d been routinely breaking the boundaries of what was humanly possible. I’d practically risen from the dead three times and bounced back stronger than ever.

That kind of thing would’ve scared anyone.

Especially the people whose job it was to know things.

“How are you holding up, Hughie?” I asked.

The question caught him off-guard, and his aura flickered to match.

The twinkling colors around his body fed me an easy visual impression of his emotions.

It was another thing that made it difficult to relate to people.

I could always tell what they were feeling. And when they were lying to me.

“I’m snowed under with work,” he said.

“So, just how you like it.”

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“I wasn’t expecting to be at the forefront of discovery when it came to a metahuman race from the beginning of time. It’s an exciting field. So, to answer your question, I’m right where I need to be.” He picked up his cane and pulled himself out of his chair. “I do have my concerns about Odin’s messenger and when it will arrive.”

“You’re not the only one,” I assured him.

“The spook you captured last week. Is he still in holding?”

I thought back to the corrupt CIA chief that we’d pulled out of Durstin’s mansion.

“We cut him loose,” I said. “The Rabbit Hole is watching him like a hawk.”

“And he gave you what you asked.”

“He did. Apparently whoever’s behind the conspiracy of silence in the government is a little nervous to meet me.”

“I can’t imagine why,” Hughie said dryly.

“Could be that they’re concerned I want to be the King of America.”

“It could be. Or that your particular brand of personal justice will find them face-down in the ocean somewhere.” He limped over to the door of his office. “Carla told me that you were taking a holiday to get away from all of this.”

My mouth went dry just at the thought of it.

Aphrodite. Carla. And Tiana.

All on one island together with me.

The animalistic instincts of the Bolt gnawed hungrily at the back of my mind as particular images flickered through my head. I pushed them to the side and opened the door for him.

“Something like that,” I said.

“I know this will sound strange, coming from me,” Hughie said. “But enjoy it. You’ve earned a break from all of this.”

“So have you.”

“Well, the possibility of an Aesir invasion is still haunting my dreams, so once I’m certain we’re in the clear, I’ll think about it.”

I followed him out onto the open floor of Acquisitions and consulted the MasterKey in my pocket. The unit projected messages up onto my eyeglasses and fed me a stream of data and messages from my secretary.

I quickly keyed in an affirmative to her and stopped by to check on Eliot.

The aging engineer hadn’t shown up to work yet.

But the half-assembled prototype for the Mk. VI Hoplite armor was already underway in his section of R&D. The armor system had saved my life multiple times in the last few weeks. A reallocation of budgeting and a larger team had made it easier for him to carve out a newer armor system to combat the Aesir.

Hughie’s research on Sigrid’s wings and blood had accelerated the process.

I’d let Sigrid live. And she’d sworn an oath to take me to her boss alive and unharmed.

She hadn’t said anything about me leaving in one piece, but those were the risks of dealing with Idols. The R&D department had spent the last three days scouring the skies for any sign of a tree-like structure.

Yggdrasil. The World Tree.

They hadn’t found anything yet.

I finally tore my eyes off the half-assembled Mk. VI and took the elevator back up to my office. The hallways were empty this time of morning. My father had built the Bullseye as a secure way of doing business and housing his employees from all over the States.

He’d also built himself an impenetrable bunker with a controlled atmosphere and multiple ways to lock doors and contain threats if it was ever attacked. I’d been lucky so far. Nobody had taken a swing at the beating heart of Montague Manufacturing.

The worst the Idols had done was try to disrupt the shipping lines.

Poseidon had been laying low since our last meeting.

Carla met me at her desk.

My secretary had changed out of her usual blouse-and-skirt combination in favor of a comfortable, classy pantsuit with elegant flats and a neat little travel case. Her eyes sparkled when she saw me, and she stepped out from behind her desk with a glow of yellow happiness around her.

She always shone like that when I was close to her.

Carla opened her mouth to say something, but I cut her off with a kiss. She wrapped her hands around my neck and kissed me back in a completely unprofessional manner. I pulled away from her before she could start going for my shirt and winked at her.

“Ready to get away from it all?”

“Please,” she groaned. “I was up for half the night trying to get ahead on the backlog.”

“How’s that new PA working out?”

“He’s more efficient than a nuclear reactor, but he sucks at phone calls. I’m surprised that you let him out of the basement, honestly. Are you sure you trust a Rabbit Hole guy up here?”

“He’s going to have to do until we get back.”

Carla bent down over her desk, tapped a few keys, and killed her desktop terminal.

“Well, it’s all up to him now, because I’m on vacation.”

“Got the jet ready?”

“She’s fueled and warmed up. All we need is your new girlfriend, and we’ll be on our way.”

My girlfriend gave me a playful jab in the ribs at my mock-frown.

“Now’s not the time to be getting jealous,” I warned her.

“Jealous? Of a multi-award-winning billionaire pop star? Why would I be?”

I took her case before she could protest, and we caught the elevator up to the parking garages on the upper levels. Carla’s eyes lingered on my formerly-injured limbs for a moment, and she glanced up at me with a flicker of concern.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Hughie cleared me for active duty.”

“Hughie cleared you?”

“He actually told me to enjoy myself. Imagine that.”

“I’m having a hard time of it. He didn’t want to keep you around as a lab rat again?”

“I’m sure I’ll have a full schedule when I get back. Where’s Tiana meeting us?”

“At the Shipyard,” Carla said. “You know what her security people are like.”

“They’re thorough.”

“And not very nice.”

“You don’t pay security people to be nice. You pay them to be awake. And given that we’re taking their client on a little romantic hideaway on an island in the middle of the Mediterranean, I’m sure they’re going to have things to say to me when we show up.”

“It’s a good thing you’re great with people.”

I made a show of looking around.

“That’s what you’re for, isn’t it?”

Carla linked her fingers in mine and bumped her shoulder against me.

“That’s exactly what I’m for. That, and somehow convincing you to take a week off.”

“Did Kasper already give you your marching orders?”

She rolled her eyes.

“Marching orders could take an hour. He gave me an entire document and a briefing about Aphrodite. He’s still half-convinced that she’s not on our side.”

“She is,” I hedged. “But she’s still dangerous.”

“It’s a good thing I’ve got you here to protect me, then, isn’t it?”

The elevator doors opened into level B1, and a small security team greeted us at the doors.

A smaller guy with a bald head and muscles like steel wire stepped forward.

“That’s as far as you go,” he growled. “Back into the elevator.”

Carla let out an exasperated sigh.

“Kasp, you’re not funny.”

My bodyguard’s face broke into a bright grin.

“Look, it was worth a shot. I’ve got to save what’s left of my professional dignity.”

“How is Catalina doing?” Carla asked.

“You’d know better than me.”

“I know that she sure spends a lot of time texting a certain someone when I take my foot off her neck,” my PA countered. “I thought you of all people would have some professional integrity.”

Kasper beamed at her.

“Are we really going to get into this?”

“Let’s not,” I cut in. “We’ve got a plane to catch.”

The security team dispersed, and Kasper took the lead toward one of the up-armored SUVs he liked to move me around in. Eliot had outfitted a small fleet of them with anti-Idol countermeasures along with anything to deal with long arms. I opened the door for Carla, which earned me another kiss, and we started off into the waking streets of St. Jacques.

The place had remained mostly unchanged despite some of the titanic waves that had started at the City Hall. Hermes had attacked humanity in front of God and everybody, and the vast majority of humanity was still in denial about the fact that it had been anything other than a stunt. Kasper kept his eyes on the HUD on the windscreen and checked in multiple times with other teams situated throughout the city.

My bodyguard took his duties seriously. 
I knew that SJPD wouldn’t have approved of the private army of well-trained former soldiers I had in my employ. Their licenses were up to date, of course, but a single billionaire with the equivalent of a special forces squad that canvassed the city would’ve made anyone uncomfortable.

We beat the morning traffic and made it through to the Shipyard.

More armed guards waved us through when they verified the vehicle via MAI. The jet was waiting on the runway beside a small cluster of similarly-armored SUVs. The tinted windows and men in suits surrounding them told me that Tiana was already here.

“Did you talk to Casey?” I asked.

“I did. He doesn’t approve.”

“Maybe the two of you can bond over that.”

“I tried. He doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who likes friends.”

“But he’s letting her do it?”

“Tiana strikes me as the kind of girl who doesn’t like being told what she can and can’t do,” Carla said. “Although I can’t really blame him.”

Kasper pulled the SUV to a halt and we climbed out to meet Tiana’s security crew.

A blonde-haired steel rod of a man met us halfway on the tarmac.

His aura flared up with irritation and suspicion when he saw me.

“Morning, Casey,” I said.

He nodded once in reply.

“They’re here,” Tiana’s bodyguard said into his mic.

“I’m guessing you already swept the plane?”

“It’s clear. Along with your flight plans.”

The guards on the vehicle closest to the plane opened up the door.

Tiana Summers alighted on the tarmac with all the presence of a movie star.

She looked different from when I’d last seen her in New York.

Jet-black hair had been braided with beads, and she’d chosen loose-fitting pants and a tight tank top for her outfit. Gorgeous blue eyes came to rest on me.

I couldn’t help but tense up a little at her gaze.
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Tiana’s face split into a delighted smile.

She glided across the tarmac, straight past Casey, and kissed my cheek. Her hair brushed my cheek, and a warm thrill of excitement flickered down my spine. She pulled away from me after a moment and turned to face Carla with a wink.

My girlfriend grinned back at the pop star.

“It’s been a while,” Tiana said. “Are you keeping him honest?”

“When he lets me,” Carla replied with a laugh. “Ready to go?”

“I’ve been waiting for a week for a phone call. I’m glad you finally put this together.”

Tiana gave her arm an affectionate squeeze, and their auras mingled in close proximity. Carla’s genuine confidence and appreciation washed through hers. Unresolved tension and nerves billowed out from Tiana, but she kept any sign of it off her face.

Casey joined her side a second later. His eyes locked onto mine.

“You’re responsible for her safety,” he said in a flat tone. “If anything—and I mean anything—happens to her, I don’t care if you’re human or not. I don’t care about your company, and I don’t give a shit about your toy soldiers. I will hunt you down, and I will make you pay.”

The threat was well-delivered.

And it came from a place of familial protectiveness.

Casey wasn’t in love with his client. But he had an enormous amount of protective instincts when it came to Tiana. It wasn’t exactly professional, but it was the result of years of working together.

“If anything happens to her, it’ll be because I’m already dead,” I told him firmly.

He studied my eyes for any sign of a lie.

He didn’t find it, and grudging respect colored his aura.

“You can put it back in your pants, Case,” Tiana teased.

I held out my hand to her bodyguard.

“You have my word,” I told him. “She’ll be safe.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” he warned.

He caught my hand in a crushing grip that belied his size. He stepped away from us, issued orders into his mic, and Tiana’s security team pulled their vehicles away from the jet. The three of us climbed up into the luxurious cabin and got comfortable.

Tiana settled down, crossed one leg over the other, and studied my aura with interest.

She was the only other human I’d ever met who could see people’s emotions.

It wasn’t a common trait. And if my last few weeks were anything to go by, it could’ve meant that she wasn’t exactly human herself. Tiana might’ve been descended from what the Idols called Titans. I let her take her measure while Carla spoke to the crew.

Tiana waited until we were in the air to say something.

“It’s good to see you, David.”

“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” I agreed. “How’s entertaining the masses treating you?”

She shrugged.

“Busier and busier. I’ve managed to wrangle my tour manager into giving me a break, finally. I don’t know, but something about New York made me think that I wasn’t going to see you again.”

“I told you that I’d come and find you.”

“I heard about the attack. I take it that the thing with Athena didn’t go as planned?”

A memory of Athena’s last half-smile inches away from my face crossed my mind.

“She didn’t want to play ball, in the end.”

I didn’t need to say anything more than that.

“I’m sorry, David.”

“So am I.”

Carla joined us with a bottle of scotch in one hand and bourbon in the other. My girlfriend settled down beside me, beamed at Tiana, and poured out tumblers for each of us. She held up her glass.

“Here’s to a decent vacation,” she said.

“To us,” Tiana agreed.

We clinked, took a sip, and settled into a comfortable silence. Tiana’s eyes flickered between Carla and me and took in our auras. I watched their auras interact too, and my PA finally broke the silence with a roll of her eyes and a nudge against my shoulder.

“Look, I know that the two of you can read minds or whatever, but I can’t. Would you mind bringing me in on what you’re both thinking?”

I gave her hand an appreciative squeeze.

“He’s worried about what you’re thinking, and he’s trying to adjust to the dynamic,” Tiana said immediately. “He doesn’t want to let you down or make you jealous, and he’s almost in denial about the whole situation.”

I laughed.

“Guilty as charged. Tiana’s happy to be here, but she’s nervous. And she’s also worried about what you think of her. She really wants you to like her, Carla.”

Carla grinned at the two of us.

“How hard was that?”

There was something bizarre about Carla in between Tiana and me. Our conversations were always brutally honest and straightforward. We couldn’t hide anything from each other. But my girlfriend’s presence between the two of us didn’t feel awkward.

It just made things smoother, somehow.

“Harder than you might think,” Tiana admitted. “I’ve never really been in this situation before.”

“Neither have I,” Carla said. “But that’s what makes it exciting, right?”

“You’ve got a weird idea of exciting,” I replied. “Playing dodgeball with a lonely Idol who likes to bend minds is a strange idea of a holiday.”

“She listens to you. And she likes you. Just like us.”

Tiana took another drink and smirked at me.

“Am I the only one you haven’t slept with yet?”

“You sure are,” Carla replied breezily. “Looking forward to it?”

A smolder crept into the singer’s gaze.

“You have no idea,” she murmured.

Carla’s aura suddenly flushed with excited lust, and Tiana laughed.

They bantered back and forth for a while longer. Carla asked Tiana about her work life, her admin people, and what it was like being one of the most successful musical artists in the world. Tiana didn’t shy away from the questions. She seemed relieved to talk to someone who actually had an understanding about working through an insane schedule.

I enjoyed watching the two of them playing off each other.

Tiana was a little more reserved beside Carla’s infectious enthusiasm.

But they both held a mutual respect for each other. And my girlfriend wasn’t starstruck by Tiana, either. She’d spent enough time around insane circumstances that sitting on a private jet with a gorgeous billionaire who wanted to fuck her boyfriend was practically normal.

I appreciated her for that.

I excused myself from the conversation after a while, left them to talk, and called ahead to Aphrodite. I’d only spoken to the Idol briefly when I’d arrived back at the Bullseye after the fight with Sigrid. Carla had told me that she’d left messages for Aphrodite, but she hadn’t talked to her.

I couldn’t blame her. Even Aphrodite’s voice was a drug unto itself.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite lover,” the Idol purred.

I settled down in another seat across the cabin.

“No need to butter me up, Aph.”

“Oh, I’ll do more than butter you up, darling. Your mortal devices tell me that you’re bringing does along with you to join us. Your concubine really seems eager to meet me.”

“She’s heard good things.”

“What a naughty girl.”

“You’ve got no idea.”

Aphrodite let out a delighted purr.

“I’m sure I have some. Are you underway?”

“It’ll take us a few hours, but we’ll be there.”
“Mmm. I’m not sure I can be that patient.”

“You’re going to have to be,” I told her. “We need to talk about some rules.”

It was easy to imagine her pout.

“Rules are so boring,” she complained.

“I might have some kind of resistance to you, but I’m not sure that they will. And I know that you’re standing with me. But I want your word that you won’t influence their minds or control them. Even if you think it’s what I want.”
“And if they want it?”

“Aph,” I warned.

She sighed.

“You have my word as goddess that I will not invade their minds,” Aphrodite said. “However much fun it might be to drown you in more pleasure than you’ve ever experienced. Although I must say—it doesn’t seem much like you to indulge in such debauchery for an entire week.”

“Which brings us to my next request.”

“A request, not a rule?”

“I want you to train us,” I said.

“I can train you in all kinds of ways,” she promised me.

The way she said it conjured all kinds of images that I had to fight off.

“I want you to train us against mind-benders,” I clarified. “You’re one of two Olympian Idols that I know still exist. And while you might be scared of Aesir, you still know more about them than we do. I know that there’s things you can teach us to defend ourselves against them.”

She let out a surprised little giggle.

“Now this is getting interesting. You don’t want me to invade their minds, but you want me to teach them how to defend against it?”

“You know that Tiana’s special,” I said. “She might even be descended from a Titan. There’s a reason that Athena wanted you to go after her. I want to know why that is. I want to see if she’s got any latent potential that she doesn’t know about.”
“I see,” Aphrodite said thoughtfully. “So this is both business and pleasure.”

“I don’t see why we can’t do both.”

“I’ve always found blending them to be exciting,” she agreed. “Very well.”

“One more thing,” I said. “Stay in the house. I don’t want the crew to see you.”

“As you wish. I shall see you soon, darling.”

She clicked off the call, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

Aphrodite was still a mystery to me. I’d kept her alive and imprisoned, and Carla had been the one to suggest trying to seduce her. It should’ve been a suicide mission, but it’d worked out better than I could’ve dreamed. The Idol wasn’t a warrior in the same way that Ares had been.

In many ways she was far more dangerous.

If Aphrodite could teach Tiana and Carla to armor themselves against Idols, it was a net increase to our overall efficiency as a team. I’d be caught dead before I allowed either of them to come to any harm, but my life wasn’t exactly a safe one. I didn’t know the full capabilities of any of the Aesir, but the way that Aphrodite had spoken to Sigrid suggested that she knew more than she’d let on.

My hope was that Carla and Tiana could help humanize her. Just a little.

We landed on my father’s private island nine hours later. The girls had fallen asleep on the last leg of the journey. I killed the time with a little meditation and the last scraps of admin that Carla had assigned to me before our vacation started in earnest.

The gorgeous blue Aegean Sea gave way to a pretty little Greek island with a temple-like house on a hill above white, sandy beaches. The sun had already faded from the sky, but my superhumanly-clear vision made it easy to pick out the details below us. The pilot took us down, and I pulled the cargo out from the holding area underneath the jet. Carla had packed light, but Tiana had brought a guitar case and a few more bags with her.

The crew didn’t ask questions, but their auras burned with curiosity. I left them to their questions, thanked them for their time, and Tiana and Carla joined me on the short journey up into the rocky hills toward Aphrodite’s new Temple. My secretary goggled at the surroundings in pure awe, and Tiana took her guitar from me with a smile halfway up the hill.

Lights streamed down from the marble villa above us and lit our path up to the house.

“Quite the little hideaway you’ve got here,” she said.

I could see her nervousness at meeting Aphrodite.

“I’ve already spoken to her,” I said. “She knows that she’s not to mess with either of you. I don’t know what you’re into, what you want, but I asked if she could teach us a few things.”

Tiana gave me a quizzical look.

“Seeing emotions isn’t a normal thing,” I told her. “My guess is that it’s a gift that points to something that was handed down through your bloodline. You might have the same potential that I do when it comes to taking on Idols.”

A shiver ran through the singer’s body.

“You think so?”

“Just a theory,” I said. “But one I’d like to test.”

“David,” Tiana replied carefully, “I’m not sure I’m ready to be dragged into this war. You know that I’m always here to help you. But I’m not a fighter like you are. I sing, I dance, I write. I’m not some kind of superhero.”

“I’m not asking you to be,” I assured her. “But if the Aesir come after you, I want you to have the best possible edge against them that you can get. It’ll help me sleep at night.”

Tiana considered the thought carefully.

Concern and curiosity and excitement washed through her colors.

“I can try,” she said finally.

Carla had taken the lead.

She halted just short of the stairs that led up to the outside portico facing the ocean.

Pure adrenaline and nerves buzzed through her body like lightning.

“Wait, you said both of us,” my girlfriend said.

I nodded.

“We need every edge that we can get,” I repeated. “I’m not going to put you on the frontlines, don’t worry. We’ve got all the space we need here to work through some shooting and combat drills. I know it’s not exactly your idea of a vacation, but—“

“Sounds great,” Carla interrupted with a smile. “Maybe then we can save your ass for a change.”

Tiana laughed, and the three of us stepped up into the portico.

Mosaic tiles spilled out over the floor and long, low sofas surrounded a knee-deep wading pool. Soft, warm lights hung from the ivy-laced frames around us, and three bottles of wine with matching glasses sat on one of the side tables.

Aphrodite rose from one of the sofas.

Her rosy-pink hair was tied back into an elegant braid over one shoulder. She’d found some kind of pure-white tunic with gold fittings that wrapped around her arresting curves. Tiana and Carla froze at the sight of her, and their mouths dropped open in pure shock at her appearance.

I’d spent a lot of time around the Idol.

Aphrodite had her own gravity. Everything about her drew in my focus and demanded worship and attention. The jolt of sudden giddiness still hadn’t left my stomach. Her amethyst eyes gleamed as she gazed at the two women beside me. A seductive smile crept across her lips and her eyes finally came to rest on me.

“The conquering hero returns,” she murmured. “Welcome back, darling.”

Tiana and Carla’s auras flushed with awe and confusion. Instinctive lust blurred through their colors, too, but it was their own, not a projected consciousness from the Idol. I tore myself out of my stunned gaze, took Tiana’s guitar, and nodded to Aphrodite.

“Could you make everybody comfortable?” I asked.

Her smile widened and her voice deepened into a throaty purr.

“It would be my pleasure.”

I left the girls with her for two minutes while I took the luggage into the secondary bedrooms on the floor above the main hallway of the villa. I kept my ears peeled. Carla made a stuttering introduction, and I heard wine poured out into glasses. I took off my shoes, breathed in the tropical  air of the island, and made my way back down to the outside sitting area.

Carla managed to drag her eyes away from Aphrodite long enough to hand me a glass of wine.

Tiana drank in every inch of the Idol in a blend of awe and deep curiosity.

I settled down on a sofa beside Tiana, and Carla took up a seat at the other side of the pool closer to the house. The stunned silence settled in, and Aphrodite gave me an approving nod.

“Let us drink,” she said. “You’ve had a long day of travel.”

I had no idea where any of this was going, but animal instinct told me to let it happen.

Tiana looked at me and nervously brushed a braid of hair out of her face.

“I don’t know where to go from here,” the singer told me in a whisper.

“That’s simple enough, my dear,” Aphrodite said with a laugh. “You came here with a purpose in mind, did you not?”

A burst of confidence rolled through Tiana’s aura.

“I did,” she said firmly.

I felt the weight of Aphrodite and Carla’s interested gazes fall on the two of us. My girlfriend’s aura blazed with sudden lust. I didn’t need to see the Idol’s colors to know what she was thinking. Aphrodite lived for pleasure and animal need.

“Don’t you worry about us,” Carla managed. “Just do what you came to do.”

Tiana’s warm hands found my face, and she stared deep into my eyes for a long second.

“I don’t know whether I’m terrified or losing my mind,” she whispered.

“It could be both,” I told her with a smile.

She threw caution to the wind and pressed her lips against mine in front of the others.

I barely heard Carla’s sudden gasp or Aphrodite’s laugh. I kissed her back without a care in the world that the others were watching.
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I could taste the wine and the desire in her kiss.

Tiana pressed herself into me with a needy snarl. Her tongue found mine, and her hands made their way up into my hair. I wrapped an arm around her waist, squeezed her, and explored her mouth with mine. The simple act of kissing her fueled a fire in my blood that demanded more fuel, more intensity. I fought off the animal in the back of my mind and drank in every second of her lips and her passion. Her fingers curled against my scalp as I pulled my mouth away from hers and traced her jaw with my lips.

Tiana’s eyes wandered over to Carla and Aphrodite.

The Idol’s sensual smile of approval could have driven a man to murder. My girlfriend’s breathing ratcheted up a notch. Carla pushed her back up against the inclined sofa, and she made a visible effort to try and relax. I kissed my way down to Tiana’s neck, drank in the scent of her perfume. Her skin was smooth and flawless and warm, and she nibbled on my ear as I kissed her collarbone.

It should’ve felt strange. Wrong, even.

Tiana pulled my face back to hers and slid her tongue into my mouth. Slowly. My hands made their way down to the swell of her breasts, and I squeezed her through the tank top. Her nipples were already firm under my touch. My thumbs traced around them, drew another little delighted growl out of her throat, and her hands fumbled at the buttons on my shirt.

“Fuck,” Carla whispered.

“They are a picture, aren’t they?” Aphrodite murmured.

Tiana slipped my shirt off my shoulders and dropped it to the tiles behind me. She traced over the old scars on my chest with manicured nails and sent a fresh burst of fireworks through my nervous system. She slung one of her legs over my thighs, drew me into another prolonged kiss, and drew away from me with a shuddering breath.

Her aura was a whirling storm of all kinds of emotions.

Lust. Need. Affection. Fear. Pure, unadulterated desire.

She pressed her forehead against mine for a moment, and I felt her thighs tighten around my leg. I could already feel how wet she was through her loose pants. I traced my fingertips over her bare arms, down to her waist and hips, and kept the pressure maddeningly light.

We were both poised on some kind of tense precipice.

It wasn’t that we were being watched. We both wanted to savor every moment.

“I’ve thought about all the different ways this would happen,” Tiana whispered.

A wry smile touched my face.

“You didn’t think there would be an audience?”

“I—“ Carla cleared her throat. “We can go, if you want.”

“Darling,” Aphrodite chided. “Don’t deprive yourself. You need this as much as they do.”

“I know, I just don’t want them to stop because of me.”

Tiana brushed herself against my leg with slow, deliberate movements of her hips.

“They won’t,” the Idol said. “Will you, dears?”

We both turned our heads to look at them.

Carla’s hand had crept down between her thighs. Aphrodite had draped herself over the sofa like a Greek statue and watched us with approving, excited eyes.

“What do you think?” I whispered to Tiana.

“I didn’t think I’d be into this,” she admitted.

“Don’t think,” Aphrodite said. “Feel. Drink it in.”

Tiana leaned over to the side table, picked up her glass of wine, and drained it in a single, slow sip. I followed suit, took in the heady red wine, and took Tiana’s glass from her shaking fingers. I placed them both down onto the table beside us, and lifted her up with my leg. She clamped down around my thigh, tighter than ever, and I dropped my back against the incline of the sofa. Tiana wormed her way up over me until she settled down over my hips. She lowered her weight slowly down on the tent in my pants and shivered at the feeling of it.

“I’m in no rush,” I whispered in her ear.

“Neither am I,’ Tiana murmured back.

Her mouth found mine, and we relaxed into steady, slow foreplay. Every touch, every kiss fed our desire for each other. She ground herself against me with a maddeningly teasing pace, traced patterns over my bare chest, and I tortured her back with gentle squeezes of her ass and her hips. Carla let out a muffled moan behind us.

My girlfriend was touching herself at the spectacle.

Aphrodite watched Carla with quiet delight in her eyes.

The Idol was enjoying every second of everything that was happening.

My fingers hooked into Tiana’s tank top and peeled it up over her head. Tiana lifted her arms and treated me to an amazing view of her bare breasts as they dropped out of her top. I took one of her nipples into my mouth, swirled my tongue around her skin, and made her shiver again. I worked over her chest, added a little teeth, and turned her into a quivering mess on my lap. She drove herself down onto me with firmer strokes and rolls of her hips.

Tiana’s eyes drifted behind us to Aphrodite and Carla again.

“Is there something on your mind?”

The Idol shifted a little on her sofa and poured herself another glass of wine.

Carla’s eyes stayed locked on the two of us.

I squeezed her tight, generous cheeks again, and her breath huffed out of her lungs.

“Do you like watching us?” Tiana asked Carla breathlessly.

“You have no fucking idea,” my girlfriend whispered. “Fuck, it’s so hot—“

Tiana turned back to me and a wicked smile crossed her face.

“You know something? I almost feel selfish keeping you all to myself.”

A roaring tide of pure hunger arched through my spine and up into her.

She let out a pleased little giggle.

“I know this is our first time together,” Tiana said in a stage whisper, “but we’ll have time enough for that later, right? We can’t just leave poor little Carla touching herself over there like that.”

Aphrodite let out a delighted laugh.

“Oh, you wicked little oracle. You’re exactly right.”

“You don’t mind, do you?” Tiana teased me.

“What do you think?”

“Carla, come here.”

My girlfriend’s face flooded with red, and she froze halfway through touching herself.

“Are you sure?”

“Oh, little one.”

Aphrodite rose from her sofa in a single, fluid movement and effortlessly crossed the portico to Carla’s side. My secretary stared up at the Idol in a blend of awe and lust. The Idol reached slowly down, took the hand from between her thighs, and gently helped her up to her feet. Tiana didn’t stop grinding down against me. She craned her neck over her shoulder to watch Aphrodite lead Carla over to us. I caught hold of Tiana’s hip, lifted her effortlessly off me, and twirled her around. She let out a surprised little moan as I turned her towards the others, and settled her back against my chest. My hands slid up over her taut belly, found her breasts again, and she leaned back against my shoulder with a moan.

Aphrodite’s smile widened as Carla came to a nervous halt two feet away from us. The Idol stepped behind Carla, brushed her hair over one shoulder, and gently wrapped her hands around my PA’s waist. Aphrodite leaned into her ear.

“I can see your desires, Carla,” she whispered. “I know that you long to serve both of them.”

“They’re just so perfect,” Carla mumbled.

“As are you,” the Idol assured her. “Come, let me guide you.”

Carla’s entire body went taut as Aphrodite’s hands glided to the fashionable clasp around her waist. Aphrodite unlatched it with an easy twist of her dexterous fingers, dropped it to the floor, and eased the buttons open on her one-piece ensemble. White, lacy lingerie hugged her athletic body underneath. The Idol took her sweet time easing Carla out of her clothes. She left my girlfriend swaying on her feet in a nervous daze of uncertainty.

“I can see why he likes you,” Aphrodite whispered. “Sweet, demure. Submissive.”

Aphrodite’s eyes locked onto mine and drove another tidal wave of lust through my body. Tiana trembled against me as my hands moved down from her breasts and found the hem of her pants. I slid underneath the elastic, found a skimpy set of panties, and touched her over them. The singer gasped at the pressure of my fingers. Her eyes locked onto Carla’s body.

“How do you think she can best serve you, David?” Aphrodite asked quietly.

Carla loved being dominated. She loved it rough and fast. She loved it when she was taken advantage of and used. I didn’t know how she felt about other women being involved in the situation, but from the way that my girlfriend was eye-fucking Tiana, I had a feeling that Carla was willing to experiment tonight.

“Help Tiana out of her pants,” I said.

Aphrodite gave her a gentle push forward. Carla’s hesitation vanished and resolve blazed through her aura. She caught hold of Tiana’s loose-fitting garment and tore it down over her thighs. Tiana lifted her hips to help Carla get them off her long legs. Carla stepped up to my side, dropped to her knees beside me, and leaned over Tiana to kiss me.

I let a hungry growl roll up into her mouth. She moaned back, made my throat buzz, and her hands found Tiana’s breasts. The singer’s breathing caught in her throat as Carla’s hands glided down over her and paused at her panties.

“I want you to fuck her,” Carla whispered. “Right here. In front of me.”

“That’s hard to do with pants on,” Tiana told her breathlessly.

She wiggled out of my lap, and the two of them attacked my belt in unison. It took them less than two seconds to tear my slacks down off me and free my shaft. Aphrodite watched every movement with gleeful excitement. I glanced down and found Tiana on her knees on one side of the sofa. Carla had settled down on the other. The two girls exchanged a smirk.

“He’s a monster,” Tiana said.

“He’s better,” my girlfriend assured her. “Want a taste?”

Tiana didn’t need any more prompting. She sank her lips down over my head and tore a snarl out of my chest. Her mouth felt incredible, and she knew exactly what she was doing. Carla’s fingers played patterns up over my thighs and stomach while the singer swirled her tongue around my tip. The pure insanity of the scenario—the fact that the two of them were touching me at the same time—just added to the pleasure of it. Tiana’s lips popped away from my shaft. Her eyes sparkled as she placed a hand on Carla’s neck and pushed her down to suck me. Carla knew me better than Tiana. The tightness of her throat closed around my shaft, and Tiana shifted to kiss me.

She kept her hand in Carla’s hair and bobbed her head up and down on my shaft.

I could already feel an orgasm roaring in, and I pulled her off me before I could explode in her mouth. Carla’s eyes sparkled with satisfaction when I did, and she nodded to Tiana.

“Fuck her, David,” she whispered. “Please.”

I caught her arm and hauled her toward me. Carla giggled as I caught her under the ass and easily lifted her into the air above me. I brought her soaking panties down toward my jaw. She barely had time to pull them to the side before my tongue found her silky slit. Carla let out a delighted squeal at my tongue and lips against her.

Tiana climbed back onto my hips again, and slowly lowered herself down onto me.

“That’s it, my dears,” Aphrodite said with a delighted laugh. “Take what you came for.”

My cock slid up into Tiana’s pussy for the first time. She eased herself down onto me with halting strokes. A whispered stream of sudden profanity exploded out of her. Carla leaned back and moaned, and their voices blended together into a symphony of need and pure pleasure.

We lost ourselves in each other after that.

Carla came first in a shuddering rush and dropped her weight back onto my chest. Tiana bounced up and down on my lap, fast and hard, and she wrapped her arms around Carla to keep herself upright. My girlfriend started encouraging her with quick, filthy phrases that were for my benefit as much as they were for hers. Tiana came with her whole body and collapsed against Carla with a muffled scream. A second later Carla mounted me, and Tiana was on her knees, kissing me and touching herself through her panties.

I didn’t know how long we were there.

I lost myself in the two of them.

Aphrodite drank in every detail, every moan, and I could’ve sworn something about the Idol shifted. Her eyes glowed with power and tiny pink sparks shimmered in her hair. She didn’t touch me, and she drifted in and out of my peripheral vision like a stalking tigress. I gave Carla another orgasm, and the two of them squirmed off me to catch their breath and recover.

I stayed on the sofa, right on the edge of pleasure and insanity.

“Show us how it’s done, Aph,” Carla whispered.

The Idol shook her head.

“I have all the time in the world, darling,” Aphrodite replied. “Tiana, this is for you. Finish it.”

The singer lunged back onto my hips with wild abandon. She drove herself down onto me, and I reared up to pull her in and drove everything I had up inside her. Rippling static blazed through my body. Some part of me tried to pull Tiana off me, but she latched onto my neck with her teeth and didn’t budge.

I exploded up inside her and creamed every inch of her pussy.

She collapsed against my chest a second later. Aphrodite gave Carla an approving nod and a proud smile. Tiana trembled against me for a long moment, and I held her close while she caught her breath.

“Worth the risk?” I whispered in her ear.

“You know it is,” she murmured back.

The four of us went inside to the pool, stripped naked, and soaked ourselves off in the water. Aphrodite dropped onto her back and smirked up at the ceiling while the three of us lapsed into a comfortable silence. Nobody seemed to want to say anything to break the spell.

I could barely believe what had just happened.

There were fantasies, and then there was my life.

I sipped at my glass while Carla cuddled into my chest.

Tiana relaxed against the other side of the pool.

“I don’t want to be that person,” Tiana said finally. “But what just happened?”

“The dream of a lifetime,” Carla giggled. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

“You were there,” Tiana pointed out. “What do you think?”

I smiled down at Carla.

“I think this is going to be a fantastic week out of town.”
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The girls and I finished the bottle of wine in the pool.

Jet-lag with the combination of the insane threesome we’d just had was enough to send them to bed relatively early and leave me alone with Aphrodite. I took them both upstairs. Carla lunged onto the massive king-size and smothered herself in silk sheets. Tiana hung back a little and watched my girlfriend pass out almost instantly.

I leaned against the doorframe and studied Tiana’s aura.

She had a powerful storm around her at the best of times.

It had lessened a little. Her desire had been sated somewhat. Satisfaction and happiness glowed out from her core, but I could see the confusion bleeding through from the new dynamic that we’d just found ourselves in.

I slid my hands around her waist from behind and kissed her ear.

Tiana leaned back into me and let out a soft laugh.

“So this was your ploy all along,” she whispered. “Get me here with all your other girls.”

“That was your idea, earlier, not mine,” I reminded her in an undertone.

“I know. It felt right. Aphrodite really is something else.”

I could feel the weight in her words.

“Are you scared of her?”

“I think I’d have to be crazy not to be. She’s like a walking orgy waiting to happen.”

“But?”

“I think she’s in love with you.”

“She’s in love with pleasure. It’s not the same thing.”

“I guess it isn’t,” she hedged, “but you did something to her to make her decide to side with you. And I don’t think it was just killing her entire family, was it?”

I grimaced.

“I sure hope not.”

“That was a joke, genius.”

Tiana wormed her way around to face me.

“There’s another bedroom if you want to be by yourself.”

“Carla’s soft,” the singer said. “And she’s happy around you. It’s comforting.”

“I’m guessing you don’t get a lot of that back at home.”

“Between thousands of screaming fans and my bodyguards? No, not really.”

She pressed her mouth against mine.

“Good night, David.”

“See you in the morning,” I said.

“I’m not good at getting up early.”

“That’s the benefit of a good vacation. You get up when you want to.”

Tiana settled into bed beside Carla and pulled the covers up over her naked body.

I took a moment to appreciate her, and she bit back a laugh.

“What, you want more after that?”

“I’m pretty sure that was just a warm up.”

Tiana groaned quietly at the thought.

I left her there and padded silently back downstairs.

Aphrodite had left the pool behind. I tracked her down using the instinctive static shiver of her presence and her scent, and found her on the wide marble porch at the other side of the house. She’d wrapped herself in a towel and settled down on the top step. I stopped to find another bottle of decent scotch before I joined her on the stairs.

“Lover,” she greeted me.

“Thirsty?”

Aphrodite took the bottle from me, twisted the cork out of the glass, and took a pull straight from the neck. She passed it back with an appreciative sigh. Her eyes washed over the island splayed out before us and the waves lapping gently across the shore in the distance.

She looked different.

It wasn’t that she’d physically changed. But something about her felt strangely vulnerable.

I’d noticed the same manner when she’d been back in her cell weeks ago.

“Something on your mind?”

“I think you may have almost reminded me what it’s like to feel mortal,” she said.

“Saying that I’m reminding you would imply that you were human, once upon a time. Not grown in a tank somewhere or descended from the heavens.”

Aphrodite smiled at me.

“I could almost accuse you of hanging off my every word.”

“It’s only because your voice sounds so good. Don’t get a big head about it.”

I took a sip from the bottle and handed it back to her.

“Is that all that’s got you so pensive?”

“They love you,” she said. “Tiana and Carla.”

“I know.”

“No, I’m not sure that you do, David.”

“Enlighten me, then.”

“Those does would die for you. They rely on you. They trust you to keep them safe. I wasn’t sure I ever believed you when you said that you cared for humanity.” She tipped the bottle up to her lips. “But they proved me wrong.”

I waited a moment for that to sink in.

“I think that might be the first time you’ve admitted to being wrong about anything.”

“I was wrong about you,” Aphrodite reminded me.

“That’s true. But I like being contrary.”

“Mm.”

She gave me the scotch again.

“What exactly is it that you think I can teach you?”

“I wanted you to show me a trick or two last time I was here,” I reminded her. “Sigrid ruined that for us. I’m only just starting to realize what I’m capable of. But you’ve been an Idol for thousands of years. There’s got to be some things that you can teach me.”

“Some things,” she agreed.

“You were pretty cagey about the Aesir when I asked you about them.”

“Humanity sleeps and dreams of monsters that prey on them in the night,” Aphrodite said. “Gods are no different. Although our monsters are far more dangerous than what you might expect.”

“Titans,” I guessed.

“Our progenitors,” Aphrodite said with a nod. “Our creators, our former masters, and the original source of our bloodline. A bloodline which you now carry.” She gestured at the suite upstairs. “Your suspicions about Tiana were correct. She also carries it.”

I let that sink in for a long moment.

“Sigrid called me a Jotun,” I said. “I don’t know much about Norse mythology, but I’m pretty sure that they’re not exactly the equivalent of Titans for the Olympians.”

“They occupy the same nightmares, David.”

“Now’s the time to explain why I’d be carrying their traits, then,” I suggested. “I could understand having some Idol DNA from centuries past. Everything I’ve heard about Zeus tells me that he was pretty happy to sow his oats. But I can’t imagine a Titan breeding with the human race. Or passing on their traits to us.”

“Neither could we,” Aphrodite hedged. “But you appeared all the same.”

“What makes a Titan, then? They’re your creators, your enemies, but didn’t they come into being from somewhere, too?”

“That is a history lost even to me.”

I tapped the neck of the bottle against my fingers one at a time.

“Titans, the Aesir, humanity. The Olympians have a lot of enemies.”

“Zeus was not a popular king,” Aphrodite said. “He made war with anyone who threatened his sovereignty, who attacked his position, or who he thought might overthrow him. He was much like his father in that respect. The Aesir number fewer than us. But what they lack in numbers, they make up for in strength.”

“I’m getting my wires crossed. Are Jotuns and Titans the same race?”

Aphrodite gave me a sharp look.

“I’ve never met a Jotun. I’ve only heard tell of them in the mead halls.”

“What was your impression?”

“That any being that could threaten the Aesir was a dangerous being indeed,” Aphrodite told me. “If Sigrid referred to you as a Jotun, perhaps there’s some parallel. They could even be the same creatures, in the end.”

“Are there any still around?”

“Amongst humanity, it would seem that there are. In their original form?” A shudder ran through her body. “I should hope not. It would spell the end of days for gods and humanity alike.”

“I heard that Zeus killed Kronos and freed you from them.”

“He wasn’t the only one to help kill his father. But yes.”

“And you killed all of them?”

“All except one.”

“Prometheus.”

She nodded.

“He chose to live amongst humanity to hide from Zeus’s wrath. Where tales of our parentage and the Jotuns of the Aesir intersect, I do not know. You’ll have to ask Odin when you meet him.”

I took another drink and set the bottle down beside me.

“I don’t think he’s going to be as forthcoming with answers as you are.”

“No, he won’t be.” Aphrodite touched my arm and sent a thrill down my spine. “My instincts tell me that he will see you as a useful tool. Someone to be sworn to his service. What you did to Sigrid was a demonstration of power that’s never been seen before.”

“Maybe we can use that to negotiate.”

She let out an incredulous laugh.

“From the tales I hear, he makes Athena look like an unlearned child.”

“That’s a terrifying thought.”
“Mm. Bargaining with a god like that will not end in your favor.”

“Do you know if he has people who can bend minds in his inner circle?”

“I’m not sure if you’ve realized this, but the Aesir do not care for me. They call me the Seducer for a reason. I’ve never met an Aesir, even in passing, that cared for power outside of physical might.”

I thought on it for a second.

“That makes a weird kind of sense.”

“How so?”

“History,” I said. “This is just a theory. But your people can’t have always been corrupt lunatics who wanted to kill and fuck and dominate. Athena told me that you were stewards of some kind. That you were supposed to guide humanity toward something.”

Aphrodite’s smile took on a hard edge.

“Is that all she told you?”

“It’s not. She said that humanity was fuel for a machine. Which was another thing that I wanted to ask you about. What machine? What is it about humans that makes us more than cattle?”

“You do realize that I number among the corrupt lunatics that you’re talking about.”

I let my eyes drift out to the ocean.

“I think you lost your way, Aph. Someone hurt you along the way, and you stopped caring. Maybe it was Ares, or Hephaestus. You just told me that tonight helped you remember what it’s like to be human. Maybe you’ve been disconnected from us for so long that you convinced yourself we’re herd animals.”

“You did have more impressive specimens in your history.”

I couldn’t help but smile at her.

“Am I wrong?”

She didn’t reply.

I didn’t expect her to.

If there was one thing you could count on an Idol to be, it was proud.

“To answer your question, I don’t believe that my talents are best suited toward combating the Aesir directly,” she said. “But there may be other talents that I can pass on to you. And perhaps Tiana, should she decide to accept her abilities.”

I thought over the demonstrations of power that I’d seen from the Idol beside me.

Her seductive nature, the ability to control hordes of humanity by turning their emotional states to suit her needs. My mind drifted over the insane situation I’d just found myself in with Tiana and Carla. The two women had barely met. They’d never struck me as bisexual or interested in girls.

Aphrodite hadn’t controlled them. Their auras hadn’t shifted.

But she’d magnified something within them. For my benefit.

She smiled at me as my mind worked through what she could teach us.

“Humanity’s desires are powerful forces,” she said. “The desire for wisdom and knowledge. The desire for violence and war. The desire for freedom and exploration. The need to forge, to create, to build. Or the desire for each other.”

“And each of the Olympians are an embodiment of that.”

“They were,” Aphrodite corrected me. “Until you slew them. Now you carry a piece of my family with you. Pieces that Tiana can see in you. Pieces that can be amplified.”

“You didn’t join us earlier,” I said quietly. “Because something about it was feeding you.”

“Aren’t you perceptive?”

“I do my best.”

“Prometheus lived amongst humanity and gifted them with many things. Zeus might have thought of it as insurrection, but the Lost Titan made the decision to rebel against the gods and to place his faith in humanity. I thought of it as an easy opportunity to feed his power.”

“Thought. Past tense.”

She let out a thoughtful hum.

“Now I believe he may have been preparing humanity to fight those that came before them. Perhaps a threat like the Aesir. Or others that stalk the nightmares of the gods.”

“So you’re going to teach us what, exactly?”

“The melding of desires as a force. The ‘fuel’ that Athena spoke about.” The Idol saw my expression and lifted a hand to stop my interruption. “It is not something as brutish as reducing humanity to a single-minded emotion. Think of it as a deeper relationship with real power behind it.”

I thought about the heightened states of emotion that I’d battled since I’d killed Hephaestus and taken Zeus’s Bolt from Ares. The constant highs and lows of raw human instinct that demanded fulfillment. They’d been powerful catalysts in my battles against the Idols and my enemies.

My strength had come from using them as fuel.

Not allowing them to overtake me.

A blend of both was needed to gain the edge over the Idols.

“I’m interested,” I said.

“I know you are,” she replied. “But it will take time.”

“We’ve got a week.”

That seductive curl of her lip sent my pulse up a few notches.

“And you are tireless. Business and pleasure together.”

“Are you coming onto me, Aph?”

She laughed.

“I need to do no such thing. Your desires are printed clearly on your soul, David.”

We got up and started to walk away from the mansion. Some part of me reminded me I was naked, but I didn’t care. The sea breeze felt warm and pleasant against my skin. The bottle of scotch was empty by the time we reached a small piece of hillside out of sight of the house.

Aphrodite didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to.

Our mouths met in a rush, and her pure supernatural aura drove my Idol instincts wild. I tore through her clothes like a rabid animal, bore her to the ground, and she gave me everything that I could’ve possibly wanted. I couldn’t have cared less about the torn up grass, or the boulder that we cracked when I slammed her back against it. She spasmed around me, over and over again. The world vanished from around us, pulled all of my focus into her, and I gave her everything that she’d wanted from the moment that we’d touched down on the island.

Aphrodite had been deprived.

And I owed her a debt for her word to me.

We didn’t need to rest. We didn’t need to catch our breath.

It was only when the light started to rise over the ocean’s horizon that we came to a halt. Aphrodite’s hair was a mess, and bruises rapidly faded from her skin as I finally pulled myself out of her and dropped back onto the ground beside the small hollow in the hillside.

It looked like ground zero for a localized bomb.

Satisfaction sparkled in her eyes as the two of us made our way up to the villa again. We bathed each other in the swimming pool in the main hall, and I fetched the weapons cache from the cellar in the house. I dressed into comfortable, loose-fitting clothing, and raced down to the bottom of the hill and to the edge of the airstrip.

It took me five minutes to set up an impromptu shooting range.

We had ammunition to spare. Carla knew her way around a pistol—Kasper had made sure of that—and I knew that Tiana could shoot. But we were walking into a new, unprecedented situation with the Aesir. Eliot and Hughie were working on new tech to take on Odin’s Draugr and other members of his pantheon.

I wanted the girls’ skills to be sharp.

I started breakfast in the commercial kitchen upstairs with fresh seafood and vegetables.

Oil, olives, and cheese rounded out the meal. Aphrodite settled down in the portico’s wading pool outside and didn’t interrupt me as I carried three plates of food up to the girls in the bedroom.

Tiana woke first with a sleepy groan.

“Is it that time already?”

I nudged Carla awake. My girlfriend sat up with a groan and a stretch that gave me a wonderful eyeful of her bare chest. I handed them both breakfast and settled down on the edge of the bed.

“Eat up,” I told them. “We’ve got some training to do.”
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The girls took their time with breakfast and chatted casually about the villa around us.

Their auras shimmered and blended with each other in blends of satisfaction and happiness. Seeing the fear and the nervousness of yesterday vanish gave me a newfound confidence in whatever was about to meet us next.

Aphrodite had vanished from the pool when we went downstairs.

“Where is she?” Tiana asked.

“Probably just taking a walk,” I told her. “Don’t worry about it.”

“So what kind of training did you have in mind?” Carla asked me.

“You’ll see when we get there.”
The sun had well and truly risen by the time we arrived at my makeshift shooting range at the base of the hill. I scooped up the Glock-style pistol from its hiding place behind a boulder and offered it butt-first to Carla. My secretary’s eyes locked onto the bottles sitting on a neat little row on a distant stone shelf. She took the pistol, checked the chamber with practiced ease, and gave me a questioning look.

“You know Kasper’s been drilling me in this stuff since you decided to run off from St. Jacques.”

“I know he has. I want to see how much of it stuck.”

Carla dropped straight into a combat shooting stance, brought the pistol up with both hands, and immediately drilled one of the wine bottles with effortless ease. Glass shards showered in the air. She flicked the safety back on, gave me a smile slitted with satisfaction, and flipped the pistol over in her hand.

“Good enough for you?”

“We can take shot for shot if you want,” I countered. “You were a little sloppy on the safety disengagement.”

Irritation swelled in her aura, and Tiana shot me a knowing smile behind Carla’s back.

My girlfriend stepped ahead of me, brought the weapon up to center-mass, and squeezed off another two shots with ease. Two more empty bottles showered grass and stone before she slowed her sideways momentum. The pure instinctive shooting actively caught me off-guard.

I’d known that Carla could handle herself in a physical fight against a bigger guy.

I hadn’t known that Kasper had been giving her serious training in speed-shooting on multiple targets. I raised my hand in a small gesture of surrender and took the pistol from her when she offered it to me. Tiana gave me a questioning look as I stepped back and offered her the gun.

“I’m from Kentucky,” she reminded me.

“That’s not the same thing as knowing how to shoot.”

I don’t think I could’ve offered her a worse insult.

Pure indignation blazed through her aura, and she snatched the gun out of my hand.

She had the pistol on-target and firing in less than two seconds.

Tiana Summers, superstar billionaire, turned five bottles to glass dust with five bullets.

She had a different technique to Carla’s. It wasn’t high-speed, or movement based. She shot from a deliberate platform with lethal accuracy and didn’t flinch from the noise of the firearm for a second. Tiana didn’t even support her shooting hand with the other.

“Well, we know who the target shooter is,” Carla said with a laugh.

Tiana glowered at her.

“I’d like to see you try that from further away.”

“Let’s,” I agreed. “More I know about you two, the better.”

“You don’t know enough already?” Carla snarked.

“Given that you’re the one who’s apparently supposed to be saving my ass, no.”

We spent another hour while I went through a handful of drills with Tiana and Carla. The differences in their training became quickly apparent to me. Kasper had done away with any of the long-distance shooting with a pistol in favor of fast-and-dirty combat shooting. The Friendly Ghost had wanted to make sure that Carla outmatched any human who confronted her in close-combat scenarios with overwhelming speed and violence.

Tiana was different.

She liked long-range and accuracy. She took a little longer with each shot but each one of them landed exactly where she pointed the gun. It was impressive, if a little less-suited toward pistol shootouts, but the singer had kept her skills sharp. Tiana wasn’t concerned about people getting close to her in a fight. She’d been trained to use a 9mm to drop people at a distance and let her own security do the work in closer fights.

They both complemented each other, in a strange way.

“Good enough for our glorious leader?” Carla asked.

“Better than good,” I told her firmly. “You’ve been at the range.”

“Kasper took it seriously when you told him to look after me.” My girlfriend nudged Tiana with an elbow. “You’ll have to teach me how to shoot distance like that. Where’d you pick it up?”

“Clean living,” Tiana told her with a small smile.

Miss Summers hadn’t always been a chart-topping name. Her family’s old business was something that she kept under wraps. I hadn’t spoken a word about it to anyone, and I could see the flash of curiosity in Carla’s aura. She kept it to herself, which drew a grateful smile out of Tiana. The singer ejected the magazine, checked the chamber, and handed me back the gun.

“Is this the part where you tell us that it’s harder to hit a moving target?” Tiana challenged.

I tucked the pistol into my waistband.

“It was a skill check,” I assured her. “You both know what you’re doing, and you’ve been keeping your skills sharp.”

“So now what?” Carla asked. “I brought a bikini that I’ve been itching to get into.”

“A swim in the surf sounds heavenly,” Tiana agreed.

“Go ahead,” I said. “I’ll get lunch and Aphrodite figured out.”

Carla and Tiana exchanged a look and burst out laughing.

“I’m pretty sure you’ve got her figured out already,” Carla giggled.

“Or she has you figured out, and you’re pretending you’re the one in control,” Tiana added.

We made our way back up to the house. They changed into their bathing suits, found fresh towels in a closet, and wandered down to the closest beach without me. Aphrodite stepped out from behind a pillar as they left. Her eyes settled on their retreating backs with a gaze of pure lust.

“They’re wonderful specimens,” she told me.

“You won’t hear any arguments from me.”

“So why did you not go with them?”

“Because we’ve got work to do, Aph,”  I said.

She kept moving until she was standing in the center of the pillared hall. My father had once had a real appreciation for ancient Greek architecture, and it showed in the honeymoon house that he’d built for my mother. Aphrodite’s presence filled the entire room and drew my attention in toward her like a magnet.

She’d wrapped herself in a towel, and let it drop with a small shift over her shoulders.

Glorious curves met my eye and ratcheted up my pulse. I fought off the overwhelming instinct to charge across the hall and take her. Aphrodite started to pace back and forth with a distracting gait and watched me through amused eyes.

“So, hero,” she purred. “What work do you have in mind?”

“Show me what you can do on the field of battle,” I said.

“I told you, my talents are better suited to the bedroom.”

“I know they are. But you slew Titans. You know combat.”

“I had better tools back then. And it was a long time ago.”

“Indulge me anyway.”

“Aren’t we demanding?” Aphrodite said. “Very well. Have at you.”

She froze in place, mid-stride, and locked her eyes onto me with unbearable intensity. My own body matched hers out of raw instinct. The pure power of her eyes and her focus bore down on my mind like a snake staring at a mouse. An Idol’s presence was something that I’d learned to tune out when I’d been around Aphrodite, but it returned with a vengeance.

Psychic pressure threatened to drive me to my knees in worship.

I fought it off with a smile, broke my frozen stance, and beckoned to her.

Aphrodite turned into a blur of pale skin and rose hair. She sprinted across the marble floor like a weightless ghost, overshot me by three feet, and twisted as she ground to a halt. Her hair flickered out with her fingertip to brush my bare shoulder.

I leaned back half an inch and let them slice through the air.

She spun on a dime, cannoned in toward my body, and grasped at my belt.

I could feel her presence and her power bearing down on my mind.

Tempting me to give into pleasure. To give into her will and let her do whatever she wanted with me. I’d learned since our first meeting. Her touch was a paralyzing venom and Aphrodite was the strangling snake who wanted to choke my willpower and resistance out of me.

I stepped to the side, jammed her leg and flipped her into the air.

She continued the motion into an acrobat’s somersault, kicked off one of the pillars, and hit the marble floor again. We played the craziest game of tag for a few more minutes.

I’d been training. My reflexes and my will had never been stronger.

A frustrated growl rolled out of her throat, and it reminded me of the way she sounded when she came. I kept her hands away from my bare skin, ignored her scent and her appearance and the pressure on my mind. We clashed for split seconds at a time and every touch of hers felt like a cumulative effect.

It reminded me of the same strategy I’d used against Sigrid.

Aphrodite’s touches were building up in my body and in my mind.

If she connected enough, she was confident that she could make me give in.

It wasn’t conventional violence. This was a dance of will. Of submission and domination.

And I’d be damned if I let her beat me.

I lost track of time. She was tireless.

My gas tank was unlimited.

I saw Carla appear on the front steps wrapped in a towel.

Her mouth dropped open in awe as I swept under a looping slash from Aphrodite’s hair. I slapped my hand against Aphrodite’s ankle, blew her feet right out from under her, and forced her to land in a handstand on the marble. I came back to my feet in a flash, sidestepped another attempted tackle, and effortlessly stepped back to create a sudden five-yard gap between us.

Aphrodite froze again in a half-crouch with a feral smile on her face.

“Time,” I called out.

“You’re holding back,” she fired back.

“And you’re irritated that you can’t catch me,” I replied.

She straightened up and nodded to concede the point.

Tiana appeared behind Carla and glanced over the two of us.

“Are we interrupting anything?”

“I think it’s some kind of foreplay,” Carla told her.

She was closer to the truth than she realized.

“You’re here,” Aphrodite said. “Perfect. Now we can begin in earnest.”

Carla’s aura shimmered with sudden uncertainty.

“Begin what, exactly?”

“You see it,” the Idol told me. “Don’t you?”

I kept Carla in my peripherals and studied her aura. Contentment from the swim and the security that she felt warmed the core of her aura. Happiness, hope, love, and other positive emotions whirled around the core of her feelings.

Tiana’s aura washed up around it and added a new dimension.

The singer watched me with interest. Her emotions were similar to Carla’s, and their auras brushed against each other in recognizable patterns. I’d spent my entire life gauging people’s emotional reactions to their surroundings and I’d learned the basic tells of what they were probably thinking.

“I see it,” I echoed.

“But you can’t touch it,” Aphrodite told me.

Carla tried to ask another question, but Tiana squeezed her wrist and stopped her.

“Let him work,” Tiana whispered.

“I know I can influence it. Saying something, doing something.”

“Those are the ripples on the surface of the pond, darling,” Aphrodite told me. “You need to go deeper. Touch her soul. Draw it to yours and allow it to feed your strength.”

I frowned.

“How?”

Aphrodite smiled. Her eyes gleamed with sudden light, and Carla’s eyes went wide. The colors of desire and lust, the pinks and the purples, flared up. I turned to look at my girlfriend and forced myself to lock in on her aura.

My vision shifted. I felt something click in my eyes.

The instincts of lust and violence and fierce territoriality boiled up against the wall in the back of my mind. Wafts of color that matched them rolled off my skin in shimmering waves. The marble halls of the villa took on faded shades of long-lost emotion that had adhered to the building.

Tiana’s aura roared out beside Carla’s. It reminded me less of washes of color on a canvas. Something about it was almost crystalline, like waves of tiny gems held together with their own magnetism. They coalesced around the singer in a single core symbol which I didn’t recognize.

But it had the same style as the one branded onto my chest.

It took me a second to realize that I was looking at Tiana’s core soul.

Tiny strands of lust washed out from Carla’s aura and into Aphrodite. I turned to look at the Idol again.

The perfect, god-like figure had vanished into something else entirely.

I could see the skin and the outlines of the girls.

Aphrodite was an amethyst statue of pure purples and pinks. Every strand of her hair, every inch of her was formed from pure emotion and raw particles of soul. I’d seen her Ichor before. I’d seen her bleed. But I’d never seen what she looked like.

Not through the eyes of an Idol.

Aphrodite wasn’t sucking out Carla’s soul. But tiny tendrils of microscopic crystal swirled between them and fed raw emotion back and forth. It was a mesmerizing display of gravity, of power, of the push and pull between Carla’s soul and emotion and the raw power of an Idol.

The glittering pillar of amethyst shaped like a human smiled at me.

Yellow particles billowed up from her core and washed into her being.

“You see,” she whispered. “Finally.”

I felt locked in place.

It was so beautiful. Intoxicating.

The world around me had turned into a wash of crystalline soul.

Nothing could’ve prepared me for the new filter over my vision.

“Don’t think,” Aphrodite instructed me. “You can’t afford to. Feel.”

I lowered the wall of the Idol-heightened instincts and let them flood through me. My body physically shifted a little. Darkened tendrils of emotions blended with the air around me. Crackling streams of iridescent white dust lunged out of my core soul and latched onto Carla’s aura.

My girlfriend let out a soft gasp.

The golden yellow in her aura snatched onto my white, probing tendrils. Raw happiness and elation raced through the new connection between us and flooded my own aura. Warm satisfaction and elation boiled up in my stomach.

“Just like that,” Aphrodite encouraged. “Perfect.”

“David,” Carla whispered. “What’s happening?”

“You’re blending your shapes,” Tiana whispered in awe. “I’ve never seen that, not like this—“

The sparkling universe of lust and need moved in my peripheral vision. Aphrodite raced across the marble floor faster than seeing. Pure combat reflex boiled up in my mind and strangled the stream of power between Carla and I.

I let it go. I let instinct and emotion take over.

My hand practically lifted itself and caught Aphrodite’s wrist before it could land on my throat.

It’d been effortless. Simple. I smiled at Aphrodite and bright yellow sparks lanced from my aura and crashed into hers. It burned away at the violet energies of her soul, and she let out a gasp of sudden pain.

But it wasn’t pain. Not really.

I’d just attacked her soul with Carla’s aura.

My body and being had just become a conduit of another human’s raw emotion.

Aphrodite dropped to a knee and golden streaks started to slide up through her arm.

“David,” Tiana cut in sharply. “You’re hurting her. Stop.”

I released my grip, blinked once, and disconnected myself from the Idol within.

Reality snapped back into focus. The crystalline galaxy of soul and emotion vanished.

Aphrodite smiled proudly up at me.

I offered her a hand up, and she took it.

Carla let out a long, pent-up breath.

“You saw that?” I asked Tiana.

“I saw something,” she said. “But I don’t understand it. It’s like you took Carla’s aura and forced it into hers. She can’t handle happiness. Or, at least, her body can’t.”

“You can see her aura?”

“I couldn’t,” the singer breathed. “Not until you did that.”
Aphrodite pulled herself up and kissed me. Pleasure rippled through my mind and threatened to blank it out completely. I latched onto my discipline to fight off my hindbrain and pulled away from her.

“Now you’re beginning to see,” Aphrodite whispered. “What it is to be a god.”
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I threw myself into learning everything I could about my new discovery.

The days fell into a comfortable kind of rhythm after two days. I didn’t sleep for a second and spent as much time picking Aphrodite’s brain about what I could when it came to humanity’s souls, emotions, and the insane gem-like world that existed just outside of my vision. I rose and made breakfast for Carla and Tiana. My girlfriend insisted on daily practice with a pistol and took Tiana with her whenever she went shooting or swimming.

All three of the beautiful creatures in the villa had access to me whenever they wanted it.

I practically lost count of the amount of time we spent making love. Fucking. Trying new and exciting things with each other. Aphrodite didn’t join me whenever the girls decided to attack me together, but she always lingered in the background and fed from the overflow of lust and love between us.

Tiana wrote music in the bedroom and in the portico every day.

Her ethereal voice swelled up from the house from time to time as she tried out new lyrics and lines. A battered, leather-bound journal was never far from her fingertips. She joined in on our festivities and our drinking, and she often sat to watch Aphrodite and I experiment with my newfound power.

Her aura was stronger than anything I’d ever seen before.

It’d stood out to me when we’d first met. Tiana told me that she’d seen the same thing in me.

The singer had better eyes than I did when it came to instinctive perception.

Day three found Aphrodite, Tiana, and me sitting in the portico while Tiana experimented with notes on her guitar. My senses had sharpened to the point where I could practically feel the vibration in the air. Carla had cornered me in the hallway after her daily tanning session on the sand.

We’d made love on the hallway floor on soaking towels.

Her moans of pure need and satisfaction had echoed the entire way through the house.

I’d carried her up to the bed afterward, and she’d passed out almost immediately.

Tiana worked her way through a soft folk piece about an island of dreams. Aphrodite listened to her with closed eyes and a delighted smile on her face.

The Idol waited until Tiana’s voice trailed off with a frustrated sigh.

“I can see why the mortals adore you,” Aphrodite said.

“They only see the final product,” Tiana told her. “After I’ve polished it to a shine.”

“You infuse your heart into your music, darling. It is a power unto itself.”

Tiana glanced up at me with a wry smile.

“That’s not the same thing as being able to bring a goddess to her knees.”

“Oh, you could bring me to my knees if you simply asked,” Aphrodite purred. “But I take no responsibility for what would happen next.”

A flush touched Tiana’s face.

“That’s not what I meant. I want to do more.”

“You wish to ascend to godhood?”

Tiana shook her head.

“No. I want to stay as I am.”

“Then you must be content with your world,” Aphrodite said simply. “You cannot fight as David does. Not with strength of arms or flesh.”

“I tried. They just thought I was insane. My manager practically had a heart attack when I told people that you existed. Everyone’s under the impression that I’m losing my mind.”

“You know better than to believe what’s on the feeds,” I chided her.

She let out a growl.

“It’s not that, and you know it. I just feel like I’m not doing enough.”

Aphrodite glanced at me, almost as if she was asking me permission.

I didn’t know exactly what the Idol had in mind, but I gave her a careful nod.

“David told you that you were under attack from my family,” Aphrodite began. “And he likely told you that you were my primary target. Why do you think that was?”

“My people,” Tiana replied with a glare. “You wanted to mess with their heads.”

“It wasn’t just that, darling. You only see yourself projecting your music to the others. You know how you make them feel. How you unite their souls together with your words and your song. Had I taken you, twisted you, I would have fed my power until humanity itself would’ve fallen to its knees in worship. Your music would have become my weapon. You would have become my instrument and my voice, and I would’ve played you until the  entire world knew its masters.”

The words sent a cold chill down my spine.

Actual terror and hatred colored Tiana’s aura.

Aphrodite raised a hand before the singer could speak.

“That is behind us,” she said quietly. “I am an Olympian no longer.”

Something in the Idol’s voice hummed with the gravity of pure truth.

“What are you getting at?” Tiana challenged.

“You have a part to play yet in the coming future,” Aphrodite said. “And your voice will be a weapon more powerful than any blade or mortal weapon. Of that, I am certain.”

Disbelief washed through Tiana’s voice.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Aph,” the singer said, “but that’s beyond insane.”

Aphrodite lifted herself from the reclining sofa with a delighted laugh.

“Perhaps. But mortal sanity has not brought us here together. It was the will of a long-dead Titan and his progeny.” Aphrodite stretched her hands seductively above her head and gave Tiana another appreciative once-over. “Continue to hone your craft, darling. And those pretty eyes of yours. You have untouched power at your fingertips.”

The Idol retreated from the portico and left the two of us with her cryptic words hanging in the air. I retrieved the half-empty pot of Greek coffee and brought it over to Tiana. She pulled a bare leg under her and made room for me to join her on the sofa.

“How are you doing?” Tiana asked.

I bit back a laugh.

“I’m more worried about you.”

“I guess I’m feeling outclassed. And I don’t like that.”

“You spent your entire life competing against expectations, labels, and the powers that be,” I reminded her. “It’d be weird if you weren’t a little competitive about things.”

“Easy to say when you’re the one at the front of the pack,” Tiana scoffed. “Don’t get me wrong. I’ve enjoyed almost every second of my time here. But watching you, watching the two of you go back and forth with this magic thing? It’s driving me insane.”

I laughed and lifted the guitar off her lap.

“It wouldn’t call it magic,” I said.

“How can you not?” Tiana closed her notebook with a grimace. “I can see everything that you’re doing. Pushing souls back and forth. I can feel you when you do it. All of the hate and the need and the hunger and the love. And I want to be part of it. I want to help you more, make you stronger.”

“You are,” I reminded her quietly. “Just by being here.”

“Maybe,” she said.

She put a hand on my knee and forced a smile.

It looked wrong on her face. Especially after the intimacy we’d shared.

“You’re going stir-crazy here,” I said. “You want to be back out there. Working again.”

Appreciation and love colored her soul.

“We only really just met, and you already know me so well.”

“I’d chalk that up to you, Tiana. You were the one willing to put your chips on me.”

“Not always,” she reminded me wryly.

I thought back to the look she’d given me when I’d met her in Kentucky after Ares.

It’d hurt. It’d hurt enough to make me run, to cut her out of my life for a while. Three days with new vision, and I could understand why. Aphrodite’s true form was a terrifyingly intense visual. A combination of my own adrenaline from victory, Ares’s soul, and the Bolt would’ve scared me out of my mind, too.

I couldn’t see myself in the mirror.

But I could see my colors when I let them loose.

They were still there. And Tiana had chosen to accept me anyway.

“You came back anyway,” I eventually said. “And that’s what matters to me. I know you’ve been working with Aph a little, trying to see what you can do.”

“Then you know it’s bugging the hell out of me.” She squeezed my knee affectionately. “You’ve heard us talking, I know you have. She keeps telling me that I have to stop fighting being a god. Do you know how insane that is?”

I smiled.

“I might know a thing or two about it.”

She studied my colors.

“Yeah, I guess you would. How do you do it? Balance being human with what you can do?”

The question caught me completely off-guard. I took a long moment to gather my thoughts before I answered.

“You know what it’s like being the center of attention everywhere you go,” I said slowly. “Even before the Idols and everything else. That kind of fame and money can go to anyone’s head. But it didn’t go to yours.”

“That’s because I had people around me to keep me honest,” Tiana said. “I needed that, or I would’ve gone insane. And I’m not perfect. I’ve let it go to my head before.”

“So have I.”

Tiana saw the truth in my aura.

She didn’t press. And I loved her for that.

“But you didn’t let it consume you,” Tiana said. “You didn’t let it make you into something that you weren’t. And that’s just it. You can do things that people would kill for. I’ve seen the way you move, the way you shoot. I’ve seen what you can do with Aphrodite. And I know that you have to let go of some of your humanity to do it.”

“It’s not that,” I said.

“Then what is it?”

“You’ve seen what happens when I hit Aphrodite with emotions or frequencies that she’s not made up of,” I replied. “She can’t handle it. Things like love or happiness or pure hatred—they don’t mix well with her. She’s a pure being, in some sense, and she can feel those things. But she’s one aspect of humanity’s emotion. Not all of them.”

Tiana frowned.

“Being human is feeling everything,” I said. “And still deciding to take action with a clear head. I used to think that we were walking storms of emotion and that was what dictated our actions. Until I met people who could keep them under control, use them productively.”

“Casey is like that.”

“So’s Kasper,” I agreed. “I don’t know, Tiana. Everything I’ve seen, the shit that I’ve done, and what I’m trying to do? I’m practically making it up as I go along. I didn’t think it was possible to kill an Idol, but I managed it. And the only reason that Aphrodite couldn’t corrupt me was because I had people around me to keep me anchored.”

“So humanity isn’t just people walking around.”

“We both know that we’re not,” I said gently. “They’re individual springs of emotion, soul, and decisions all happening in real time. Some of them choose the wrong path, and some of them get a handle on it and use it as fuel. And some people, like you, decide to channel it into something beautiful that reaches the others.”

Tiana paused at that.

“Aphrodite wants me to give into it all because she can’t imagine another way of doing it. I don’t think she can really make any sense of us outside of what she feels and she’s seen in the past. We’re a rare breed, and we’re carrying around strains of Idol DNA. Her power comes from simply being who she is. Ours is from ourselves, sure, but it’s just as much the people around us.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this philosophical.”

I thought back to the acid-trip dimension that I could access with an effort.

“I’m looking at the world with new eyes. Maybe that’s what it is.”

Aphrodite let out a sudden, sharp growl from the hallway behind us. An intense static burst raced up my spine, pulled me off the sofa and onto my feet in a fraction of a second. The guitar in my hands was already loaded up on my forearm like a weapon before I even realized it.

“What is it?” Tiana demanded.

I forced myself to relax and handed her instrument back.

“I think Odin’s finally decided to reach out to us,” I said.

Tiana shrank against the back of the sofa.

“Stay inside,” I said. “Aph, with me.”

The Idol joined my side in all.her naked glory. I didn’t have a weapon close to hand that could hurt any of the Aesir except my own hands and the Bolt. The Mk. VI was back in the Bullseye, but Sigrid had assured me that the messenger would come under a banner of peace.

I wanted to trust the valkyrie. She’d given me her word.

But Odin hadn’t made any such promise.

“I need you to secure the house,” I told Aphrodite. “Tiana and Carla are your responsibility. If anything happens to me, you’re to protect them with your life, you understand?”

The Idol hesitated for just a second.

“You have my word,” she said.

She placed her hand in mine.

The Bolt joined with her body in a flicker of white and pink sparks.

I stepped out of the portico, left Aphrodite with Tiana, and started down the hall at a full sprint.

My running speed was up to race-car levels after weeks and weeks of pushing my limits.

It took me less than ten seconds to leave the villa behind me, blaze down the hillside, and stop short at the beach below. The day had started to fade into night and golden streaks raced through the Mediterranean sky overhead.

I paid attention to the warning static in my spine.

I found my super-vision switch that I’d trained over the last few days.

The sky turned into a pure white void and a single dark figure appeared overhead.

Black and blue energies whirled around it, and it changed direction in mid-air.

An angel-like figure with a raven’s wings bulleted down toward the ocean.

It halted a few feet over it and sent a shockwave through the water.

Foam geysered up around it and spread the ocean up over my feet.

The figure levitated forward until it hovered ten yards away from me.

It wasn’t Sigrid, but it was definitely an Aesir.

My eyes showed me a mass of bubbling obsidian shaped vaguely like a raven.

Pure, black hatred shimmered out of it like a corrupting tide and tainted the water underneath.

Jagged blue crystals jutted out from the being like turrets. I could see the vicious intelligence, the foresight, and the cold, calculating calm contrasting with the core of pure vitriol.

I pushed my vision back to human settings.

My visitor reminded me of a smaller, more birdlike Sigrid.

Her wings carried her over the surf, and she halted ahead of me.

I didn’t see any weapons except the slate-colored wings with edges like razor blades and vicious talons darker than liquid night.

My instincts told me to fight.

My good sense reminded me why I was here.

I inclined my head in a nod of greeting that I’d offered to Sigrid.

“Jotun,” the valkyrie rasped.

Her voice tore at my ears like a weapon all on their own.

“Shieldmaiden,” I replied.

It let out a laugh that hammered against my eardrums.

“I am no simple tool of the Allfather, abomination. I am his left eye.”

“Then you have my apology,” I said. “I extend you my hospitality.”

The Aesir stiffened at my words.

“I require nothing from you, mortal. Only that you hear my tidings.”

“I’m listening.”

“The Allfather extends to you his greetings and a wish that you would meet him in his halls. Your match of arms with his favorite weapon was deemed worthy of his attention. You have three days to call upon Sigrid to bear you to Asgard.”

I hid a flash of sudden relief.

Three days was all the time I needed to prepare for a new war.

“I accept his invitation, and I am grateful for his time.”

“A Jotun has not walked our halls in millennia. You are to come alone. The Seducer is not welcome, nor are any allies that you might deem fit to call upon. Only you and you alone.”

I nodded.

“Done. Can Sigrid find me again?”

The raven-like Idol’s laugh drove daggers into my brain, and she vanished into the sky again without another word. The ocean roared up at her departure. I tracked her progress through the sky until she vanished beyond the range of my senses—human or otherwise.

I made my back up to the house and found the others waiting for me.

“It’s time to go,” I said. “Odin got in touch.”

“That’s what this was about?” Carla asked. “I thought we were under attack.”

“We’re not,” I told her. “But I think it’s smart to assume that things are heating up again.”
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I contacted MAI and organized a flight off the island.

The girls packed slowly and chatted while they did it. Aphrodite vanished from the house and pushed me to track her down at the beachside on the south edge of the island. I found the Idol standing knee-deep in the ocean, staring out at the dark sea on the horizon.

She nodded as I approached, as if making up her mind.

“You want me to stay,” she said.

“You heard what Odin’s raven told me.”

“It was difficult not to.”

I waded up through the surf to stand at her side.

“Are you ready to go back?” I asked her.

She visibly flinched at the question, which surprised me.

“You would trust me to do that without a bag over my head?”

“You’ve given me more than I’ve asked for. Time and time again. You didn’t have to train us this week, and you definitely didn’t have to turn everything into fantasy just for me.”

“Perhaps that is simply my nature,” she said with a smirk.

“Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. Do you want to go back?”

“I don’t know what Odin has in store for you, David. If I was seen to interfere, it could be interpreted as a sign of war or duplicity on your part. That could go badly for humanity and for your mission to bring peace to gods and humanity.”

She didn’t take her eyes off the ocean. Warmth crept into her smile.

“I have come to like my Temple. I will protect it with everything I have.”

“You don’t see it as a prison?”

There are worse cells to live in,” she hedged. “Fear not. I will be here waiting when you get back.”

I rested a hand on her shoulder and turned her to face me.

“Thank you, Aph,” I said. “I’m glad I can rely on you.”

She took my face and kissed me slowly. The ocean washed against our knees, and she pressed herself against me. I savored the viciously-sweet pleasure from her body, and engaged my Idol-vision when I pulled away from her.

A roaring sun of pleasure and lust looked back at me with a smile.

“A word of warning about the Aesir,” she murmured. “They know war. Better than Olympians, better than humanity. Sigrid is only one tool that Odin has at his disposal. There are worse and more dangerous things in store for you if he wishes it.”

“I’ll be careful,” I promised her.

She pulled me in for another kiss.

I left her in the ocean, a still and silent guardian of her Temple.

The jet landed a few hours later. Tiana and Carla joined me in the luxurious cabin. We poured out champagne and joined each other at the table to consult about our next move. I let my eyes comb over the two of them. Tiana had changed into a sunny dress that suited her image as a folk singer better than the bikinis she’d been styling out on the island.

My girlfriend was back in her secretary uniform.

“What happened?” Tiana asked.

I explained the conversation I’d had with Odin’s messenger.

“It’s a trap,” Tiana told me. “It has to be. Alone, without anyone to watch your back?”

“Took the words right out of my mouth,” Carla added. “Did this valkyrie tell you what he wanted with you? What he wanted to meet with you about?”

“She didn’t say.”

They exchanged a look.

“It’s a setup,” Tiana told me. “You know that.”

“The question is, for what?” I replied.

“Brainwashing? Straight up execution? Imprisonment?” Carla suggested. “Those are the things that I can list off the top of my head. I know you’ve been training nonstop with auras and all the rest of it. And I know you can do it with us, so it’d make sense if you could do it with other people.”

“It’s on the list when it comes to testing,” I assured her. “Three days is a long time, too. Hughie and Eliot don’t believe in any kind of breaks, so I guarantee you that they’ve cooked up something insane for us when we get back.”

“Insane enough to take on an entire pantheon?”

“They’ve done it before. They can do it again.”

“I hope you’re right,” Tiana said.

“What are your movements?” I asked.

“I need to get home to Kentucky. I’ve finished the last tracks that I needed for the latest album. They need recording and editing. Is there any chance—“

“Jet’s taking you straight there after we land in St Jacques,” I assured her. “Don’t worry.”

Carla stretched out with a yawn.

“Well, I still need sleep after this week. Don’t think I’ve ever been so sore in my life.”

“Right there with you,” Tiana assured her.

I left them to sleep, contacted R&D, and told them that I was on my way. I spent some time meditating and experimenting more with the aura-based skills that Aphrodite had shown me. I ran over her lessons over and over again in my mind and solidified them into a cohesive whole.

The girls were asleep, and their auras were muted.

They still felt things in their subconscious, but they were difficult to reach and siphon.

Each color had corresponding effects if I let them bleed into my body and interact with the Bolt.

I’d had to break down my understanding of my powers into a frame of mind that I could explain to Hughie and Eliot, and I’d gotten close to making it perfect.

My body was the hardware. It had a human framework with three different Idols’ essences swirling around in it. The reds of volcanic anger and rage came from Hephaestus and Ares. The purples and pinks were from Aphrodite. She hadn’t gifted me her Ichor, but I’d spent a few days siphoning some of her power. The blue of cold, rational calculation had come from Athena. It gave me smoother and more efficient use of the power at my fingertips, with both the Bolt and my own physical capabilities. It opened up my senses of sight and sound and allowed me to narrow down on targets in my immediate vicinity. The sunny yellow of happiness felt the most human, the least mechanical, and it was the energy I could use to control the storm of emotions in the back of my mind, behind the walled-off Idol instincts.

My body was the hardware, and the colors were the software.

Red and browns and scarlets boosted my strength.

Blues gave me efficiency, focus, and heightened senses.

Aphrodite’s colors did something to the surrounding eyes of humanity. It focused them on me, drew their emotions toward me, and made it easier to touch their auras and draw their crystal streams into my body.

Yellow neutered the other extremes of emotions. It was the switch to return me to baseline.

The blinding white of Zeus’s Bolt was a medium. I could use it to augment my physical attacks, channel it through the Hoplite armor, and use it as a weapon against a target. I’d practiced tirelessly with it before my fight with Sigrid, and I knew it was my best weapon against any Idol.

I hadn’t tested the new bursts from aura energy in a lab environment.

It was on the list of priorities.

The new spectrum of powers came at a cost.

Aura energy from fellow humans was temporary.

It was amazing fuel. But I had to use it before I lost it.

Aphrodite’s power was a little different. It lingered, and I couldn’t exactly gauge how much of it I had at any time. When I’d asked her about it, the Idol had told me to use it sparingly to start the process, and not to rely on it as a source of strength.

I’d have to trust her on that.

We landed at the private airstrip in the Shipyard a few hours later.

Carla kissed Tiana’s cheek, pulled her in for a rib-cracking hug, and beamed at her.

“I know it hasn’t been long,” Carla said. “But I’d love to do this again.”

“The feeling’s mutual,” Tiana assured her. “I can’t remember the last time I had so much fun.”

Her tone brought a blush to Carla’s face, and she darted out with an excuse that she needed to check on the luggage. I caught the singer in a kiss and held her close. She moaned up into my mouth and gave my waist an appreciative squeeze.

“Don’t wait so long to call me next time,” she warned me.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”
“I know you’re going to be busy,” she said. “Saving the world and everything. But let me know how it goes with Odin. I don’t know what you’re going up against, and I don’t want to be the last person to hear that we’re at war with more Idols.”

“I’ll make sure you’re part of our group chat,” I said with a laugh.

I made my way outside to a waiting Kasper and an attached security team.

“So, how was everyone’s little vacation?”

“Too short,” Carla told him. “We need to get back to the Bullseye.”

“Do I get an invite to the next little getaway?”

“Get in the car, Kasper,” Carla growled. “You can get a play by play later.”

I gave Casey a nod as I passed him. He returned it, and I saw a flicker of new respect touch his colors as I opened the door for Carla. We were underway five minutes later and back into the bustling streets of St Jacques. We slipped past the worst of the lunch rush from the local business sector, caught an arterial to the center of the city, and vanished into one of the hidden tunnels that led to Montague Manufacturing’s underground fortress.

A brief conversation with Carla told me that she was happy to take the bags and wait for me in the penthouse. Kasper led me through the corridors and into one of the central elevators. The security specialist was doing well to hide his curious excitement about the new developments.

I let him stew until we reached Eliot and Hughie.

The lab techs and interns turned to stare at me as I arrived. The heads of Acquisitions and Engineering waved them back to their work, and we met in one of the small rooms with a projector for a debrief. I kept things as short and tight as I could and didn’t skimp on any of the details that I thought were relevant.

Hughie had a penchant for questioning my information.

He stayed quiet while I sketched out the new abilities and filter of vision that I’d found.

Kasper’s eyes hardened at the mention of the meeting with Odin.

“We still don’t have anything on where Asgard and Yggdrasil might be,” he told me. “We’ve got astronomers, a few friends at NASA, and even some of Wickerman’s people to look into it. They haven’t come up with anything. Are we looking at another dimension here?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “All I know is that the Aesir always seem to come from the sky, and they tend to use it to leave. What that means for us, I’m not sure.”

“Given that Idol technology continues to completely violate the laws of physics, I’ve come up with a few theories as to what’s happening,” Eliot cut in.

We turned to look at him and he held up his well-worn hands.

“Just a theory. But one of things I noticed about my latest study with some applications of Aesir Ichor is that it likes to hide from spectrums of light.”

“Which should be impossible,” Kasper interrupted.

“Theory,” Eliot shot back, frustrated. “We still have comparatively-low sample sizes of Aesir DNA. We got more than we hoped after Sigrid, but it’s not the same as a full corpse that we can run through the right tests.”

“Were you looking into the shards from the wings?” I asked.

“Someone’s paying attention. Yes. It looks to me like they shrug off standard infrared and even sonar. It’s one of the reasons that we found it so hard to track her movements, even before Sigrid met you in New Mexico. That and the fact that she was moving fast enough to break most of our speed records.”

“You think they might have some kind of superstructure in the sky that’s cloaking itself from our ability to detect it?” I asked.

“I don’t think it’s out of the realm of possibility. But if they’re doing that, then they’re also cloaking the fact that they’re cloaking it, and that’s the part that has me concerned. If they take you there, I’m not sure that the Mk. VI is going to be able to feed us environmental data.”

“Which we’re going to need if we’re going to figure out where they are,” Kasper said.

“I’m guessing some kind of beacon is useless?” I asked.

“Only if you could find a way to get the signal out,” Eliot agreed. “That’s the theory. I’ll run it past the others and see what they come up with. We’ll track the suit for as long as we can, but everything I’m hearing about the Aesir tells me that they don’t like company.”

“It doesn’t sound like they like much at all,” Kasper replied.

Hughie met my eye.

“You’re no stranger to suicide missions,” he said quietly. “But this isn’t as simple as fighting one creature at a time. You’ll be in the proverbial belly of the beast, surrounded, with no easy way in or out. And there’s every chance that they’ll insist on disarming you on arrival.”

“No harm in taking the suit anyway,” I said. “They wouldn’t go in unarmed if the situation was reversed.”

“What’s your gut telling you about Odin?” Kasper asked.

“Aphrodite told me that he made Athena look tame. And given that her plan was to use Tiana to supercharge Aphrodite and turn millions of people into meat puppets to fuel her power?” I shook my head. “I think he’s trouble. But I have to try. I can’t just turn down his invitation.”

“Is there even the slightest chance that he wants peace?” Eliot asked.

“He waited this long for Athena’s plan to fail,” I replied. “I plan to ask him what his intentions are for humanity. And to figure out if we can’t just leave each other alone.”

“And you seriously think he’s going to go for that?” Kasper countered.

I smiled at my bodyguard.

“If he doesn’t, we’re going to have to adjust our strategy.” I turned back to Eliot and Hughie. “I know that live updates and environmental data are exactly what you want, but I think you’re going to have to beef up the memory banks in the suit. We’ll record everything that we can and you can comb through the information when we get back.”

“I’ll get to work on that, then,” Eliot said. “Gents.”

He gave us a nod and slid out of the room without another word.
“How’s the new formula for the anti-Aesir weapon?” I asked Hughie.

“It’s working better than expected,” he said. “The samples we collected from Sigrid gave us a better idea of what they’re made out of. I won’t sit here and bore you with the technical details, but the Aesir’s Ichor is less adaptable and resilient than that of the Olympians. It’s stronger, sharper, and harder to shape, but it has its shatter points. We’re beginning to get a glimpse of how they work.”

“Which means our weapons are better,” Kasper guessed.

“They are, and now we know why,” Hughie agreed. “The magnetic acid weakens their Ichor and makes it easier to break apart on a molecular level. The fight with Sigrid showed us that. If we douse them in enough, we can make them human enough for combat.”

“So all we have to worry about is not getting killed until that happens,” Kasper replied.

Hughie studied my expression for a long moment.

“You’re planning something,” he said. “Care to share with the rest of the class?”

“It’s just a thought. And it’s beyond dangerous.”

“Enlighten me.”
  “If Odin doesn’t want to negotiate, all he has to do is send me back down from Asgard or Yggdrasil or wherever and drop me to earth,” I said. “The Aesir could wait up there for decades for the right moment to strike. It gives them all the advantages and none of the disadvantages. If Asgard is really a place, like you were talking about, then it’s their stronghold.”

“You want us to build a bomb,” Hughie said.

“Or a chemical weapon targeted at their architecture,” I said.

“You’ve got a funny way of starting peace talks, boss,” Kasper said with a laugh.

“I need leverage. If Odin hears me out, laughs in his face, and decides to try and kill me, I need a lifeline out of there and a way to make sure that we can meet them on even footing.”
The head of Acquisitions let his eyes drift up to the ceiling and I watched him start to stitch together ideas in his head. Hughie had a fast mind, and a devious one.

“I’ll see what we can do,” he told me finally. “It may take a few days.”

“Consider Odin’s invitation your deadline,” I nodded. “Until then, we test and we train. Hughie, you’ve got carte blanche where I’m concerned. Aphrodite showed me things that I don’t understand completely, and I want some hard numbers around my new capabilities.”
The scientist’s eyes lit up with professional interest and raw excitement.

“Kasper, I know you’re working with practically nothing, but I want you to run tactical simulations using the information we’ve already logged from the Draugr and from Sigrid. Assume that the Aesir have their own castle in the sky and give me different plans for what you’d do with different numbers on their side.”

“Can do,” Kasper said.

I left the meeting room with a rock-solid pathway forward.

It wasn’t perfect. We were shooting blind against an enemy designed to dominate us.

But that hadn’t stopped us with the Olympians. And it sure as hell wasn’t going to stop us now.

My real concern was the fact that the pressure of the situation and the stakes at hand were starting to feel comfortable. My little island getaway had been more than enough to reset my mind and realign my focus.

Now I just had to get to work.
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Wickerman called me at 1400 hours on day two of preparing for contact with the Aesir.

The CIA chief had kept his nose clean since we’d released him from holding a little over a week earlier. The Rabbit Hole had kept tabs on his communication with the Agency, with any other figures in his network of powerful players in the US government, and even extracurricular contacts that he had. Wickerman had tried to cleanse his communication networks once or twice.

The nerds in the basement of the Bullseye were technical wizards.

They’d sunk their hooks deep into his systems and they’d even warned him.

Carla glanced up from her coffee at my frown.

I’d already gone through my training regimen and six hours of testing in R&D for the day. We’d found a slice of time to go on a small date in one of the in-house diners in the Bullseye.

“Something wrong?”

“I don’t know yet. But Wickerman’s reaching out.”

Her eyes widened a little at that.

“He took his time getting back to you.”

“Have you checked the RH reports on him?”

“I’ve been keeping an eye on them,” my PA said. “He hasn’t done anything out of the ordinary, or contacted anyone that he wouldn’t normally contact.”

“Which probably means someone came to see him in person.”

“And that someone is the real power behind the government?”

“They could be. Or he’s just starved for some conversation with a handler.”

We shared a smile, and I answered the call. MAI filtered the call from my Key into the comms unit that was almost glued to my ears these days. Carla flipped her tablet around with an aerial map of Virginia. A blinking dot on the map showed Wickerman at his comfortable home in the countryside.

Surveillance showed that he was alone.

“Mr Wickerman,” I greeted him. “This is a rare pleasure.”

“Wish I could say the same, Montague.” There was a slight rasp to his voice which hadn’t been there before, but I chalked that up to being half-strangled by his own tie a few weeks ago. “A man in a black suit with serious credentials walked into my office yesterday.”

“More serious than yours?”

“Fuck you,” he growled. “You know who I’m talking about.”

I fought off a small thrill of adrenaline.

“Did you make them aware of the situation?”

“They told me that they knew what was happening. I told them what you wanted, and they said that they’d set up the meet tonight. It’s close to a black site in St. Jacques. They said to pass on their interest in your activities and told you to come alone.”

“Where’s the black site?”

“You know Skin Row in the south?”

“I’ve heard of it. One of Durstin’s favorite suburbs when he was younger. You wouldn’t have caught him in a compromising position when you were there, back in the day, would you?”

“The name of the club is Gentleman’s Affairs. These are serious fucking people, Montague. You fuck this up, and there’s every chance that they know how to hurt you better than I ever did.”

“I’ll make sure to keep that in mind. Did they give a specific time?”

“1700 hours. They specified alone.”

“I heard you.”

“You’re getting what you want,” Wickerman said. “Are you going to pull your dogs off my ass now? I’ve been cooperative, and I gave you the connect you wanted.”

“Well, they haven’t showed yet, and I don’t know if this is a trap. What would you do?”

Wickerman hung up without another word. I fought off a laugh and took another bite of the toasted sourdough in front of me. Carla dropped her chin onto the heel of her hand and gazed at me with a blend of lazy appreciation and genuine happiness.

I’d caught her looking at me a lot like that lately, after the island.

“So, you’re off galavanting around with secret agents again?”

“Why, do you want to join in?”

My girlfriend grinned at me.

“I’m almost tempted, but I’ve got to file the report from the meetings yesterday and try and pull Catalina back into line. She’s got some bug up her ass about our supply lines and how they’re way too inefficient in and out of South America.”

“What was she complaining about?”

“Mostly that we weren’t tapping into the black market,I think.”

“I’m guessing you reeled her in?”

“She’s a hard one to handle sometimes,” Carla told me. “She likes it here, but she hasn’t stopped talking about how her expertise is being overlooked. Smuggling routes and the black market are her specialty, not tankers and port manifests.”

“How are the numbers since she started in shipping?”

“Up. A lot. She’s taken to this like a fish to water.”

“Catalina is probably trying to impress us. Make sure that we know she’s worth what we’re paying her.” I finished my sandwich, drained my coffee, and slid out from the booth. “Tell her that the legal heat from our international clients would destroy our supply lines. But talk to her about the black market, and see if any of the people down that way are interested in going pro.”

Carla’s eyes widened.

“Wait, are you serious? The cartels?”

I shook my head.

“I’m talking about the people down there she’s trying to get out of the life. We can look into options when it comes to giving them a clean slate on the local side. She’s a big asset, and the locals know more about getting product to remote locations than we do.”
“That’s a risk, David. What if she gets played?”

“She’ll tell us,” I assured her. “Or Kasper will.”

Carla made a note on her tablet, and I kissed her hair.

“I’m going to scope out Skin Row.”

“Tell Kasper,” Carla pleaded. “I don’t want to hear him complaining again.”

“I’ll leave him a voicemail,” I promised her. “See you tonight.”

“Don’t bring anyone home,” my girlfriend warned me. “I want you all to myself tonight.”

“I do my best to stay away from ladies of the night.”

“But they take one look at you and start seeing dollar signs.”

I grinned at her, kissed her properly, and took the elevator that led to the upper garage. A glance at my Key HUD told me that Kasper was back in his office working on new tactical plans for the meeting with the Aesir. Carla hadn’t alerted him.

My bodyguard loved the action, the thrill of the fight.

But he trusted me to be able to take care of myself. The last few months had propelled me well and truly beyond needing a human security team to watch my back. The threats that we were up against were far beyond the kinds of problems that bullets could solve. I strolled through the parking garage, past a couple of truckers unloading supplies to the Bullseye, and I gave them a nod. They returned it and quickly doubled down on their task without so much as a word.

I could see the respect and the fear in their auras.

The smart play for the meeting was to take an unmarked car down to Skin Row, use a light disguise, and blend into the crowd until Wickerman’s handler showed up. I might’ve even done it last year. But the CIA had a long arm and far too many operations in the domestic USA. The patronage and cooperation of people like Durstin had driven their roots deeper into the roots of economic and political activity stateside.

A quick call to the Rabbit Hole confirmed my suspicions.

The place was owned by a shell company that had ties back to a private fund with no name and no simple affiliation. It didn’t take much after that to convince me that they had cameras everywhere, along with staff and trigger-pullers close to hand. It was the belly of the beast.

They’d probably used Gentleman’s Affairs to entrap St. Jacques’ aristocracy years ago.

I took a modified Corvette roadster painted in black and red with tinted windows.

It was the complete opposite of innocuous, but I wanted to set a tone in the meeting.

The roads ofSt. Jacques were packed this time of the afternoon. Driving the Corvette normally felt like barely having control of an animalistic engine attached to seats. My newly-found reflexes and senses made it effortlessly to blaze in and out of traffic. I didn’t break any speed limits.

But I sure as hell had fun getting to Skin Row.

The place was notorious throughout St. Jacques as an entertainment district for tourists. Working girls lined the streets, and sex shops advertised the latest and greatest devices for couples looking to make things interesting. Cheap hotel buildings and tight, clean alleys turned Skin Row into less of a street and more of a maze to trap hopeless travelers into spending their hard-earned money on a few hours of pleasure.

I parked the Corvette on the street two doors down from the Gentleman’s Affairs.

The building had received a new coat of paint and red-carpet treatment for people trying to get inside. A glance over the security guards’s auras told me that they were trained professionals with a military background. The six-story building didn’t have an exterior fire escape or any easy way in and out of it. I used the Key to check the codes on the club.

They were out of date, but they showed a rear smoking area on a raised balcony overlooking the rest of Skin Row. It had its own entry point and it was manned by more security and valet parking. I pushed the Corvette past small packs of prostitutes and turned into the front driveway that led down toward the parking at the rear.

A big guy with an earpiece and a bow tie called me to a halt.

I wound down the window to greet him and he took a full step backward in shock.

“Just looking to get a park at the rear,” I said.

“Name?”

I chuckled.

“I don’t want to waste your time here. You know who I am, and there’s alarms going off everywhere with your team. You can pat me down once I get out of the car, if it’ll help make everyone feel better.”

Surprise colored his aura, and his radio squawked at him.

The doorman guided me to the rear parking. I saw a handful of far more expensive vehicles parked at the rear of the club. A small crew of scantily-clad college-age women were busy cleaning them in impractical heels. They went quiet when I slid out of the car and tossed my keys to a nearby valet.

Their auras were too keyed-in for simple working girls.

I’d walked straight into the hornet’s nest with a baseball bat and a grin on my face.

Going through the front door wasn’t the usual way that I did things, and it was throwing the security team off. The women weren’t armed, but a handful of them had subtle earpieces in. A leggy Latina detached herself from the rest of them and approached me with a winning smile.

“Can I give that beast of yours a little polish?”

I recognized a tinge of Honduras in her accent and replied to her in Spanish.

“You look like you’ve already got your hands full polishing,” I replied. “I want to see the boss.”

Her aura flickered with sudden caution and wariness, but she hid it effortlessly.

“You’re a little ahead of schedule. I can take you inside for a drink, though.” Her Spanish sounded raw and a little rusty from a lack of use. “How would you feel about that, Mr. Montague?”

“I’ll take the smoking balcony, if it’s all the same to you,” I said.

She led me up a set of translucent stairs and into the smoking area.

I recognized five local business barons chatting animatedly with people who definitely weren’t their wives. Their conversations ground to a halt when I appeared amongst them. I’d shown up in a simple button-down and slacks, and I looked more like the wait staff than I did my father’s son.

The Latin girl led me to a corner table away from the others and leaned over the table.

The movement drew attention to her mouth-watering figure.

“Need to get some good stills for the camera crew?” I asked with a laugh.

She smiled back, but there wasn’t any friendliness in it.

“Where’s your security?”

“I came alone, as requested.”

“You don’t travel anywhere without your friends.”

“Maybe I just have friends everywhere,” I said with a shrug.

Doubt clouded her aura.

“You look like a scotch man,” she said.

“I’m not thirsty, but thank you. Can you let your boss know I’ve arrived?”

“He already knows. He’s on his way now.”

She retreated back to her place with the others washing cars and providing eye candy for the smokers around me. I leaned comfortably back in my chair, slid the Key out of my pocket, and placed it down on the table along with my twin earpieces. I’d had to fight the old instinct to bring a piece and a knife with me.

I didn’t need them.

Wickerman’s contact kept me waiting for a full 90 minutes. I waited patiently and watched the conversations around me shift to adapt to my presence. The business moguls seemed embarrassed to be on the same balcony with me. A few of them moved inside, and the others shifted their conversation away from bragging about their assets and their revenue streams.

I shifted my vision and turned the world around me to crystalline webs of emotion and power.

The sheer number of people in close vicinity reminded me of being exposed to regular crowds when I’d been younger. The sheer amount of information with my heightened senses made my head swim and made it difficult to track which emotions belonged to who.

They had a habit of overlapping each other and feeding in from one person to another.

A new figure appeared from the entrance to the club.

I turned my eyes to the newcomer.

A deep, still ocean of azure blues and recognizable black strands coalesced into an older man in a cheap suit. He was better-groomed than anyone else around us. I pushed my Idol-vision back into place in the back of my head and rose to my feet as he approached.

The guy had to be in his sixties. He had military experience.

And judging from his aura, Wickerman’s handler was a sociopath.

His colors didn’t have the same flickers and movements that regular people did.

I’d run into a few of them before, but not with this level of stillness.

His gray hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail and a perfectly-manicured gunmetal beard gave his chin plenty of volume. The guy was in impressive physical shape, definitely armed, and the four-man crew that spread smoothly out behind him drew every eye to his entrance.

“Inside. All of you.”

The words were delivered firmly.

The business moguls vanished inside with their escorts and their security guys in less than a minute. I held out my hand to the shark in human skin across from me, but he made no attempt to mirror the gesture. I smiled at him and saw the calculation in his eyes.

It wasn’t the look of a man gauging an equal.

Wickerman’s handler saw himself as a chessmaster and all the rest of the world as pieces.

He was probably the closest thing I’d ever seen to a demon in human form.

The guy made Idols seem practically human by comparison.

“Montague,” he said finally. “You’re early.”

“I’m sorry if I interrupted your bath,” I told him.

He frowned at me, and I offered him a grin in return.

“Sit,” he said sharply.

“After you,” I said with a magnanimous sweep of my hand.

Another pause, another frown, and a wave of irritation from his bodyguards.

He’d expected me to follow orders. Just like everyone else did.

But I wasn’t in the habit of being told what to do by spooks in suits.

He finally settled down in his chair. I leaned back against the balcony rail instead of joining him at the table, just to twist the knife a little deeper and assure him that I wasn’t about to stick to the regularly-scheduled programming.

I had plenty of practice pissing off the powerful.

“You requested this meeting,” he said in a clipped tone. “Speak your piece.”

“I did, a week ago. And you took your sweet time making it happen, which leads me to believe that you’re either under some serious pressure to deliver something to the President, or you’ve been floundering wondering what the hell happened to your favorite pets.”

Stony silence followed my statement.

The colors around the bodyguards told me that I was on the money.

“So let’s start from the beginning,” I suggested. “How long have you known about the Idols?”
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The man studied me for a long moment.

“That is classified information.”

“It is,” I agreed. “And I know why. Wickerman wouldn’t shut up about the threat to national security, the threat of civil war, et cetera. There’s a reason that I haven’t released the information to the public yet.”

“You have some sense of responsibility,” Mr. Blank agreed. “That doesn’t stop you being the single most monumental fuckup of the last hundred years.”

It was a targeted jab to get me angry.

It just made me laugh.

“You knew about them, and the first thing you did was figure out how to make them work for you. Ares in the CIA starting proxy wars. Athena helping you court the aristocracy. Must’ve been a big punch in the gut when they went down.”

He leaned back in his chair and drew a pack of cigarettes out of his jacket pocket.

“They were the largest assets that the United States of America had access to,” he said. “And you decided to play superhero. Do you have any idea what kind of damage you’ve caused?”

“Next to zero casualties. I’m sure you lost a few million in social media psychological operations. Then there was the staff turnover, probable assassinations of journalists, and the hush money that you had to pay out to your pet moguls. How am I doing so far?”

He just kept studying me through rimless glasses.

“You present an unprecedented threat to the security of the United States.”

“I’m going to take that as a sign that I’m right on the money.”

“You only have your freedom because I allow it, Montague. I am the only thing holding the vultures at bay. And they are circling. The breaches of private information. Extortion. Murder. Blackmail. Designing weapons without the correct licensing.”

“Let’s pretend that I know a little about how you spooks do things so I can save you some time,” I replied. “You come to a potential asset and convince them that you are their only hope and their only way out of their situation. Usually a situation that you helped them into in the first place. Your would-be asset squirms and argues, you show them damning evidence and give them a show of force, and then they buckle under the pressure.”

The trigger-pullers on the balcony got very twitchy, very quickly.

I ignored them and focused on the man in front of me.

“That’s not going to work on me,” I told him. “Wickerman couldn’t do it. Athena couldn’t, and she had a bigger stick than you did. So don’t pretend that you’re actually going to pull the trigger and bring me in.”

“Give me a good reason not to,” he told me.

I watched him light up and breathe smoke.

“The reason that you’re not going to is because we’re in a Mexican standoff. If you had the opening, if you were really confident that you were invincible, you would’ve already destroyed my world as an example to everyone else.”

“It’s a rare thing, meeting somebody like you.”

“Asset maintenance is like seduction,” I recalled from Kasper’s lessons. “Make them believe that you’re their everything, and always complement threats with compliments.” I shook my head. “I haven’t nuked your operation from orbit because you need me. It’s as simple as that.”

Mr. Blank leaned forward and tapped ash into a crystal tray on the table.

“We do,” he agreed. “For better or worse, you’ve established that the private sector is better than the government when it comes to dealing with pressing issues. But that has an end date, Montague. Your little army, your company, all of it.”

“It might,” I agreed. “But it’s a drop in the ocean when you’re looking at a potential species extinction via alien invaders. You want to keep the status quo because it means that you can swoop in when this is all over, claim the credit, and take me to a farm upstate.”

He smiled.

It barely looked human.

“I’m glad that you’re aware of the situation. Nothing you do is going to change that. You are too much of a threat. Your company is one thing, but Wickerman made it clear to me that you possess technology which makes you a tactical threat to anything that you choose to have fall within your crosshairs.”

“I’d call that an accurate assessment.”

“It takes a very confident or dangerous man to walk straight into a situation where he knows that his life could end at any moment.”

Mr. Blank didn’t know what I could do without the Hoplite armor.

Wickerman had never seen me outside of it. My CIA contact was operating under the assumption that I was just a regular human and that the armor did all of the work. He’d passed on that information to Mr. Blank, but here I was.

Unarmed. No armor. Just me and a Corvette downstairs.

I smiled at Mr Blank and let some of Ares’s hunger bleed through my smile.

“Which side are you on?” I asked. “Confident? Or dangerous?”

The man’s aura flickered and the blue energy of focus and observation flared brighter. I couldn’t scare the guy. He didn’t feel emotions like regular people. But his finely-tuned senses toward danger had suddenly kicked up a notch. and I could see him re-evaluating priorities.

The trigger-pullers behind Mr Blank sensed the exchange and adjusted their stances.

They didn’t go for weapons. But they adjusted their clothes to display them.

“Reading people has always been a skill of mine,” Mr. Blank continued. “You display signs of both. And something else which I only ever saw in Ares.”

“Homicidal intent?”

Mr Blank breathed smoke and smiled his shark’s smile.

“Pure, unadulterated aggression. You’re a cornered dog, Montague. A cornered dog only has two methods of recourse when placed into an impossible situation. Aggression, or submission.”

“It must be nice to live in a world like yours,” I said with a chuckle.

He tilted his head.

“You show up, you tell people how it’s going to be, ruin their lives unless they do your bidding, and then get your treats from the President when you tell him that America is still safe thanks to all of your hard work in the shadows.”

The ire of the bodyguards cranked up another notch.

“He’s trying to provoke you,” Mr. Blank told them.

“So in a world of dogs, you’re the trainer?” I asked. “Are you going to whistle and all your good boys here are going to lock me into handcuffs and spirit me downstairs to your sex dungeon?”

“You remain uncooperative,” Mr. Blank replied. “You understand the situation, and you still fight.”

“We started this conversation under a premise of mutually assured destruction,” I reminded him.

“You lack any recording equipment, and you’re under surveillance,” Mr Blank said. “Your little communications device won’t save you here if you can’t reach it.”

He reached over and scooped up the MasterKey.

It read his biometrics and went dead the second his fingers brushed against it.

Another shark’s smile crossed the man’s face, and he bounced the Key in his palm.

“I think it’s time you learned some discipline,” the sociopath said. “Take him.”

The head of his hit-squad was a burly man in his mid-forties. Former special forces at minimum, complete with the shaved head and bulging muscle that came from plenty of time in the gym. He drew his pistol like lightning and had it pointed at my head in less than a second.

“Inside,” the leader barked.

I stayed where I was.

“You’ve got better things to do than point that piece at me," I told him quietly.

The others drew their guns and moved outward to cut off my points of escape. They kept their weapons trained on me, but I could already see their instincts going nuts. A loaded .45 should’ve been enough to scare me into submission.

Mr. Blank didn’t know who he was dealing with.

“Think this through,” Mr. Blank told me. “We won’t kill you. You’re too valuable of an asset. But you need to understand your place. No man stands above the United States.”

“No-one except you,” I replied.

I pushed off the railing. The leader jerked at the movement, and I held out my hands with my wrists together. I never let the bloodthirsty smile slip from my face for a second. Mr. Blank’s best dog jerked his chin at the others behind me, holstered his gun, and pulled a set of steel manacles off his belt. He moved carefully and watched me like a hawk as he closed in to cuff me.

I activated my Idol-vision and the world turned to crystal.

I could see everything. Shimmering centers of complex emotions, the leftover lust and hunger and greed plastered on the furniture around me, and the blinding blue lighthouse of rationality smoking a cigarette to my right. I took a half-breath and focused on the leader of Mr. Blank’s dogs.

He was nervous and fighting his instincts that told him to run.

The guy knew on an instinctual level that he was outmatched.

He just didn’t know why.

I took his nervousness and fear and anger at both and expanded my aura outward.

It brushed against his and tiny tendrils of dark scarlet washed into my skin. Strength, anger, and aggression warmed my limbs and readied me for a fight.

The steel edge of the manacle brushed against my wrist.

I reminded myself to pull my punches. I didn’t want to kill anyone.

My hand snapped out faster than seeing and smacked into his liver.

The leader’s eyes bulged and fear and pain filled his aura.

I drank them in, caught a fistful of his lapel, and snapped him around to the left to block a flanker’s bullet. I stepped off the X a quarter-second later. Bullets tore through the air, smacked into the first guy’s body-armor, and smashed him into the ground. I darted backward, twisted as I went, and caught a trigger-puller’s gun before he could cycle another round. My fingers closed around the slide of the weapon, crushed it like tinfoil, and I drilled him in the balls with a knee from hell. The blow reset the guy’s nervous system and dropped him to the ground, unconscious.

I tore the wrecked pistol from his grip and threw it behind me.

The sidearm tore through the air like a bullet, crashed into a hapless minion’s skull, and bounced his back off the railing. He hit the ground with a cracked skull and a concussion and left me with the last man at the door to the club.

His face was still twisting up in shock. He couldn’t believe what he’d just seen.

I rushed to his side and exploited the opening in the gunfire. It was child’s play to break his wrist, tear the pistol out of his hands, and club him in the neck with my forearm. The brachial stun put the guy out on his feet. I caught hold of his head and used it to steer him to the ground. I broke his jaw with a short, sharp jab, and turned out the lights behind his eyes.

I couldn’t have even called it a fight.

And the clock in my head told me that I’d done it all in less than two seconds.

I straightened up from my crouched position with the gun in my hand.

Mr. Blank stared at me in complete shock.

Rationality tried to find an explanation for the last three seconds and failed.

I ejected the magazine as I walked over to his table, flicked the bullet out of the chamber with a quick working of the action, and set down the gun, the single bullet, and the half-empty magazine in front of Wickerman’s boss.

He stared at the gun while I sat down across from him.

His soulless blue eyes lifted to look at me.

I blinked my Idol-vision away and relaxed.

Two seconds. Four highly-trained professionals in collapsed heaps on the ground.

It was the best show of controlled skill and aggression I’d ever put on for someone outside of the Bullseye. Mr Blank set his cigarette carefully into the ashtray, and his aura glittered with new insight. I could see his rationality and focus closing ranks in his aura.

“I underestimated you,” he said.

“You did,” I agreed. “I’m not your enemy. I’m not your asset. I’m going to stop the Idols from threatening humanity, and you’re going to get the fuck out of my way. If you try and slow me down, if you threaten any of my people, or if you decide to declare war on me, I’m going to make this little conversation the least of your concerns.”

He picked up his cigarette again.

I had to hand it to the guy. He had nerves of absolute steel.

“Well played,” he told me. “It seems that I was operating under bad intelligence.”

He finished his cigarette in silence, and then rose to his feet.

Mr. Blank held out the Key to me, and I took it from him.

“You have a plan, then,” he said. “Knowledge that we do not have about another threat.”

“The Olympians weren’t the only Idols on the block,” I agreed. “There’s bigger and badder ones that I need to meet with.”

“I’m sure I don’t need to tell you what will happen if you fail.”

“If I fail, then you’re on your own,” I told him. “And if you’re the real line of defense between humanity and the Idols, then I’d hate to think of what might happen if the Idols manage to put me down.”
Mr. Blank nodded.

“What do you need?”

The question was so unexpected that I almost flinched.

It took me three seconds to figure out a list.

“Full exonerations and presidential pardons for any illegal activity which might have occurred under my purview. Every single person connected to Montague has worked with me in good faith with a full understanding of the laws that they were breaking. They also did it with the understanding of a greater threat. History looks at those kinds of people as heroes. I want a full guarantee without any bullshit that anyone who’s fighting this war with me will not see any legal consequences at the end of it.”

Mr. Blank didn’t even haggle.

He nodded smoothly.

“I’ll send a draft of the request to your company headquarters. What else?”

The sudden cooperation was throwing me off. I hadn’t expected to drop four of his guys and suddenly have the world’s most insane shopping list available to me.

“You’ve got the best surveillance network on the planet. I want you to use it and monitor for any Idol activity. I know you’re probably already doing it, but my people will reach out to you and you can filter through better information. That’s going to give me a better edge.”

He nodded again.

“I’ll contact my people in the NSA, CIA, and FBI. They’ll be at your disposal.”

I offered him my hand again.

This time, he took it and met my eyes.

“You will have what you asked for,” he told me. “And should you succeed—“

“We’ll worry about that when we get to it,” I interrupted. “For now, let’s focus on making sure the race of super-Idols are willing to play ball. Stay off my ass, and you can swoop in and claim all the credit when I’m done. And I don’t need to tell you what happens if you get in my way.”

His eyes twitched over to his crippled hit-squad.

“No,” he said. “You don’t.”

I left Mr. Blank to call his own ambulance for his favorite meatheads and took the Corvette back to the Bullseye. I called Kasper on the way to let him know about the new developments, and did my best to actually accept what had just happened.

I hadn’t run into any credentials.

But Wickerman was legit. And if I knew anything about the American government, it was that the levers of power were operated by faceless men with the kind of power that ancient tyrants could’ve only dreamed of.

I’d bought Montague Manufacturing some time.

And maybe, if I was lucky, additional intel that could help us get to the Aesir.
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I spent the next thirty hours running over everything that I was going to need.

The MK VI finally came online when I arrived back at R&D. Hughie and Eliot ran me through the pre-flight checks. The armor was aesthetically similar to the Mk. V. The bulkier lines of plate armor had protected me from Sigrid’s wings, and Eliot had doubled down on the protection. Hughie had spent the last week and a half studying the valkyrie’s Ichor and working on ways to attack it on the chemical level.

The shards from Sigrid’s wings had found a new home in the kopis sword that came with the armor. New physical data from Sigrid’s blood had allowed Hughie and his fellow boffins to refine the magnetic acid into a cutting and shaping force with insane precision.

I had a blade that could cut through a valkyrie.

The standard rifle-and-pistol combination had undergone an evolution, too.

Eliot’s working theory about Asgard hadn’t found any good competitors. The team had proceeded on his assumption that we were about to breach an invisible fortress in the clouds, and they’d refined my weapons to match his theory. The rifle had been cut down to a PDW shell. Mag-acid rounds chambered in 5.7 went into the pistol and the submachine gun in matched magazines.

The Aegis shield system had undergone a complete rework.

The sound-barrier that I’d used to subdue Hephaestus and Ares had vanished in favor of a solid piece of alloyed steel a yard long and a foot wide. It sat comfortably on my left arm, provided plenty of protection for my head and vitals, and carried an additional offensive edge. Eliot had rigged mag-acid charges along its surface that could be remotely deployed from the shield or from an impact.

The suit’s power system was more efficient than ever.

I’d gotten good at channeling Zeus’s Bolt into the armor, but Hughie’s experimentation with the field of power surrounding my body had pushed the boundaries of what even he thought possible. The newest iteration of the armor didn’t even need an effort of will to move anymore. It fed off the static flow of Zeus’s Bolt through my body and made moving effortless.

I had twenty-four hours to play with the new armor and weapons.

It took it through its paces and achieved the kind of movement and strength that should’ve been impossible. I’d torn through four of the most dangerous men in the city in less than four seconds without the armor. The new micro-hydraulics system matched with a crystalline underlayer that fed off the Bolt added an additional edge of speed to the metal shell.

It was the pinnacle of reverse-engineered human technology.

Mr. Blank had been right to be scared of my team in the Bullseye.

Eliot had gone further and heard my request for a nuclear-style deterrent.

He’d fashioned a backpack-like structure for the Mk VI. He’d run me through how it worked. It was based off an old design that he’d worked on for the government once upon a time. The device was less of a bomb and more of a targeted atmosphere-control system. Eliot had designed it to be a limpet style device on the outside of a jet that could pump any kind of substance into the air of a pressurized environment.

The payload was an aggressive strain of the mag-acid.

“This could fill an apartment building,” he warned me. “Make absolutely certain that you want to go to war before you trigger it. I can’t say if it’ll kill them, but I can guarantee you that they won’t be happy if you activate this wherever they take you.”

I had my nuclear option.

I had the suit, and I knew how to pilot it.

Kasper had the tactical approaches to the situation.

I’d learned all I could from my bodyguard from our time together. He’d taught me that simplicity and speed of action were usually the best. The Friendly Ghost believed in unexpected angles and ruthless efficiency when things became violent. I’d taken that to heart.

He’d gone above and beyond. It must’ve taken him the better part of twenty hours.

I sat down in one of the meeting rooms and had him take me over potential outcomes for a straight six hours. His usual joking manner had vanished in favor of a smooth professionalism that I hadn’t seen from him since I’d first put him on Montague’s payroll.

He finished his final rundown and put his boots on the table.

“Feed it back to me,” he instructed. “Just so that I know you processed everything.”

“Plan A is diplomacy. Walk straight up to the Aesir, explain the situation to them. Odin takes one look at how terrifying I am and decides that he’d rather not fuck around and find out. We forge a binding agreement of mutual coexistence, he takes me safely back to the ground, and we can throw the mother of all parties.”

“That’s not what I told you.” He cracked a tired grin at me. “But pretty much, yeah.”

“Let’s call that the Unicorn scenario,” I said. “Because we both agree it isn’t going to go down that way. There’s no way that he finds me that impressive.”

“What’s Plan B?”

“Plan B is that Odin decides to kidnap me and turn me into his own personal weapon,” I said. “You’ve allowed for mind-benders, a sheer show of force, and maybe a different kind of persuasion that involves service or a trade. You’re expecting either grandstanding, threats, or some kind of third factor that is too good to be true.”

“And what’s your SOP in Plan B?”

“Punch the biggest, baddest minion straight in the mouth. Put them down fast and hard enough in a show of force that gains respect and opens up new lines of conversation. Pretty similar to yesterday with Mr. Blank. Although I doubt Odin is going to fold as easily.”

“Plan C?”

“Anticipate a trap and plant the charge. Walk in with my finger on the trigger and try to browbeat the king of the Norse Gods. We assume that he calls our bluff, and we use it as a show of force. Plan C.1 is to take him out then and there. Plan C.2 is to evac as fast as possible. Ideally I find a way to punch through their invisibility field on the way out, and we prepare for war.”

Kasper nodded and gestured for me to keep going.

“Plan D is that we go in guns blazing. Attach the charge, detonate it, and fuck civility.” I shook my head. “The only way that’s happening is if they try to kill me at the door before I even get an audience. And it can lead back into the C plans if that triggers the right kind of response.”

“That sounds about right. I’d go with you if I could.”

“And I’d appreciate it,” I told him firmly. “But Odin specified that I needed to be alone.”

“This shouldn’t have to be said, but this isn’t a suicide mission,” Kasper replied. “I don’t care how much you think you know, I am absolutely not writing in my resume that my former employer was a martyr for humanity. You’re the highest-value asset that the human race might have.”

I took it in with a nod.

I didn’t need that kind of weight on my shoulders.

But it wasn’t like anyone was going to do it.

“How do you feel?” Kasper asked.

“Ready,” I told him.

“Then suit up,” he replied. “Let’s get this over with.”

I took an hour with the Mk VI and ran it through an exhaustive list of diagnostics. The usual link to MAI had been disabled. The suit was running entirely independently of any networks around it. I wouldn’t have contact with the Bullseye once I took the suit out to the Shipyard.

Carla had already wished me luck the night before.

Her kisses and the feeling of her body against mine was all I’d needed to have a good reason to get back alive. I loaded myself into the back of an armored truck in the parking garage, and Kasper drove me directly to the private airstrip beside the docks.

I climbed out into the late afternoon light and did a last-minute check of the suit.

The shield stayed magnetized to the Limpet on my back. I slid my arm into it, lifted it away from the bulky chemical bomb on my back, and gave Kasper a nod. I walked out to the helipad overlooking the lights of St Jacques. The lights of my home washed over my senses, and I drank them in. It didn’t take much for me to feel almost nostalgic.

Life had been so simple a few short months ago.

All I’d had to worry about was a multi-billion dollar company.

Now there was a chance that humanity’s fate sat squarely on my shoulders.

I could easily imagine my dad’s face at that kind of thought.

Work on what you can, not what you can’t, he would’ve said.

I glanced up at the sky.

“When you’re ready, Sigrid,” I said aloud.

The valkyrie didn’t keep me waiting long.

She descended from the clouds like a crystalline comet and crashed into the edge of the helicopter pad. The concrete shuddered under the insane impact, but it held fast. She straightened up, and I suddenly felt overdressed.

She hadn’t come dressed for war.

A slim, tight-fitting tunic covered her body. Her wings caught the air in a dazzling, fractal wash of light. Smooth arms rippling with muscle stood out in the light. Knee-high boots covered her feet, and she offered me a bow of her head in greeting.

“Hail, warrior,” she said.

I returned the gesture with a bow of my own.

“Hail, Shieldmaiden.”

Sigrid straightened up with a smile. I’d seen her face contorted by berserker rage, pain, sadistic satisfaction, and shock before. A calm, relaxed smile was the last thing I’d expected to see on her face. She studied my armor for a long moment.

“You grew your wings back,” I said.

“The Allfather blessed me with his power after our battle,” she said. “You stand armed for war.”

“You know that I don’t want to fight you. Or any of the Aesir, if I can help it.”

“I might have once called you a liar,” Sigrid told me. “But you spared me. You needn’t have.”

I smiled behind my helmet and strode closer to her.

“I think Odin would’ve taken it poorly if I killed his best weapon.”

“I am but one in an armory,” Sigrid assured me. “But you flatter me. Are you ready?”

“How are we going to do this, exactly?”

“I will bear you to Asgard.”

“You’re going to carry all of this up into the air?”

Sigrid nodded.

“You have your promise of safe passage and a hearing with the Allfather.”

“But no guarantees for a way back,” I pointed out.

“That remains to be seen,” she agreed. “Are you ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

Sigrid strode around me, caught me under the arms with effortless strength, and lifted us up into the air. Her wings beat at the air, but I was damn certain it wasn’t simply her wings that let us defy gravity. The ground vanished away below my feet. The containers and ships in the dock shrank until they were the size of toys.

Then the valkyrie turned on the speed.

I was suddenly glad that Eliot had built the suit to withstand g-forces.

My reinforced body had a lot going for it, but I still felt every ounce of pressure against my suit as we cannoned upward and skyward. It felt like being strapped to a rocket. My vision blurred a little behind the insane resolution of my helmet. Rainbow sparks cascaded from Sigrid’s wings, and my entire body suddenly felt as if it was being turned inside-out.

An infinite void opened up around us and we left earth behind.

I couldn’t tell exactly what had happened.

My gut told me that we’d slipped through some kind of wormhole.

The starry void vanished, and I found myself cannoning through the air attached to Sigrid.

A crystal city appeared below us. Enormous towers crested over a sea of clouds and attached themselves to a series of floating, urbanized platforms that could’ve been out of a fever dream. Rainbow sparks glittered between each of the islands and held them suspended in raw nothingness. Trails of stars spiraled out from Asgard and billowed out to distant clouds of crystal dust.

Like the branches of some galactic tree.

Sigrid sped toward one of the tallest towers on the largest island. Calling the main palace a castle didn’t do it justice. It was a breathtaking sculpture carved out of raw crystal that caught every ray of light from the distance stars. Parapets and flags fluttered in an invisible breeze. Hundreds of wide boulevards shaped in runic patterns spread out from the base of the palace.

I’d arrived in Asgard.

And it was bigger, more magical, and much farther away from Earth than I could’ve ever expected. Sigrid flew us down into a hangar-like protrusion from the tallest tower. Four fully-armored valkyries detached themselves from hidden sentry positions and surrounded us when we landed.

Tips of spears lowered and pointed at my chest as Sigrid released me.

I hit the floor, kept my balance despite my lack of balance from the flight, and stood tall in the center of them. Sigrid’s wings flared around us in a suddenly-protective gesture, and the valkyries lifted their spears at the movement.

“He is to see the Allfather,” Sigrid told them.

“This is the Jotun of which you spoke?”

“He comes under a flag of truce,” my escort told them shortly. “I will be responsible for his actions before the Allfather. To your posts, my sisters. Remain vigilant.”

The valkyries wheeled away and lunged into the air.

They landed on platforms at the corners of the hangar-like structure, folded their wings, and went statue-still. I studied one of them for a long moment. Sigrid’s sisters looked practically identical to her, but their wingspans were shorter. I could feel hidden eyes glaring at me like lasers from behind their helmets as Sigrid steered me away from the central floor and toward a set of darkened crystal stairs. My boots made a soft clink sound with every footfall down to the next level of the tower.

I found myself on the upper level of a mead hall.

The wood, fire, and rafters that I associated with old Viking architecture had vanished in favor of painstakingly-carved benches. Light spilled down from lanterns of breathtaking craftsmanship suspended from pillars. A single firepit crackled in the center with orange flame and poured warmth out to the cold, smooth surroundings.

It looked like a place straight out of human history, frozen in crystal, and preserved for the use of creatures straight out of a fairytale. The geometries were too perfect, the layout too organized, and something about the entire place felt like I was standing inside of some cosmic supercomputer. The thought sent a thrill down my spine and added to the sea of static that had poured through my body the second we’d passed out of regular-space time.

“Nice place,” I said.

“You should see it of an evening,” Sigrid said with a smile. “The greatest warriors of Asgard assemble to tell tales of their exploits along the branches of Yggdrasil. Perhaps the Allfather shall see fit to invite you after you meet.”

“I’m not sure I’d be in good company,” I said. “Being a Jotun and all.”

“But not simply a Jotun,” Sigrid reminded me. “A mortal who brought low a valkyrie.”

“I’m not sure they’d believe you.”

“They know,” the valkyrie said.

She led me through the benches and toward another spiraling staircase.

A short hallway decked out with tapestries and thick, lush carpet carried us to an enormous set of translucent doors. A single eye was carved into the two doors, and they slid open with a small hiss of escaping air as we approached.

The feeling of being inside a machine intensified.

Asgard was beyond impressive. Hughie and Eliot would’ve lost their minds up here.

I took a deep, steadying breath and reminded myself that this wasn’t just a social call.

I had to find a way to form an agreement with Odin.

Sigrid took me through the doors and into an enormous throne room.

The ceiling was impossibly high for the dimensions I’d seen on the way in here.

It made no geometric sense. The highest rafters of the ceiling were shrouded in the night sky. The branches of Yggdrasil snaked downward in floating strands of crystal and coalesced on a simple diamond throne at the other end of the hallway.

I checked the corners and found statue-still valkyries by each pillar.

Twelve of Sigrid’s kin watched the throne room like hawks.

A tall, lanky man with a beard that ran down to his lap lifted his head.

His single eye of pure white crystal latched onto me like a targeting system.

My entire body turned into static, and I fought the urge to flinch.

Whatever Odin was, he wasn’t an Idol to be fucked with.

I was going to have to watch my every step in this place.
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Sigrid led me across the crystal floor.

Colors shifted and moved under my feet like living things. I paused mid-step, glanced downward, and almost froze in place. Familiar outlines flared up under my boots. The continents of Earth whirled into existence under my feet. Minuscule points of light filled each and every continent a billion times over. My brain screamed at me to study the patterns.

I slowed my stride down a little.

The tiny flecks of diamond light were too many to count. I couldn’t have figured out how many there were if I’d tried. Sigrid saw my downward stare and smiled again. The warmth in her expression caught me off-guard a second time.

“You recognize it,” she said. “It is the Allfather’s map of Midgard.”

I could feel Odin’s gaze bearing down on me with the weight of an entire planet.

The tiny points of light were humanity. Each and every person on Earth present on an overhead map of insanely-fine detail that I’d need a microscope to see clearly. The sheer scale of the map made me feel like an insignificant ant before the all-seeing view of Odin’s throne room.

He had it built into his floor.

Humanity had recently managed to find a way to surveil the rest of humanity from a point in space. Satellite networks, the internet, and dozens of spy agencies knew how to track down just about anyone on the planet.

Odin had a real-time representation of Earth and all of its inhabitants.

I was pretty sure Asgard wasn’t even in the same dimension or galaxy as my home planet.

Aphrodite had warned me of the Aesir’s power, but I’d been thinking in human terms.

The Aesir had access to technology advanced enough to travel through pockets of space-time and track each human life independently. They were built and designed to combat the Olympians purely by virtue of their genetic and physical makeup.

I was a long, long way from home.

I fell back into step beside Sigrid and reminded myself that I still had my own autonomy. The Limpet on my back wouldn’t be able to flood all of Asgard, but it could definitely smoke out Odin’s palace at the least and weaken his retinue.

The problem was that I had no way back without Sigrid or the portal she’d taken me through.

If I activated the Limpet and tried to fight my way out, I’d be stuck in a crystal city surrounded by pissed-off Aesir who wanted nothing more than to rip me limb from limb and sing about it later.

Odin’s single eye gleamed like a diamond as the two of us approached.

The king of the Aesir was skinnier than I’d expected. And taller.

He leaned forward on his crystal throne as we approached. The chair itself wasn’t as grand as the rest of his throne room, but he effortlessly filled it out. Embroidered robes that looked like a blend of fashion and function hung off his skinny frame. The static racing down my spine intensified and the prickle on the back of my neck told me that I was being watched.

Two night-black creatures sat perched up on platforms on the pillar either side of the Aesir’s throne. I recognized one of them from the message that Odin had sent to me on the island. Dark gazes bored down into me like laser beams. Their wings flexed and moved a little around them, as if preparing to attack.

Sigrid dropped to one knee as we approached the dais.

She bowed her head in complete obedience.

“Allfather,” she murmured. “I have brought him as you asked.”

“You have done well, Sigrid,” Odin said quietly.

His voice reminded me of Aphrodite’s.

It carried pure power in it. The kind of power that tickled the back of your mind and pushed you toward obedience and awe and worship. The potency of Aphrodite’s voice had lessened after I’d started absorbing the Ichor of the Olympians. Odin’s voice was a different beast entirely.

Deep. Powerful. Smooth.

I fought off a smile under my helmet.

I was out of my weight class in an alien environment.

But that didn’t mean that I was about to let him turn me into a useful puppet.

It didn’t hurt to be polite, though. This was Odin’s house, and I needed a ride home.

I bowed my head, deeply enough to greet him without seeming subservient.

Odin seemed pleased at the gesture.

“It seems that Midgard has not entirely abandoned its manners. You are welcome in my halls, David Montague. Sacred hospitality is your due after matching your might against one of my strongest warriors.”

Sacred hospitality had saved my life back on the island when Sigrid had first visited us.

I nodded once. I didn’t know the exact rules, but hospitality was a big game within Idol traditions. There were countless stories in myth of gods visiting mortals to test their faith. His words didn’t exactly set me at ease, but the offer took the edge off my paranoia.

“Thank you,” I said. “And thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”

Odin gazed down at me with a thoughtful frown.

The Limpet felt like it was burning a hole into the back of my armor.

“Few of Midgard ever find themselves in my halls alive,” he observed. “Truly exceptional mortals have before, but they are few and far between. And I struggle to remember the last time one of them challenged a valkyrie and fought one to a standstill.”

I made sure to choose my words very carefully.

“I didn’t have any other choice,” I said. “I had no intention of dying at Sigrid’s hand.”

Odin chuckled and gave Sigrid a nod.

“Return to your post, Shieldmaiden. I wish to speak to him alone.”

Sigrid bowed her head until it was almost touching the floor. She stood, raised herself into the air with her wings, and swept out of the hall in a blur of braided blonde hair and glittering diamond. My gut fell as she left me alone with the king of the Aesir.

Sigrid and I weren’t exactly friends. But I knew her well enough.

Odin was a different creature entirely.

The raven-like valkyries continued to death-stare me from the rafters. The king of the Aesir lifted himself up from the throne. A wave of invisible power that had everything to do with his presence rolled over me. The Bolt-fortified suit was the only thing that kept me standing. I reeled back, stayed on my feet, and watched the 7-foot monarch descend from the dais.

“You are not a creature to mince words,” Odin observed.

“Words have gotten me into trouble before,” I replied. “I came here as an emissary for humanity.”

“An emissary?” He chuckled again. “I know little of Midgardian smiths anymore. But it’s plain to even the most thick-headed that you are armed for war, mortal. And given how easily you dispensed with the Olympians, it would be foolish of me not to consider you some kind of threat.”

He joined my side. His single eye glittered with the same shape and make as my own.

“Do you know why I was eager to meet you?”

I made sure to keep out of his arm’s reach.

I didn’t know how much tactical advantage it gave me.

But it made me feel better.

“I assume that you saw me as some kind of threat to be neutralized,” I said honestly.

He laughed at that, and it made my entire spine lock up at the sound of it.

“Asgard is removed enough from Midgard to render your weapons and strategies powerless,” the king of the Aesir said. “Here, my authority and my power is absolute.” He inclined his head to the floor under my feet. “And I see many threats before they have the ability to arrive.”

I drew in a quiet, deep breath, and ignored the way that the Aesir made my hairs stand up on end.

“You have questions,” Odin said. “Perhaps even demands. I would like to hear them.”

“Why don’t we start with the Draugr that you sent to support Athena?” I asked.

“The Olympians are short-sighted,” Odin replied. “It was her understanding that you sought to destroy each and every one of them. Our distant cousins may not have our foresight, but they have their uses in keeping Midgard in balance. I thought it best to humor her.”

“It didn’t work out for her.”

“She made a foolish decision, in the end,” Odin agreed. “She sought power for herself, purely to preserve her own life. She was once a mighty tactician, but time amongst mortals will make even the gods begin to think like them.”

It was hard to shake the impression that Odin could read my mind.

He’d been watching me fight the Olympians. And he’d been the one to reach out to me through Sigrid. The fight with the valkyrie had been the hardest thing I’d ever done, and I was getting the impression that it hadn’t been anything more than a litmus test.

My paranoia ratcheted up another notch as the Aesir looked down at me.

“So you were just testing the waters,” I said. “Seeing what I could do.”

“It cost me little and taught me a great deal about you.”

“You sent Sigrid to kill me.”

His crooked smile widened.

“You would’ve made quite the fallen warrior amongst my ranks. Perhaps you still will.”

My mind raced back to how Hughie had described the Dragur to me. A lobotomized human with traces of Aesir Ichor to turn them into highly-dangerous drones. One of them had been enough to turn a street of Manhattan into a superhuman slugfest with serious potential for casualties.

“That’s a generous offer,” I said carefully.

“I followed your bout with Sigrid closely. You fascinate me, David Montague.”

“Why?” I challenged him.

“You already know the answer to that,” Odin told me patiently. “A gifted mortal comes into contact with those who stand above him in power, status, and strength. The Olympians had already subjugated your government. They were inches away from a degree of control over humanity that they have lacked for thousands of years. But you did not submit.”

He waved a battle-scarred hand over the floor below us.

A perfectly-clear rendition of my fight with Hermes appeared on it like a TV screen.

I watched myself destroy the XM1 again. And tear the Olympian’s throat open.

“Instead, you took it upon yourself to defend humanity against those with the rightful authority to lead it. You went through their family rather efficiently.” He waved his hand again. “You seduced their great Seducer. You outwitted their tactician. Your wrath brought their god of war to surrender and suicide. You carry blood not of your race. You wield their power. But you refuse to become like them. Such a mortal would be exceptional in any age.”

That diamond eye fell on me again.

“And now here you stand. Having bested a valkyrie. In an audience in a place that defies reason or logic on Midgard. Asking questions of the Allfather.” Odin swept his hand over the floor again and it resumed its map-like structure again. “You are a contradiction. An abomination, some might say. What pushes a creature like you to such heights of power?”

“Necessity,” I replied.

“And now we reach the crux of my interest. I agree. It was necessary that the Olympians were stopped. They had become comfortable with their quiet power and wanted more. You corrected that overreach.” Odin studied my blank helmet for a long moment. “What is the purpose of power, in your mind?”

I hadn’t expected to get into a philosophical debate with Odin.

“That would depend on whom you ask,” I said.

“I’m asking you,” Odin said quietly.

“It’s got different sides to it,” I replied. “It can be used to build. To protect. To flourish. I was born into a world where I had enough to do whatever I wanted. But I had people that needed looking after. So if you want the honest answer, the role of power is to protect what’s already been built.”

Odin gave me a strange smile.

“It has other applications,” he said. “It can bring civility to barbarism. It can lay low foes. And it can inspire fear and despair in those who would challenge you.”

“Power corrupts,” I said. “If it’s not checked.”

“It only corrupts when it is not used for its intended purpose,” Odin agreed.

He lapsed into a tense silence and waved for me to follow him. I hesitated for just a second, and then realized that I didn’t want to be alone in his throne room with his two bodyguards. I stepped after the Idol. The enormous throne-room doors swung open, and the king of the Aesir led me down a curving flight of steps and out onto a crystal balcony.

The maze-like city of Asgard stretched out below us under the stars in a dazzling display of beauty and artistry that humanity couldn’t hope to match. The branches of the World Tree stretched away above us, and the cold void dotted with stars didn’t match anything I’d seen back on Earth.

Odin leaned forward on the railing and suddenly looked a lot less fierce.

I didn’t buy the act for a second. The being standing beside me had unbelievable, close to omniscient power when it came to what was happening on Earth. He’d already seen me fight, and I doubted that his all-seeing eye was restricted to my fights with the Olympians. My paranoia told me to assume that he’d seen everything.

He knew about Carla. Tiana. Olivia. Aphrodite.

He knew the names of my people and what Montague Manufacturing was capable of.

He probably knew about the bomb strapped to the back of my armor.

Aphrodite had been right to warn me about the Aesir.

But now I had to figure out how to convince Odin that I wasn’t a particularly annoying insect.

I knew that he was playing me, somehow. The tired old king with power who had to protect his city was a human instinct. It was a direct parallel to my own responsibility over the Bullseye. And Odin had to know that.

But I could sympathize with the guy.

He had a lot more on his shoulders than a handful of employees around the world.

His bastion stood in the sky and looked over the entirety of the known galaxy.

My head spun a little as I joined him at the balustrade and thought through what he’d told me.

Power without purpose corrupted. And I’d thought that my purpose was to protect humanity from the Idols. The way that Athena, Aphrodite and now Odin had spoken to me about their place in the world was at odds with what I’d seen so far.

“Your valkyries called me Jotun,” I said. “Even your raven.”

Odin’s smile had a tinge of regret in it.

“You know of them, then? Their names have not been lost to humanity?”

“I just know that they’re frost giants and you’re not on the best terms. Mythologically speaking.”

“The Olympians had a similar dynamic with their parents, did they not?”

“But the Jotuns are not your parents.”

Odin’s eye flashed.

“No. But they have knowledge of magics that exceed even my gaze. And the forefather whose blood you carry walked among them for a time to learn their secrets.”

I heard the implication in his voice, clear as day.

“Your people are bringing them up because they’re on the move again,” I said quietly.

“And they have Midgard in their sights,” Odin agreed. “The threat of the Olympians alone was sufficient to hold the door. We may be mighty amongst the gods who chose to live amongst humanity, but they were well-equipped to repel invaders on their territory.”

Horror boiled through my blood for a long second.

“They’re coming to Earth.”

“And you have left its defense in your own hands,” Odin agreed. “Power, purpose. Whatever your feud with the Olympians may have been, they did hold the door. Now it is up to you to repel them.”

Frost giants. Actual, factual creatures of myth coming to take Earth.

All because I’d fought back against the Olympians once they’d tried to kill me.

Oh, boy.
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Odin seemed content to let me stay quiet and think for a long moment.

I’d always seen the Idols as an existential threat to humanity. Not extended enemies of another pantheon from beyond the stars. That was all assuming that Odin wasn’t lying to me, and that he was serious about humanity being threatened. I paused and measured my words up before I spoke again.

“You’re telling me this for a reason,” I said.

The ancient being smiled again.

“It seems only polite to warn Midgard’s most powerful protector against a threat to his realm.”

“It’s not that just that, though, is it?” I turned to look at the Aesir. “They want something. If they were a threat to Asgard, I get the feeling that you would’ve already started a fight with them. If you’re the steward of the realms, then you’ve got some stake in this too.”

“Midgard is ancient. It has had many stewards in its time.”

“The Titans. The Olympians. And you, in the distance.”

Odin gestured with a scarred hand at the sky above.

“You see the branches. The realms. Each of them are held in balance by this realm. Should one see fit to invade the other, it must be determined how much of a threat to Asgard such an invasion might be.” Odin nodded to me. “You know the complications of war. The alliances that must be made. The costs that come along with it. I cannot commit forces to Midgard’s protection that might otherwise threaten the safety of Asgard.”

The Aesir spoke with the kind of certainty that drilled into my mind and told me there was no other way. On any other day, with the amount of information now whirling around in my mind, I might’ve agreed with him. But I hadn’t come here just to go back to war.

I might not have had a choice, but I’d be damned if I just left without some kind of assurance.

“So if I don’t step up, Earth falls. And you’ll let it happen.”

“The Jotuns have an interest in Earth for the magical potential of your species,” Odin told me. “Their power has waned in their long hibernation. You have the ability to stop them. But should you choose to do nothing, they will doom your world. But if I know anything, David Montague, it is that you will not simply stand idly by.”

“You’re damn right I won’t.”

“There are other options,” Odin said quietly.

“I’m listening.”

“A mortal as rare as you is a prize indeed. You would be a mighty ally in Asgard, and your brothers and sisters in arms have proven themselves worthy of my protection. Ask it of me, and I shall take you and yours into Asgard. Unharmed and unbothered. You would be sheltered from the oncoming conflict.”

I thought about it.

I wasn't proud of it, but I thought about it.

My entire crew living in Asgard. Figuring out the technologies of the Aesir. Growing and learning and training until we were completely unstoppable. There were things in the crystal technology of the Aesir that I knew Hughie and Eliot could figure out with enough time and space.

We could live peacefully. Without a war.

My mind flickered to Olivia, her dirtbag father, and the agreement that I had with Mr Blank. Wickerman. The entire corrupt system of government that I’d unearthed in my war against the Idols. A pessimist might’ve said that it could benefit from a shakeup.

But I had other people, too. The employees in my father’s company who had been there from day one. Maybe I could swing a deal with Odin to bring all of Montague along with them. But those people had families, relatives, and my gut twisted when I thought about the civilian casualties that would come about from an unprecedented supernatural attack on Earth.

I couldn’t leave humanity behind.

It felt insane to think that Earth was under my protection. I was one guy. I had power, sure. I had the best team in the world. I had technology that was practically magic and could deal with just about anything my enemies back home could swing at me with.

But the prospect of taking on an entire race of supernatural creatures from another realm was a little out of my weight class. Odin’s single eye drifted over Asgard again, and I wondered if he felt the same weight every day.

Or if he just saw me as a useful tool to make his life easier.

“No,” I said. “I’m not running.”

A woflish light touched the Aesir’s eye.

“A warrior true to his homeland. The Olympians were wrong to underestimate that.”

“I appreciate the flattery,” I told him. “But this is bigger than just the Jotuns and Earth. We’re talking about a major shakeup in the cosmic order here.”

He nodded.

“One that has the potential to backfire in your face.”

The king of the Aesir shot me an incredulous look.

“I’m not here to offend you, but if what you told me is accurate, and I fail, Earth falls. Midgard, whatever you want to call it. And you say that you’re the protector of all these realms.”

“I keep them in balance,” Odin agreed.

A sliver of ice crept into his tone, as if reminding me of my place.

“So it’s in your interest for me not to fail,” I continued.

“Your failure will be on your shoulders.”

“It will,” I agreed. “But I don’t think I’m equipped for a full-scale invasion. I don’t have the resources or the weapons to fight an enemy that I don’t understand or haven’t seen before.”

A twinkle of amusement cleared Odin’s annoyed expression.

“The Olympians caught you flat-footed,” he reminded me.

“But they were close enough to human, and I had the resources.” I inclined my head to him. “You’ve been civil. But would you trust my word if I told you that there was an existential threat to Asgard? Just because I told you? Or would you think that you were being manipulated?”

“My knowledge stretches far further than yours, mortal.”

“It does. And I’m asking for a scrap of that knowledge so I can fight a war for you,” I pointed out. “The fact that you’re gun-shy about taking the fight to the Jotuns tells me that you’ve got experience against them. And that even with all your power, it’s better if I do it for you.”

Odin drew in a deep breath.

Pure static enveloped my body like I’d just found myself inside of a storm cell.

It dissipated a second later, and the king of the Aesir laughed.

He threw his head back, and the sound hit me like a truck.

I struggled to keep my feet.

“I see why our distant cousins underestimated you,” Odin said finally. “You speak with those that far outstretch you in power and knowledge. How many of them sought to strike you down after you spoke to them with such impertinence?”

My hindbrain screamed in pure panic.

Adrenaline washed through my blood.

I felt like I’d just avoided an incoming bus out of pure reflex.

“Most of them,” I told him honestly. “But I didn’t want a fight.”
“And you used it to your advantage all the same,” Odin told me.

“I like advantages. They’re the reason I’m not a smear on the ground yet.”

“As do I,” Odin said. “Your aim at the truth of the matter is accurate enough. Asgard stands to lose much if Midgard is taken. But to commit my forces to your realm would find us in a war on two fronts. Humanity has forgotten its respect and will view us as a threat.”

“Not if you give us certain assurances,” I countered. “We’re better allies than enemies.”

“Think to your histories,” Odin told me. “Those mighty mortals who were taken to my halls were the most exceptional battlefield units that your race produced. But they fought for spoils. Should they step foot back in Midgard, they would demand the same or perhaps even a degree greater. And as their lord, I would be obliged to give it to them.”

I thought back to stories about raiding Vikings.

The kinds of spoils that they’d taken from villages, churches, and even kings.

Then I thought about each of the berserkers as Superman on meth.

A shiver rolled down my spine.

“That’s not happening,” I said firmly.

Odin spread his hands in a there-you-go gesture.

“You can’t rein them in?”

“I am obligated to return their loyalty in battle.”

Another slice of warning slid into his tone, and I decided against trying to fight Odin on keeping his people in line. I forced my raging Idol instincts into the backseat and tried to think tactically. I had some leverage in this fight, but it all came down to a victory. I needed information and a better understanding of the new threat against humanity.

“So, it’s on us,” I said.

“If you want your world to stay as it is, yes.”

“But you can help us,” I pressed. “You want us to win.”

“That would be an advantageous outcome for the both of us,” Odin agreed.

“I need information,” I told him.

“I can offer you enough for an advantage or two.”

The King of Asgard was offering me an advantage.

I hadn’t seen much of Odin. But I saw no reason for him to lie to me, either.

Maybe that was what happened when you reached the top and kept supernatural company. The Idols on Earth had been manipulative, insane monsters, but they weren’t in the habit of telling lies.

They could twist the truth if they wanted to. But the Olympians were ageless beings of pure metal and raw emotional power.

Falsehoods weren’t really in their wheelhouse.

The Aesir were a different bag of cats entirely.

But I didn’t have much time. I needed intel, and I needed to get back to Earth.

“You said that the Jotuns are interested in our magical potential,” I said slowly. “I only know one other person who has the potential to do what I can do. Are you saying that every single human being has power?”

Odin turned his back to the balustrade and gave me his full attention.

“If they did not, the Olympians would not have seen fit to shepherd you.”

I’d spent my entire life seeing people’s emotional power in a cloud around their bodies.

Aphrodite had taught me how to tap into it to add to my own power only a few days ago.

Yeah. Humanity had power. And it radiated out from them like a lighthouse.

“How are they getting off Jotunheim?” I asked. “Do they use the same way you do?”

“Hardly,” Odin said. “The Bridge is only open to the Aesir.”

“So how are they doing it, then?”

“They have forged their own methods. Mortals would call it something other than it is. Quantum tunnelling, I believe.”

“Faster-than-light travel,” I said. “High-tech super-giants with spaceships.”

“Craft that can travel the stars,” Odin said. “Quite the innovation.”

I blew out a long, slow breath.

Holy shit. This was getting out of hand.

“How far away are they?”

“I hear whispers from spies in Jotunheim,” Odin said. “My sight stretches far, mortal. Further than anything you could imagine. But the sworn enemies of the Aesir have learned to know when they are being watched. Yet another reason why intervention is not as simple as it seems.” Odin folded his arms. “The passage of time through Midgard is something of an arbitrary concept. But I would give your realm a cycle of the moon.”
Less than a month.

This was too fucking much.

Something close to actual sympathy touched Odin’s expression.

The guy probably had x-ray vision or something. The armor around me suddenly felt constricting, like it was choking my air away from me. Less than thirty days to prepare for an actual alien invasion was a joke. Earth had to have some kind of contingencies for an actual extraterrestrial attack tucked away in the Pentagon somewhere.

I fought off the wave of prickling, strangling fear.

I had to focus. I had to keep it together.

My people had come up with lethal weapons against alien species in less time than a month. But they’d always had samples to work from, some kind of specimen to study in order to figure out their weaknesses.

“That’s not a lot of time,” I said finally.

Odin nodded.

“Their scouts have already walked amongst you. They can hide themselves, after a fashion. The Jotuns do not share humanity’s occasional taste for civility, but they know how to go unseen should they choose.”

“Have you got one of them here?” I asked.

Odin frowned.

“A trophy. A preserved corpse. I need their genetic material.”

“That, I cannot provide you with. Trophies are tales of great conquest. There is no hero nor Aesir that would part with a trophy unless they were given a very good reason to.”

I stored that information away for a minute.

“You can reach their world,” I said. “With this Bridge. You could get me to their world.”

Odin’s eye widened with disbelief.

“That would be a declaration of war. Something that does not suit my strategy.”

Right. The magical rainbow Bridge couldn’t just drop me into the Jotun homeworld with a nuke and take them out that way. The king of the Aesir studied me with new interest.

“Suppose it was an option,” he said. “You have my curiosity. What would you do?”

“A small tactical team,” I replied easily. “Infiltrate their communications networks, their infrastructure, their command. Cause enough damage to force them to reconsider their invasion. I’d take out their leader personally if I had to.”

“You would perish,” Odin assured me.

“Depends on how good your Bridge is,” I told him. “If we can figure out the Jotun’s weakness, then we can build something to attack it. On a wide scale if necessary.”

“You would earn their ire. They would return.”

“But it would hold the door. Give you enough time to use your influence to keep them off us.”

“You are bold, David Montague, but you have not made it very clear how Midgard’s continued trajectory is in my interest.”

I could hear the bemusement in his voice. I was probably the first human to talk to him like he was in the same weight class as I was. And I was presuming his assistance, something which he hadn’t offered yet. I needed an edge. An angle that could prove to him without a shadow of a doubt that humanity wasn’t to be fucked with. That we were a better friend than an enemy.

God, I hated politics.

The aspect of Ares in the back of my mind straightened up and started salivating.

“I’ll show you,” I said. “Pit me against your best warrior.”

Another wave of incredulity slid over Odin’s face.

“My best? You would not survive the bout.”

“I survived Sigrid.”

“On Midgard, with the benefit of preparation. I would not insult my strongest Shieldmaiden, but it is her duty to carry those worthy to Asgard, and protect herself against those who would slay her. One of our own, hardened through millennia’s worth of battle? Strengthened with the blood of the Aesir?” The Idol shook his head. “You would not survive.”

“I’m not going to survive without some kind of edge in any case,” I countered.

Another deep chuckle rolled out of his chest.

“If you truly wish to join the ranks of my glorious dead so soon, I can accommodate you.”

He pushed off from the balustrade, and I blocked his way back into the crystal halls behind us.

“If I win, you give me the assistance that I need without overstepping and threatening Asgard,” I told him firmly. “You entertained the idea. I want your word that you’ll give us information at the very least.”

“If you can best one of the most legendary warriors ever to emerge from humanity—without this carapace that protects you—then you have it,” Odin told me.

The cold chill that ran down my spine quickly hardened into pure focus.

Everything was riding on this. We needed Odin’s support.

If I had to risk my life against an undead super-zombie without the Mk. VI, I’d do it.

I’d just have to figure out how to get it done on the fly.”

I held out my hand to the King of the Aesir.

He took it, and I felt as if I was trading grips with an earthquake.

White sparks crackled in our grip to seal the deal.
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Odin led me silently back into the hallways of his palace.

He left me in a mile-long hallway studded with openings instead of doors. An amused smile touched his face, and he nodded to one of the closer rooms.

“You will stay here under my protection. The glorious dead feast tonight, and there’s nothing that they enjoy better than a match of skill and valor.” His diamond eye lingered on me for a moment with that laser-like perception. “The skill of your own body, David Montague. Not your arms.”

“Does your protection keep my gear safe?”

“It does,” Odin assured me.

He vanished back up the stairs to his throne room a moment later. A deep, steady tune rolled out from his throat. The King of the Aesir hummed a ditty to himself as he vanished from my sight. The sheer power of his handshake thrummed through my arm as I stepped into my temporary living quarters.

An enormous bed with curtains formed from lines of diamond took center stage of the room. Rich, lush carpets and skins of animals I didn’t recognize decked out the floor. I hesitated for a long moment before I tapped into the power of Zeus’s Bolt. The Mk V. armor unlatched itself from my body in segments and lowered itself down onto a richly-inlaid writing desk. I shrugged my way out of the crystalline underweave of the armor, and placed my weapons down beside the Limpet.

The bomb didn’t move, and my eyes lingered on it.

I’d managed to negotiate through my meeting with Odin without using the nuclear option.

My head swam a little as I stepped back to the bed and settled down on it in a comfortable cross-legged position. The responsiveness of the armor had taken some getting used to, but now I felt naked and sluggish without it. I took a deep breath, slid into a small meditative trance, and let my mind finally process what the hell I found myself in.

Time passed. I didn’t know how much.

A figure graced my doorway what felt like a few hours later.

Sigrid had changed from her ceremonial outfit into something more ladylike. I almost choked back a laugh at her lovely robes of deep purple with a plunging neckline. The valkyrie had never struck me as the type to try out anything except armor. Corded muscle bulged on her arms, neck and shoulders, and her crystalline wings tucked themselves neatly behind her as she halted at the doorway.

Her face told me that she already knew what I was planning.

What made me pause was the concern in her eyes.

“Hey, Sigrid,” I said.

“David,” she said with a dip of her chin.

“Are you here to tell me that I’m insane?”

“I think that you know the stakes already,” she replied. “The feast has already begun. The Allfather has requested your presence, and I am to take you to your last dinner.”

I slid off the bed. I’d already gone through complex stretches and warmed up with heavy calisthenics. Olympian instincts gnawed at the back of my mind as I nodded to her. My feet were bare, and all I had to protect me was the tight-fitting exercise skins that I could squeeze in underneath the armor. The valkyrie stepped to the side to let me through, and fell into step beside me in the hallway.

“It won’t be the last,” I told her.

“Your arrogance will be the death of you,” she told me flatly.

“It’s not arrogance,” I assured her. “Call it a healthy dose of confidence.”

“The Allfather informed me of his oath to you.” Sigrid eyed me while we took the stairs down toward the feasting hall that we’d gone through earlier. “You are the first to speak to him so freely. And I should think the last for a long while.”

“I’m not turning into one of the glorious dead tonight,” I said quietly.

“I cannot envision a world where that is not the case.”

We reached the outside of the hall.

Roars of laughter, the smell of cooking meat, and pure warmth billowed through the wide double-doorway that led into Asgard’s feasting hall. Sigrid paused beside it and studied me for a long moment. I couldn’t read her aura, and I had no idea exactly what she was thinking.

But I picked up on enough to get a good idea.

The valkyrie was worried. About me.

“You haven’t gone soft and started caring about me, have you?” I asked.

Her jaw tightened. “The Allfather told me to inform you that you have the freedom to return to Midgard without risking your life. He said that you understand the risks well enough not to hold you to your agreement.”

I blinked.

“He gave me an out,” I said.

“You are too precious to Midgard to risk in such a foolish proof of your valor,” Sigrid agreed. “Come. I can take you to the Aerie and spirit you back to your world. You needn’t risk everything on certain death.”

“Sigrid,” I said. “Thank you. But I’ve got to do this.”

I needed the information. I needed the backing of the Aesir.

And I’d found a way to do it.

The angelic creature hissed out a curse in Old Norse.

“Very well,” Sigrid said. “I shall see you afterward, then.”

She swept her wings out, and the doors swung smoothly open. The enormous chow-hall hit my senses in a dizzying display of colors and crystal. Burly men with braided beards and sharply-shaven heads filled the ranks of banquet tables. Serving-girls dipped between them with horns of mead and enormous platters of meat, bread and grits. The maids bore them effortlessly, and I bit back a thought.

I’d have to make sure not to start shit with the wait staff if they could heft yard-long platters of cooked animals. Eyes flickered to me, and I met them with interest. Each of the fallen warriors reminded me of the Viking I’d fought back in Manhattan. They didn’t have the flat, feral light in their eyes, but they all had the same golden teeth and bright blue tattoos covering their skin.

There was one difference between them and the Manhattan Viking.

Auras of pure emotion glittered around them. Drunkenness, excitement, lust and life billowed out from their skin in a crazy kaleidoscope of raw power that hit my finely-tuned senses like a trip.

They had their emotions. They were still human, in some sense.

Not zombified super-killers.

Odin sat above his army on a simple chair and sipped wine from a goblet.

I couldn’t have spoken over the crowd. Nothing short of a word from their god would pull the warriors ahead of me out of their partying. I’d seen a similar thing amongst my security team. If they knew they were off the clock, there wasn’t a thing you could do to interrupt them from it.

Not without making a scene.

I’d read up a little about Viking culture in my preparation for Asgard.

Tall tales, boasting, and strength were their primary method of bonding.

I didn’t know if the augmented humans in front of me actually died every day and respawned in Asgard somehow. I didn’t care. Odin didn’t formally acknowledge my presence. Curious eyes latched onto me as I walked deeper into the banquet hall. I saw anger, irritation, and naked contempt swell out of Odin’s fallen.

If I was going to get my slugfest with Odin’s best hitter, I needed an edge.

My stores of color-coded energy were still boiling around the Bolt in my body. I hadn’t activated my Idol-vision in Asgard once. Part of it had been the helmet of the Hoplite armor. The other reason was that I had no idea how Olympian-style perception worked in Asgard.

Going blind or insane from that much sensory input wasn’t on my list of priorities.

But if I was going to get this done, I’d have to risk it.

I clicked the switch in the back of my head, and the world turned to glass.

I found myself in the midst of a raging ocean of pure emotion. Waves and tendrils of emotion swirled around me. The feasting warriors all carried a scarlet wash of ruby around them. The sheer visual noise of it turned my stomach and almost tripped me over. A lifetime of discipline and willpower carried me over to a table set away from the others. Men in thick, fur-lined armor met my eyes. I halted in the center of the feasting hall and felt hundreds of pairs of eyes fall on me.

I took in a deep breath, and tapped into Aphrodite’s attention-grabbing power.

Streams of blinding color magnetized to my presence. Fury, lust, hunger, and exhilaration that weren’t mine bled into my mind in a confusing storm of raw emotion that made no sense. I let it wash over me and held onto a single memory of the girls back on the island.

It kept me anchored. It kept me sane.

The voices died down, and emotions flared.

My voice rose up out of my chest effortlessly.

I didn’t feel afraid. Just focused. With my eyes on the prize.

“Which one of you is Odin’s best?” I asked.

My voice carried effortlessly through the hall.

A roar of voices smashed into my hearing.

I let the Bolt free. Blinding lightning flared out of my skin, eyes and fingertips. It cracked into the air like a gunshot. The feasters closest to me flinched back out of raw reflex, and I stared up at the table of powerfully-built men with nice cloaks.

“I came here for a challenge,” I said, my voice louder now. “Your valor is proven and spoken for by the Allfather himself. But I came here from Midgard seeking the strongest of the fallen. To match my strength against his. Or hers.”

A single figure at the end of the table stood.

He stood out from the others. His skin was freshly-shaven, his hair was tied back in a long ponytail, and his clothes were less ornate than the rest of the table’s. The man had four inches on me, and my sense for danger immediately started notching up. One of the other elders gave him an approving slap on the back, and the man rounded the table to join the space between me and the others.

Icy-blue eyes dug into mine.

Arctic blues swirled around his aura along with perfectly-controlled reds and yellows.

It reminded me of Kasper’s aura. If Kasper had a few centuries of combat under his belt and immortality. The youngest elder glanced up at Odin, received an encouraging nod, and then took a step closer to me.

There were ten yards between us.

“You stand unequal in our company,” the man said.

He had a quiet strength in his voice.

“Who are you, interloper?” the man demanded. “To arrive here, in your flesh, and make such demands? You insult the honor of every warrior here to come so clad and with such disdain for our feast.”

“I am David Montague,” I replied.

“And what feats do you boast, mortal?” My sparring partner unlatched his cloak and bared twin pairs of daggers strapped to his hips, sides, and even under his arms. “You crossed to Asgard alive. That is a rare feat. But all the magics of mortality quail before the might of our deeds.”

“I slew Hermes of the Olympians when he told me to kneel.”

Disbelief slewed through the silent crowd around us.

“I took prisoner the Great Seducer and coaxed her to my bed.”

Envy, fury, and shock joined the storm of emotion around me.

“I set fire to Hephaestus the Smith and bathed in his blood.”

My challenger smirked and held my gaze.

“I brought low Ares the Warmonger and took the Bolt of Zeus from his grasp,” I continued, my voice even. “I forced Poseidon of the Seas into retreat and servitude. I outwitted Athena the Wise with her own arrogance and drank her life’s blood when she came for me. I struck a deal with the Allfather for my life and matched my skill against Sigrid the Shieldmaiden under his eye.”

The room was dead silent now. Even my challenger hesitated at my last boast.

“I passed through space and time to meet with the king of Asgard, and now I stand before you.”

I lifted my arms either side of me in a beckoning gesture.

“Searching for the greatest of Odin’s fallen to make good an oath I forged with him.”

I inclined my head respectfully in the king’s direction.

“That is who I am,” I finished.

The clean-shaven assassin stared at me, and his emotions flickered.

He didn’t believe me. But I didn’t care.

“You sure you want a piece?” I asked him.

The man’s smirk widened, and one of the daggers appeared in his hand like magic.

“I am called Jormungandr,” the man replied. “I shielded Midgard from the fell Odinson and brought balance to Yggdrasil. I faced the wrath of the Allfather. And I lived.”

The breath vanished from my body.

The name was familiar.

The titanic world-consuming snake that was supposed to usher in the Viking apocalypse.

His aura looked human. But the effortless confidence, the way that he moved, and the sheer balls that he had in the face of a crackling superhuman had barely fazed him.

“I slew my father, the Great Trickster, and ushered peace and stability to Midgard,” my challenger continued. “I am called God-Killer and Ender of Ages. That is who I am.”

His boast was shorter.

And made mine look tame by comparison.

Odin’s wolfish grin caught the corner of my eye.

Either this had been a setup, or I really had bitten off more than I could chew.

My challenger wasn’t human. Or, if he was, he had more juice than I’d ever seen before.

“I stand as the mightiest of Odin’s Fallen,” Jormungandr told me. “And I accept your challenge.”

He drew another blade from his side faster than sight.

I missed my Hoplite armor.

“Do you give your blessing, Allfather?” the God-Killer asked. “To slay this interloper?”

“You have it,” Odin rumbled from his throne.

I focused on my breathing.

Emotions stormed around me.

The fucking World Serpent.

Of course I’d picked a fight with an apocalyptic figure from Viking legend.

I met his eyes, and a savage smile slashed its way across my face.

“You’re shorter than I expected,” I said. “Bring it.”
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I had a split second to study Jormungandr’s aura.

It was a sharply-focused, efficient bundle of blue and red. The love of the fight hardened by limitless experience, aggression, and hardened through rationality and discipline. His blue tattoos flared through my Idol-vision, brighter than any of the others in the crowd. A long, pregnant second hung between us like a standoff on a dusty street in the Old West.

The World Serpent moved.

Fresh adrenaline dumped into my body, and heightened perception gave me a quarter-second window to avoid the first dagger. It came out of his hand like a bullet. I twisted an inch to the side, and the blade missed my throat by a hair. The weapon slammed into a crystal pillar behind me and sank into it like butter. My opponent moved again, and I ducked under the second blade.

He moved smoothly. Efficiently. And with absolute certainty.

He’d done this a million times before.

I was used to closing the distance on people with firearms.

Jorm made the best combat shooters look like amateurs.

He matched every reflexive dodge and used it as a set up for another throw.

But he wasn’t fighting a regular human. Blue power whirled out of the people around me, latched onto my aura, and fed me a steady stream of cool, reflexive thought and movement. I danced around each dagger and closed the distance a little more each time.

Getting in close to the walking knife collection was low percentage.

But I wasn’t going to beat him if I waited for him to run out of knives.

A glitter of satisfaction rolled through Odin’s Fallen, and I realized that I’d missed something.

He crooked the fingers on a now empty hand and a keening whine touched the air.

I felt the knives tear through the cloud of emotions. His daggers tore themselves out of tables, pillars, and food and converged on me in a blaze of augmented steel and pure will. The weapons moved like hunter-killer drones, aimed straight at my back.

I was out in the open, and I didn’t have cover.

The Bolt surged out of my body in a spherical blast of Olympian power. Streaks of lightning caught the knives in mid-air and froze them in place. I whipped a hand out behind me, snatched one of the daggers suspended in space, and let it fly like a bullet from my hand.

The World Serpent blurred to the left so quickly I could’ve sworn he’d teleported.

The lightning-charged blade slammed into the table beside him and crackled with power.

I fed a small strand of Zeus’s power into the dagger.

In exactly the same way I’d done it with my blade against Sigrid.

Jormungandr’s blade detonated like a pipe bomb and forced the mightiest of Odin’s Fallen to scramble for cover. A small broadside of shrapnel smashed into his side, and I used the opportunity to get into arm’s distance.

The World Serpent already had a pair of daggers in his hands, ready for me.

A slitted smile of satisfaction touched his face.

I gathered the Bolt into my hand and closed my fingers around a crackling ball of electricity. It burst outward in a blaze of blinding light. All the magic and training in the world couldn’t account for a close-range flashbang of energy. Jormungandr flinched away from the sudden blaze of light.

The details in my vision got hazy.

But the colors of emotional energy stayed in place.

I hit him with a teep kick in the chest just as he started to get his balance back.

I put the Bolt into the strike and smashed his spine against the table behind him. Odin’s assassin rolled with the impact, flipped over backward, and wound up in a crouch atop the table. A pair of daggers flashed from his hands to force me into retreat. I drew from the blue shades of power from the audience, slid between the pair of daggers like they weren’t even there, and threw a second kick at the table.

The elders behind it had already cleared out.

The World Serpent lunged into a flip at the point of impact.

I drew in more of the azure energy from the storm around me. Time almost seemed to slow for a second. My hand shot upward, found the assassin’s ankle before he could right himself in mid-air, and my vision flashed with red. I torqued my hips and brought the assassin straight downward into the floor, head-first. Hairline cracks exploded through the floor at the point of impact.

I didn’t wait for him to recover.

My soccer-kick found his ribcage, flipped him up off the floor, and wiped out an entire roasted hog on a table. Jormungandr smashed into a pair of undead Vikings and fell in a tangle of limbs. Someone off to my left drew a blade from under his cloak and blazed in with a berserker cry.

I didn’t even think.

I found his burning ruby energy, drank it straight in from his aura, and smashed a kick into his knee before he could bring his blade down on my neck. Bolt-fortified power cracked through his femur with a sound like a shattering boulder. His strike went wide, gave me enough time to sidestep the wayward swing, and take the blade from him with a quick strip. I kept my grip on his wrist, used his own body’s mechanics against him, and forced him down on to his busted haunches. I blew through his elbow with my knee and broke his arm clean off.

Blue Ichor splashed to the crystal floor, and he screamed bloody murder.

I reacquired Jormungandr a half-second later.

A small ring of Vikings starving for battle surrounded me.

Swords, axes, and battle-hammers glittered in their hands.

The World Serpent glided up effortlessly onto the top of a table and dropped down into a feral crouch. His teeth shone in the ethereal light of the feasting hall. Odin’s pure white light blasted out behind the crowd in a blinding rush that reminded me of the sun.

I couldn’t look at the King of the Aesir.

He left every one of his subordinates in the shade.

“I thought this was a 1 on 1,” I called out. “You getting scared, Jormungandr?”

Odin’s laugh rolled out of him like a physical tide.

“Our visitor did agree to single combat,” he said.

The flashes of color in the surrounding Fallen crackled with shame and sudden hesitation. The World Serpent let out a guttural hiss that had its own auditory power. The others backed off. I let the cold, reflexive rationality of my aura vanish. Aphrodite’s sultry chuckle echoed out from my memory. Whirling strands of emotion blurred out from the surrounding warriors and fed my own burning center of power.

They stiffened a little in pure confusion.

I felt their hunger for glory. Their pride in their battles.

I felt their fear. Confidence swelled up with a scarlet edge around me.

Emotion and power fed the Idol instincts that I’d taken from the Olympians. I focused on the strands of energy visible around me. I’d gotten used to siphoning energy from the others to feed the nuclear reactor of power boiling in my.body and mind.

I pushed.

Tiny strands of lightning joined the whirling waves of emotion around my aura. Blood-red bled into the streams of emotion, latched onto the warriors around me, and changed their colors. A wave of sudden satisfaction surged from my soul. It was easy, and something about it felt right.

I was the eye of the storm. But I could affect it. I could change it.

The Viking’s hands tightened around their weapons again. My eyes drifted back to Jormungandr with sudden hostility. I couldn’t hear their thoughts, but they’d almost become pieces on a chess board. They didn’t have the complex range of a regular human, constantly shifting and moving.

Odin’s Fallen were simple creatures.

The World Serpent’s eyes flickered between each of them in surprise.

Odin’s laugh rolled through the hall again. The King of the Aesir made no move to interfere.

Was this how he controlled his Fallen? Through some kind of emotional power akin to my own?

Jormungandr’s hand moved like a bullet. I wove off the X to avoid the strike.

One of the Vikings lunged into the path of the blade before the projectile even reached me.

It crashed into his chest, stuck there, and sickly-green color washed up over his body.

The sacrificial lamb collapsed to his knees with a gurgle. His ice-blue eyes went black.

Jormungandr stared at the Fallen in astonishment.

I used the pause to kick up one of the discarded daggers on the floor. It reached my hand and I lunged forward. The Fallen joined to my aura moved with me to crowd inward toward my opponent. Odin’s assassin shimmied away from a brutal strike from a war-hammer, kicked the attacker in the face, and dropped him to the ground.

The Fallen were still human. They still ran on auras of emotion.

But just like the Manhattan Viking, they were single-minded.

Some part of me protested at turning Odin’s Fallen against his assassin. I was running on pure instinct, funneling my will through the super-zombies. Taking their emotions and pushing them into a berserker haze. It wasn’t in the spirit of single combat.

But Odin had pitched me against his best. Unarmed.

The pure confusion in the room fed my strength and speed. I dived up behind an attacking Viking, landed on the table with the World Serpent, and kicked up a dish of potatoes into his face. Jormungandr slapped it out of the air. The movement cost him a split second of focus and one of my new friends tore his legs out from under him with a spearing tackle. Jormungandr’s knife found his back as the Viking bullied him off the table and sent the two of them crashing to the floor below.

I snatched up a carving knife and sent it after the World Serpent.

He was still too good. He twisted like a snake to avoid the attack.

I lunged into the air, one of my feet found a stray Viking, and I used the foothold to propel myself into a flying knee. The assassin straightened up, ripped the throat out of another Fallen, and I caught him perfectly on the jaw with the blow. The two of us sailed across the banquet hall, smashed into another table and sent mead showering into the air. He crumpled against the table, dazed, and reached for another knife. I caught hold of his bandolier and used one of his own daggers to slash through the leather harness.

The steel dagger flashed past his skin, and he let out a snarl of pure hatred.

I rammed my body against his, hip-checked him against the edge of the table again, and smashed a headbutt into his nose. Lightning surged through my body to augment the blow. I caught his arm before he could ram a knife into the side of my neck, cracked my skull off his a second time, and twisted the assassin into a hip-throw. I held his arm on the way down, tore his shoulder clean out of his socket, and narrowed my mind in on the Bolt.

White lightning sheeted out of my hands and blitzed its way through his body.

I didn’t know exactly what kind of Idol juice was moving through the World Serpent.

But I had the Olympian Lightning Bolt and the tsunami of emotion around me.

Smoke billowed up away from his body. He used his good arm to go for another knife. I crushed his good wrist under a stomp kick, placed my foot against the side of his neck, and tore upward on my grip with the bandolier. Leather came apart with the wrenching movement, and I threw the collection of knives to the side.

Jormungandr’s head cracked off the floor again.

He scrambled away from me with wide eyes.

His impenetrable emotional state suddenly shifted into fear.

I’d turned Odin’s center of power into my own personal chessboard.

And I had more pieces than Jormungandr.

The assassin’s arms started to heal as he scooted away from me. I reached out to the Fallen around me and they surged forward to attack my enemy.

“Enough,” Odin said.

He didn’t say it loudly, but he didn’t need to.

The ring of authority in his voice made everyone freeze.

I clicked the switch for the Idol-vision again.

The tempest of emotion snapped back to hover around the individuals that they belonged to. My strand of lightning-enhanced will vanished, and my emotions became my own again. Odin’s radiance shrank back into his singular eye. He lifted his goblet to me in some kind of salute.

“I think our guest has proven himself worthy to sit with the Fallen,” Odin told Jormungandr.

“He landed no killing strike,” the World Serpent snapped. “He cheated.”

“He did no such thing,” Odin said sharply. “The advantage was yours.”

The World Serpent’s eyes settled on me, and he pushed himself up to a repaired elbow.

I took a step forward, through the ring of wide-eyed Vikings, and offered him a hand up.

The Fallen’s emotions flared a little at the gesture.

But he took it, and I hauled him up to his feet.

His fingers curled into a superhuman grip. I matched it with a little burst of strength.

We traded grips, and I saw grudging respect bleed through his frustration.

“Good fight,” I said.

“Perhaps on a better battlefield, another day.”

I smiled at the suggestion.

“I think we’ve both got better things to be doing. But I’d like to learn from you.”

The show of respect was enough to make him crack that smirk of his.

“You fight like the ocean,” Jormungandr told me. “Relentless and unpredictable.”

“And you scare the shit out of me,” I told him honestly.

I glanced up at Odin again. He made a gesture that told me later.

One of the serving girls sprang up a sudden tune on a guitar-like instrument. Voices rose to join the song, and the Vikings returned to their feasting. A small crew of deceptively-strong serving-girls dragged the corpses of the Fallen onto couches at the sides of the hall. A handful of Vikings invited me to join them at their tables, but I’d had enough of the party to last a lifetime.

I made my way to the exit.

Sigrid was waiting outside.

She bowed as I approached, deeper than she had before.

“Hail, warrior,” she said firmly.

“We’re on a first-name basis at this point, right?”

“No mortal has matched Jormungandr. Not on Midgard, and certainly not in Odin’s halls.” Her eyes twinkled with a sudden flash of mischief. “I might even venture to say that the Allfather himself would hesitate before committing to a battle of arms against the Serpent.”

“It’s a good thing that Jorm decided to side with you,” I agreed. “He’s a hell of a fighter.”

“Greater than even he might tell it.”

“He didn’t strike me as the humble type.”

“His boasts to you were genuine.”

“I believe it,” I assured her.

“Where are you going?”

I nodded to the stairs that led back toward my room.

“I’m getting my armor back and waiting out the feast for Odin.”

Sigrid hesitated.

“You would not indulge in the pleasures of Asgard?”

“Nothing personal, but this place is a little too sharp-edged for my liking.”

“One of the maids would happily return to your chambers with you.”

I laughed.

“She’d snap me in half,” I said. “I don’t know what their workout routine is like, but I’m not looking to get crushed.”

Sigrid graced me with another bow of respect.

“Very well,” the valkyrie said. “I will be at your call, should you need me.”

I left her by the door, made my way down to my crystal bedroom, and checked myself for injuries. I’d escaped the World Serpent without a single scratch from one of his daggers. The scrapes and bruises from the all-out brawl had faded back into smooth skin again.

I settled down on the mattress and waited.

I was still processing just what had happened back in the feasting hall. The new application of my powers. The way I’d been able to turn Odin’s Fallen against my sparring partner. It’d felt like a setup, but Odin had called a stop to the fight before Jormungandr could catch his second wind. Maybe the King of the Aesir had wanted to cut down on his property damage.

Or maybe I’d proved my point, and just found a way to save Earth from a Jotun invasion.
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A movement at my door woke me out of my meditative trance.

Jormungandr appeared in the doorway. Instinct reflexes told me to go straight for the small armory I’d brought with me, but I kicked them back and slid off the bed to greet him.

“The Allfather will see you now,” the assassin said.

“I’m surprised he didn’t send Sigrid.”

“I asked to be sent.”

That made me pause.

The World Serpent grinned and cut through the sudden tension.

“I thought I was the only of Odin’s favored to protect Midgard,” he said. “You’re the first in thousands of years. And I’m curious, mortal. About how you used the power of the Seducer to turn my brothers against me.”

I took a minute to work my way into the crystal-studded underweave for the Mk VI. The field from the Bolt magentized the suit to my body, clicked it together, and I scooped up the Limpet and attached it to the back of my armor. The shield went beside it, and I swept the PDW over a shoulder to keep it out of the way. The pistol and kopis went back into their proper places, and I suddenly felt a hell of a lot more safe.

Jormungandr watched me arm myself with amusement.

“You’re protected, mortal. Why arm yourself so?”

“I’m getting out of here,” I said. “I came to speak to Odin.”

“So I was told. And you struck a bargain with him.”

“Something like that,” I agreed. “You probably did the same, once upon a time.”

That snake’s smile caught the light again.

“It was an alliance of convenience.”

“So you weren’t always one of the Fallen.”

“No, once I was a protector of Midgard. Like you.”

I kept my helmet under my arm and stepped out into the hallway.

“How long ago?”

“Before the advances of your smiths. In simpler times.”

“And you said you killed Thor?”

His smile turned brittle.

“The Allfather allows me leniency to boast. But I would not speak the name of the Odinson so loudly in these halls. It is still a deep wound.”

“Right. Don’t bring up the dead son.”

His grimace widened and I laughed.

“I’m still confused as to how you wound up here,” I said. “You’re obviously not completely human. And I was pretty sure that the Olympians were running the place, even when you were back on Earth.”

“Olympians were excellent hunting,” Jormungandr told me briskly. “They learned better than to interfere once I took Apollo from them. Afterward we had an understanding.”

I stared at the Fallen beside me for a long second. The man—back when he’d been a man—hadn’t had access to hypersonics. An entire team of the best scientists in the world had helped me find a way to crack through the Olympian’s skin and actually kill them.

He’d killed Apollo without any of it.

I suddenly felt far luckier about my victory a few short hours ago.

“I didn’t use Aphrodite’s power,” I said, after a moment. “That was Ares’s.”

“Ah. A great warrior. And a worthy foe. We met many a time in Midgard.”

My mind flashed back to the crazed lunatic with an attack chopper and a pair of machine guns.

“Met or fought?”

“One may not be exclusive to the other,” the World Serpent said. “I learned much from him about his family once the early unpleasantness was behind us. He would’ve made a mighty Fallen.”

Jormungandr didn’t seem in a hurry to reach the throne room, so I matched his pace and slowed my stride. He gave me a small nod of appreciation.

“I’m getting the feeling that whatever power you have doesn’t run on the same wavelength as mine,” I said. “That trick with the daggers was clean. Special weapons, or some kind of other juice that I haven’t learned about yet?”

“The latter,” he said.

He gave me a knowing smile, and I returned it. Neither of us had the time or the space to get into the mechanics of our powers. There was a pressing need, and I’d felt it the entire way through my time alone after the fight in the chow hall.

The Jotuns were coming.

Jormungandr seemed happy with my explanation of Ares. He didn’t press me any further. The filgireed doors of the throne room opened up as we approached, and admitted us into Odin’s seat of power. The floor underneath us had changed. The familiar continents of Earth had vanished into different contours of terrain. Glowing sapphire-like lights danced back and forth under our boots.

It took me a second to realize that Odin was watching Jotunheim.

We halted at the foot of Odin’s throne. The World Serpent inclined his head in a show of respect, and I mirrored the movement. The king of the Aesir tapped two gnarled fingers thoughtfully against the arm of his throne and glanced over to the two of us.

“Jormungandr, the Elder Fallen think you ought to be disciplined.”

“Strange of them to go behind my back and tell you directly,” the assassin snarked.

My respect for the guy ratcheted up a notch. He had balls enough to talk shit.

Odin reprimanded him with a frown.

“You know the penalties for involving others in battles of single combat.”

“Allfather, you know I am the last to call for aid. The Fallen moved of their own volition.”

“You struck down four of them.”

I’d counted three in the brawl. Not four.

“It’s my understanding that our alliance continues because of my continued service to Asgard,” Jormungandr told him. “Survival seems like a good first step in that alliance, Allfather.”

Odin grunted.

I took a step forward.

“Part of that was on me,” I said.

The World Serpent shot me a flat glare.

“You took the advantages you needed,” Odin told me evenly.

“I’d be the last person to complain about the fact that you threw me bleeding into a pool full of sharks with one hand tied behind my back,” I agreed. “But whatever damages your Elders are worried about are partly my responsibility.”

“You’d take on a part of the blame for this?” The king of the Aesir leaned forward on his throne. “Even if it would threaten the binding agreement between us?”

“You kept things ambiguous,” I reminded him. “I asked for information. And your help, provided it doesn’t get in the way of your other responsibilities. I’ll admit that I’m pissed you decided to get me to throw down with a demigod, but we all got out in one piece.”

“What are the Elders demanding?” Jormungandr cut in.

“The usual. Exile. Physical punishment. And one made quite the novel suggestion.”

Odin leaned back in his chair with a curious smile.

“He suggested that I release you from your service to me and deploy you to Midgard to assist in the Jotun invasion. With no ties to my kingdom.”

“The Jotuns are no fools,” Jormungandr said.

A delighted smile started to creep up over his face.

“But they will not find it difficult to believe that we had a difference in opinion.”

“Allfather, if all of this was a ploy to send me away from the halls of the Fallen, you simply could’ve asked,” the World Serpent countered. “You know my loyalty to Asgard and the Fallen.”

“I do. But that loyalty has always been better served elsewhere.”

“Not always,” Jormungandr reminded him.

“Not always,” Odin agreed. “The Elders need a show of force to discourage the others from playing politics within my halls. They are, on the whole, the defenders of Asgard. And given the sudden mobility of the Jotuns, an observer would understand a muster to the borders of my realm. For scouting purposes, of course.”

My eyes whipped between the two of them.

I could barely believe what I was hearing.

A tremble of excitement rolled through the assassin’s frame.

Odin turned to look at me with a devious smile on his face.

“You asked for information and assistance, warrior. My own knowledge of the Jotuns’ movement can only be carried by my ravens or my valkyries. Both of whom dislike being used as courier pigeons. I can only guess at the Jotuns’ movement, but I offer you one who is intimately familiar with them. He will remain at your disposal until such time as the threat to Midgard is repelled.”

I stared at the ninja-like Fallen beside me for a long second.

A grin of pure manic glee stretched over the World Serpent’s face.

“I’m going to need some clarification on what you mean by at my disposal,” I told him.

“His tenure in defending Midgard far outstretches your own,” Odin said. “Jormungandr has many faults, but a lack of diligence does not stand amongst them.”

“There was some mention of why you couldn’t bring your own Fallen in to help,” I reminded Odin. “Something about pillaging and spoils.”

Jormungandr bit back a laugh.

“If you’re concerned that I have some interest in humanity beyond its protection, then you’ve failed to understand me,” he said with a chuckle. “I live for the fight, mortal. The challenge.”

“He will answer to you,” Odin assured me.

I took another uneasy eyeful of the creature beside me.

He replied with that satisfied smirk of his.

I needed to get it together. Odin had just offered me his greatest killer to help defend Earth. A being that had slain Thor, Loki, and who knew how many other mythical figures. Idols, humans, and Jotuns didn’t phase the World Serpent.

My issue was how the hell I was going to explain it to my team back home.

Another individual with insane power under my command was a hell of an asset.

“I accept,” I said. “Provided Jormungandr wants the same thing.”

The World Serpent’s laugh echoed through Odin’s hall.

“I tire of the same prey on Asgard’s borders,” he assured me. “Let us return to Midgard.”

I glanced around for Sigrid and didn’t see her anywhere.

“My Shieldmaiden is otherwise occupied,” the king of the Aesir said. “And I told you I would avoid obvious interference. Jormungandr will bear you back to Asgard.”

I didn’t know exactly how to reply to that.

What kind of juice did the World Serpent have that could spirit me back to Earth from Midgard?

My eyes wandered back up to the tall, lean king on his throne.

“It’s been a pleasure,” I told him. “Thank you for your help.”

“You have earned your place amongst the Fallen,” Odin said firmly. “There will always be a place for you in Asgard, David Montague. You are too mighty a warrior to be wasted in death on Midgard. Call upon Sigrid, and she shall answer.” He leaned forward, and his voice took on a deeper edge. “The Jotuns have already left their Realm in pursuit of yours. Ten ships strong. You know the danger that they pose to Midgard. If they learn of my involvement, there will be a war across the Realms like none before seen.”

His eye glinted.

“Do not allow them to know,” he warned me. “Or I will punish your realm.”

The assassin beside me went very still. I found myself mirroring the movement.

“I will be watching with interest,” Odin assured us. “I have confidence you may succeed.”

“Always so soothing, Allfather,” Jormungandr muttered. “Farewell.”

The World Serpent turned on his heel, retreated back a few yards, and then halted. He took in a deep breath. The air around us grew heavy—heavier than any gaze or psychic pressure I’d endured from an Idol—and a single black sphere appeared in front of him. My boots started to slide over the smooth crystal toward it. I fought to keep my balance as Jormungandr grinned at me.

“This will hurt,” he warned me. “Keep your mind intact.”

“What-?”

The gravity of the tiny black hole widened. Gravity shifted toward it and a second later I hit the fist-sized sphere at terminal velocity.

I couldn’t describe what happened after that.

Unbelievable pain and complete insanity overwhelmed my senses. I had no idea where I was, what was happening, or exactly what the World Serpent had done. Somewhere along the way the Mk VI. Disintegrated from around my body. I felt the surge of the Bolt and all of my Idol instincts keeping me intact, somehow, but I didn’t stop screaming until my vocal cords gave out somewhere.

Everything went black and air rushed in.

Some time passed and awareness finally worked its way back in. My entire body itched as it stitched itself back together. I finally cracked an eye and saw that fucking smile on Jormungardr’s face. He leaned back into a freezing patch of snow, buck-naked, and waited. The familiar stinging sensation of my body continued for another hour, or two hours.

I finally sat up beside Odin’s assassin with a start.

All I could see was rocks and snow overshadowed by stars and the Northern Lights.

I studied the sky until I was confident we were in the Northern Hemisphere. My armor had vanished through whatever portal the World Serpent had pulled me through, and now the two of us were on the side of a European mountain somewhere in our birthday suits.

Jormungardr let out a deep sigh of appreciation.

“So you were strong enough,” he said finally.

I shuddered at the pain I’d just endured.

“What the fuck was that?” I demanded.

“A method unknown to the Jotuns for passing between Realms. Humanity is yet to understand it fully. But I believe your astrologers are happening upon some promising discoveries.”

It clicked in my head.

“Wait, you just dragged me through a wormhole?”

Odin’s assassin stood up with a sigh of relief.

I couldn’t believe it.

What the hell had the Idols turned me into?

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Lot of questions, mortal, and not enough solutions.”

Jormungandr drew in a deep breath of crisp, cold air, and stared up at the sky with a nostalgic smile. I didn’t know exactly where we were, but I knew the two of us had the stamina and speed to reach civilization if we moved far enough. I scanned the mountains again, and it took me a second to recognize them.

We were in Norway.

I had a hotel in Norway.

“I haven’t walked Midgard in more than two thousand years,” the World Serpent reminded me. “It has changed much since then. And if your questions to the Allfather were serious, you intend to lead me to battle against the Jotuns.”

Those bright, narrow eyes focused in on me.

“Lead on, mortal.”

“My name’s David,” I said.

I took off without warning and heard the World Serpent give a delighted laugh behind me. The two of us cannoned through rock and snow, ice and dirt, and blazed over the terrain at speeds that no human could hope to match. The pain from my little journey through the wormhole faded into memory. Crisp, cold air washed over my skin and healed the last of the damage.

I stopped caring about where we were until I found a road.

Then things got difficult.

We reached a town with a name that I couldn’t pronounce.

The doors were shut, snow howled around us, and I snagged a nearby tarp from a shed. I wrapped it around my hips to have some kind of decency, and then knocked on the front door of the first house. A weary-eyed Norwegian almost had a heart attack when he saw the two of us on his doorstep.

I managed to get hold of his phone after some gesticulation and basic language skills.

The elderly couple took us inside, offered us blankets and clothes. Jormungandr didn’t say a word to them. The World Serpent sat on their couch, dumbstruck, and stared around at modern conveniences that he’d probably only heard about through Odin.

“Carla,” I said, when the call connected. “We need a pickup.”

“Oh my god, ohmygod, it’s you. Where the fuck have you been?” my girlfriend demanded.

“Slow down,” I said softly. “You know where I’ve been.”

“Asgard, right? I thought you’d only be gone for a day!”

My eyes wandered away from the snow outside the window and landed on Jormungandr.

“How long was I gone?” I asked.

“Six days,” Carla told me.

I could hear the tears in her voice.

Six days. That was six days less that we had to prepare for the Jotuns.

“Ping the phone,” I told her. “I need to debrief people.”

“Where the hell are you?”

I couldn’t help but smile at her question.

“I’m home. And I brought a friend. I think.”
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I kept a clock on how long it took the chopper to arrive.

Jormungandr and I managed to communicate to the hospitable old couple that we weren’t staying. The World Serpent’s eyes didn’t stop for a moment while he sat and let me do the talking. His fingers brushed against his clothes, and he drank in the strange new modern conveniences around him. Strange little emotions colored his aura from time to time.

Surprise. Sadness. Even a little regret.

But mostly, complete wonder. His firm default of tactics and love of a good fight curled around his body like invincible body armor. I hadn’t known exactly how I was going to handle Odin’s best assassin around people. I’d been hoping that my new traveling companion wasn’t going to throw his weight around with humanity.

Jormungandr treated them with respect and politeness.

It was a sharp contrast to the cocky, combat-starved killer I’d seen in Asgard.

Or the confident, terrifyingly-powerful monster who’d dragged me through a black hole.

My new charge cocked his head as the distant sound of helicopter blades approached through the snowstorm outside. I gestured to the older guy who’d taken us in, and I quickly let him know that we were on our way out.

A curious smile touched his face, and he bowed his head to us.

In exactly the same way that Sigrid had done for Odin. A thrill of pure power that had nothing to do with the energy of the soul rippled down my spine. Maybe I was more sensitive to it, now, after my visit to Asgard. Or maybe there was something charming about the man’s deference.

His aura told me that he knew we weren’t human.

But supplication and humility had replaced fear.

I made absolutely sure that I wasn’t working any emotional energy around me, returned the gesture, and Jormungandr rose from his seat on the little sofa beside the window. He bowed his head to the couple, spoke a few words of a Nordic language, and their auras billowed out with pure excitement. Odin’s assassin followed me outside into the snowstorm.

“What did you tell them?” I asked.

“Simply that their service to the old gods will not be overlooked,” the World Serpent replied calmly. “I know little of Midgard’s customs, but they remembered the laws of hospitality.”

“They’re good people,” I agreed.

Jormungandr cocked his head as the two of us moved down the village street and toward a rise that opened up into the best place for a helicopter to land. A sleek black chopper gained on us in the distance, and the World Serpent watched it with a tinge of awe.

“Let’s lay down some ground rules before we get out of here,” I said.

The assassin let out an amused snort, but he nodded.

“You don’t open up any cans of asskicking until I tell you to. No portals, no wormholes, and you treat every single human you run across as you would with me. If you decide to mess with anyone, then we have a problem.”

“You seem to think that humanity interests me, mortal.”

“It does,” I countered, “or you wouldn’t have come with me. And I can see the way you’re staring around at everything. We’ve advanced a lot further than you might think.”

“I know of your advances,” Jormungandr replied. “The Allfather allows me a seat in his halls to study humanity from time to time.” His smile widened into something genuine. “But it is one thing to see it from afar, and another entirely to experience it in person. What other rules do you have?”

“I need your full cooperation when it comes to anything Jotun. You’re our only source of information about them, short of the few Olympians left on Earth. You know them better than we do, and we need their pressure points.”

The helicopter halted in mid-air and circled around to face us. I didn’t need my MasterKey to know that Kasper was either on-board or talking to the pilot. A glance through the windshield of the aircraft told me that the pilot was a professional despite the snow and ice around us. He guided the chopper down to its landing point.

A single, bald-headed man in a woollen watchcap with a silenced pistol in his hand climbed out to greet us. Kasper had let his beard grow out since I’d been gone, and his wintry aura told me that he wasn’t glad to see me. Or, if it was, he was operating how I would’ve done.

I’d been gone for almost a week.

With beings beyond our understanding of technology and magic.

Kasper’s paranoia was at an all-time high. He placed himself between us and the helicopter, folded his other hand over the silenced pistol, and didn’t point it at me. Hard eyes flickered between Jormungandr and I.

“First one to lie to me gets a bullet,” he informed us.

The World Serpent’s smirk widened into a wolfish grin.

“Are you David Montague?” Kasper asked.

“I am,” I replied.

“What is your designation in Montague Manufacturing?”

“Inactive CEO, currently largest shareholder and heir.”

“Where have you been?”

Jormungandr shifted impatiently beside me.

I ignored the movement and focused on my bodyguard.

“Asgard,” I told him honestly. “But I didn’t come back the way I got there.”

Kasper nodded once.

“What’s the name of your secretary?”

“Carla.”

I didn’t know where the questions were leading, but Kasper continued to rattle them off one by one. Most of them were simple enough for even a mindless drone to answer, but I humored him. Jormungandr let his focus slide off Kasper to focus on the helicopter.

“One last test,” Kasper said.

His aura flickered with hardened certainty. I couldn’t tell if he believed I was in control of my own mind, but I couldn’t blame him for being careful. If Odin had twisted my will to his own?

It meant all kinds of bad things for humanity. Not just economically, necessarily.

The Olympians had turned me into a one-man wrecking ball with excellent access to weapons designed to kill Idols. I wasn’t on a level playing field with most people normally, and I sure as hell had enough juice to cause indiscriminate damage to a city or an army if I wanted.

“Stay still,” Kasper said.

He lifted the gun in his hand.

He did it smoothly and deliberately and intentionally held off on speed.

I stayed rock-steady as he lined up the weapon with my chest and flicked off the safety.

“I hope that’s a regular load,” I told him.

A shadow of Kasper’s smile touched his mouth.

He cycled a single round into my torso.

The bullet crashed into flesh and hardened Idol DNA and reeled me back a half-step. I felt it tear through my pectoral muscle, clip a rib, and exit somewhere behind my shoulder. My organs screamed at me as blood bloomed in my borrowed clothes. I stayed on my feet, breathed my way through the sudden discomfort, and Kasper lowered his pistol.

Jormungandr stared at my bodyguard with the kind of intensity that was easy to notice.

“Wait,” I cautioned him.

“Welcome home, boss,” Kasper said.

Warmth and that teasing tone rolled back into his voice.

I felt the bullet wound seal over and the muscle stitch itself back together.

The Friendly Ghost jerked his head at Jormungandr.

“Carla told me that you’d brought a friend. Wanna introduce us?”

“This is Jorm,” I said. “He’s here to help us against the Jotuns.”

Kasper studied the World Serpent with academic interest.

My bodyguard knew out of sheer instinct that he was outclassed.

“I’m smelling a story, and we don’t really have the luxury of time,” Kasper said. “Mount up. You can debrief me on the way back to Oslo. There’s a jet waiting to get you back Stateside.”

“We might have problems with immigration,” I said.

“After your little dustup with Mr. Whats-his-nuts and his little cabal of Presidential dick-suckers, I think we’re getting a blank check and a long leash,” Kasper told me. “We’re cleared for any action that we might see fit to carry out, with military support, if we need it.”

I let out a low whistle and climbed into the back of the chopper.

“I didn’t think that I left that good of an impression.”

“Well, the pardons don’t clear until we’ve tied a bow on this thing.”

Jormungandr joined us in the back of the helicopter, sat across from us, and said nothing. I strapped myself into the comms in the aircraft, and the excellent local pilot lifted us up into the air again. Asgard had been a hell of a thing to witness and walk around it. The biting cold and the comfortable gravity of Earth felt like home.

So did getting debriefed by Kasper with another crisis hovering over our heads.

I finished my story. Jormungandr hadn’t interrupted once. The World Serpent had struck me as a proud individual with a disdain for humanity. He seemed content to let me take point on the theoretical and the tactical, but his quiet, confident stillness was unnerving.

Kasper took the news with the kind of grace that he usually did.

He fell back against the wall of the chopper with an incredulous look on his face.

“You know, if you hadn’t stayed still and taken that bullet, I’d think that you were just some fucking harbinger of doom. So the ice giants—who have nothing really to do with Odin and his crew of death angels—are invading earth in three weeks?”

“That was his prediction,” I said. “And I’m pretty sure they have FTL travel.”

“So they’re well-equipped. Makes you wonder why they defunded Space Force.”

“I’m sure they’re still around with a better name behind a wall of top-secret stamps.”

“I hope you’re right, boss,” Kasper replied. “Because last I checked, even Montague doesn’t have the kind of eggheads who can build inter-atmosphere missiles. Or lasers. Shit. And Odin left us out in the cold with no guarantees of help.”

“I brought some,” I said.

Kasper’s eyes flicked to Jormungandr.

“You haven’t said a word since I met you.”

“You haven’t said anything of substance,” the World Serpent replied easily. “Aside from your incessant questions and your strange little test on the mountain, I don’t see any other notable qualities about you, mortal.”

“Full of yourself, aren’t you?” Kasper fired back.

“Midgard itself could not sate my appetite,” Jormungandr said through closed eyes. “Wake me when I must move.”

He drifted off to sleep a second later.

Kasper bit back a laugh.

“So what’s his deal?”

“He’s me. From centuries ago.”

“A royal pain in my ass?”

“The protector of Earth,” I said patiently. “Everything about him scares the shit out of me. He pulled me back here under his own steam, and he’s trimmed the Aesir’s family tree.”

Kasper blinked.

“That’s something back when people used to hack each other up with axes.”

“He’s no joke,” I agreed. “How’s everything back home? What did I miss?”

“A lot of waiting around,” Kasper snarked. “Nothing serious to report. Carla made me check the entire Earth’s surface every day after the first 24 hours. The Rabbit Hole started getting their greasy fingers into some of the classified shit that the Psycho gave us.”

Kasper shifted a little in his seat and grimaced at the snow outside. “We weren’t preparing for snow giants, I can tell you that. We’re not equipped, and we’re sure as hell not ready to get preemptive.”

“I’ve got some ideas about that,” I said.

Kasper held up a hand.

“Best everyone hears about them at the same time. I wanted to get you alone to make sure that you were still firing on all cylinders.” My bodyguard nodded at the World Serpent’s inert form. “What are we doing with him? Does he get a special island, too?”

“We need to pick his brain about the Jotuns,” I said. “He’s going to the Bullseye.”

“You think you’re going to be able to keep Hughie off him?”

“We’ll worry about that once we’ve figured out how we’re going to save the world.”

Kasper barked a laugh.

“Nah, you can’t say it like that. All casual-like. I can’t take it seriously.”

A grin tugged at my face.

“We’re going to save the world, Kasper.”

“Nope, still not buying it.”

“Just think what you could do with a generous tax-free one-off and a governmental pardon,” I told him. “You could finally go and buy drinks with little umbrellas in Hawaii.”

“You’ve been reading my journal?”

I laughed. And it felt good to do it.

Because we weren’t about to have a lot of things to laugh about.

We landed in Oslo a few hours later and quickly moved over to the jet. The luxurious interior practically felt like a prison as I sat down. I wasn’t in a hurry to try Jormungandr’s idea of travel again, but I was itching to be back in St. Jacques.

I found a backup Key in the safe on the jet.

I checked in on Tiana, but the time zones were too different. Carla was asleep. I’d been a hair’s-breadth from stopping by the lodge to see Olivia. She’d changed her tune since I’d last seen her, but I wondered if she’d managed to conquer her fear of coming back to the States.

Durstin hadn’t contacted me, and I’d heard nothing about him from the feeds since we’d swapped out his party drugs and tranquilized one of his events. If he was smart, he would’ve skipped town. Wickerman was done, and the CIA were now champing at the bit to work with us.

Olivia was safe.

But it’d be one thing to say it.

And another to make her believe it.

I still hadn’t taken enough time to process the fact that she’d come onto me. Years of hatred and animosity and possible jealousy had materialized into something else when she’d been drunk and scared and utterly out of it.

Maybe we’d get the chance for a coffee and a conversation at some point.

I sent Olivia a message to check on her wellbeing, and messaged the staff at the lodge for good measure. She’d been an initial terror until I’d told her off. I’d heard good things since then, but six days off-planet could change things.

The jet landed at my private Shipyard hours later.

Kasper bundled out of the jet with a few pieces of auxiliary luggage and loaded us up into the armored SUVs. The R&D department hadn’t slowed for a second since I’d last spoken to them. The vehicles had plenty of armor and hidden anti-Idol capabilities that I picked up on from scent alone. Jormungandr’s eyes shone with interest as we settled down and got underway toward to the Bullseye.

I took in a deep breath and started planning out my debrief.

“Quite the army you have for yourself, mortal,” the World Serpent commented.

“They’re good when the going gets rough,” I agreed. “Ready to hear more questions about Jotuns than you’ve ever heard in your life?”

“I am curious what you will do with the information. But yes.”

“We can do a little with a lot,” Kasper assured him.

St. Jacques was still waking up when we slid through one of the hidden tunnels and into the underground fortress that my father had built in the center of the city. I’d found the labyrinthine hallways and controlled atmosphere oppressive once upon a time.

Now they had the silent, solid security of home.

I’d made it back. Now we had to plan out a war.
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The briefing was an odd collection of people.

We kept the room secure, locked down, and recorded everything. A tired-looking Hughie and a grinning Eliot joined us in one of the small classroom-like structures in the R&D department. Carla was still asleep, and the Rabbit Hole technicians had the audio version. I sat down in a chair and recounted everything that had happened to me in Asgard. I didn’t spare a single detail that I’d picked up on the entire way through the crystal spires of Odin’s home city.

Jormungandr followed the conversation with alert interest.

The assassin didn’t speak until spoken to.

His eyes never stopped moving from person to person. His icy gaze had an unnerving depth to it that told whoever caught it that Jormungandr had been in situations like this one before. And he knew his way through them. Kasper made a handful of jokes at his expense, but the World Serpent didn’t bite at any of them.

I laid out the score and the consequences and finally sat back in my chair.

Even Kasper didn’t have any snark while the techies looked at each other.

“Well, this makes things awkward for the Mk VII,” Eliot said finally. “I had a prototype for dealing with the Aesir, and now you’ve managed to scrap all the environmental data that you picked up from Asgard.” A broad grin stretched through his salt-and-pepper beard. “What did you say you came through? A wormhole?”

“Ask him,” I told Eliot.

Jormungandr bared his teeth in a smile.

“Asgard has the constitution for my methods of travel. Midgard does not.”

“Opening a black hole on Earth isn’t on the agenda,” I agreed. “We’re sticking to regular travel for this. The real question is what we can do against a Jotun army with spaceships. We don’t know what their weapons are like. We don’t know how to kill them. And we don’t know what kind of damage they can do to us.”

I turned to my new companion from Asgard.

“How did you kill Jotuns?”

“With a knife,” he replied glibly. “They are as weak to my venom as any other being.”

A small shudder ran through my body when I remembered how easily he’d cut down the Fallen when I’d sent them after him.

“You use poison?” Hughie asked. “What kind?”

“The kind that can be found easily enough on Midgard,” the World Serpent told him. “I can teach you its secrets. That will give you an edge against the Jotuns. But they have fearsome weapons before they even join the field of battle.”

“Aerial bombardment?” Kasper asked.

“Attacks from the sky. Not just against your villages or cities. But against Midgard itself.”

His words left a chilly, tense silence hanging in the room.

“Do they have to enter the atmosphere to do it?”

“They would need to breach the skies, yes.”

“Which gives us a window to hit their ships,” Eliot said. “The States alone has enough ground-to-air defenses to knock almost anything out of the sky. If we can get our new friends in Uncle Sam’s finest to work with other nations, we could make a joke out of this before they even have time to fire off a shot.”

“I like the sound of that,” Kasper said. “But it’s not going to be that easy.”

Jormungandr grunted agreement. “The ships of the Jotuns are fortified enough to make even the Odinson pause before laying his weapon against them. It would be better to infiltrate their ships before they reach Midgard.”

The entire room stared at him.

“You’re talking about intercepting them while they’re in orbit,” Eliot said. “Breaching this armor that you’re talking about, and then taking the fight to them before they can reach Earth.”

Jormungandr grinned at him.

“I have watched humanity progress. You reached the skies and beyond before. But your infighting has kept you from exploring the branches of Yggdrasil. Surely a common enemy would be enough to purchase the correct means to intercept them.”

“Not in two weeks,” I told him. “If we had two years’ warning, maybe.”

“Then you must endure their initial attack. And if any of you have the will to fight afterward, you will meet them at their strongest. The Allfather has made it clear that this is humanity’s fight. How many innocents are you willing to sacrifice to ensure that the Jotuns are repelled?”

“Zero,” I said firmly.

“Then you must adapt. And quickly.”

“I’ll have a conversation with Mr Blank,” I said. “See what he’s got in mothballs for something like this. He might even have a few prototypes lying around that you can adapt, Eliot.”

“If you didn’t originally design them,” Kasper added.

Eliot grimaced.

“I’ll see what I can do. We’re going to have to scrap the Mk VII and move straight into the next design while we’re at it.”

“Hughie, talk to Jorm,” I said. “Find out how to manufacture this venom that he’s talking about. Then figure out a decent delivery system from bullets to missiles. That’s our first priority. After that, we’ll look into how we can take them in space.”

“There’s something you should know,” Hughie told me bluntly. “The Seed has been showing signs of serious activity in your absence. We’re keeping it as stable as we can, but it’s started to move on its own. The chemical compositions are evolving.”

I’d almost forgotten about Athena’s prize.

“I’ll get some answers from Aph about it,” I said.

“Well, before you do anything, you need to get Carla into line,” Kasper told me. “She’s been a mess with you gone. I’m not saying anything that anyone here isn’t thinking, but the only reason that this company has stayed afloat is because of her. You owe her a serious debt.”

I nodded.

“Where did you think I was going after this?”

“Well, I was hoping it wasn’t Egypt or something.”

The particulars and plans moving forward quickly crept up, and I assigned each of my very capable team into different roles. Hughie was on anti-Jotun venom with Jormungandr, which pleased the biomedical scientist to no end. Eliot was in charge of prototypes for the coming attack when I got into contact with Mr Blank and told him the score. The Rabbit Hole would continue their discoveries on the deep-state networks, and I’d talk to Carla about the company and how the hell we were going to reallocate resources into R&D so quickly.

Kasper walked me to the elevator with a grin on his face.

“I gotta say, boss, your new friend is warming up to me.”

“Watch your step around him. He doesn’t take insults lightly.”

“Yeah, I get the feeling that I’m dealing with a predator. Good thing you’ve got him on a leash.”

“I’m not sure how he feels about extracurricular activities.”

“We can always get him a room and feed him reality TV,” Kasper suggested. “He can catch up on our cultural leaps and bounds in the last few centuries, and it might even make him more sympathetic to the cause.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the mental image.

“It might drive him to despair, too.”

“I won’t be the first to say this, but it’s good to have you back.”

We shook hands, and I caught the elevator to the upper levels of the Bullseye to my office.

The place was pristine and dark when I arrived. There wasn’t any sign of Carla’s presence at her old desk, and I probably could have dusted for prints on my own desk before I found anything. The hidden penthouse in the wall of my office whispered open at a touch from my Key.

The place was better-kept than I remembered it.

A small cactus with pink flowers sat on the coffee table across from the TV.

I stared at it for a long moment and tried not to laugh. It was a tiny bloom of organic life in an otherwise gray area. I used my hearing to scope out the room, and found Carla’s soft breathing emanating from my room. An ache started up in my stomach at the sound.

I hadn’t seen her for what felt like weeks.

It’d only been a few days on my timeline, but she’d thought she’d lost me.

I padded silently into my room and found her snuggled up in one of my coats.

My breath vanished from my lungs at just how adorable she was. Her hair fanned out on the pillow around her, she had her knees pulled up to her chest, and silk sheets kept her covered and safe from the world. My coat acted as a secondary blanket.

The Asgardians, the Jotuns, and the Olympians hadn’t been enough to kill me.

And part of the reason I still clung to my humanity was to stay with Carla.

She’d adapted flawlessly to a secret war against the Idols. Six months of being my secretary and she was already running the day-to-day meetings, emails, and calls that kept Montague Manufacturing on the map. No wonder she was tired. I’d never felt comfortable under the weight of my father’s company, and I’d practically left it in her lap to go and play superhero.

I didn’t want to wake her. She looked like she deserved the sleep.

I slid out of my clothes and wormed my way under the sheets behind her. Carla started awake with a sudden yelp. I closed my arms around her waist, pulled her back into me, and breathed in her scent from her hair. Carla relaxed after a second and twisted her head to look at me.

Her hand found my cheek.

“You’re back,” she whispered.

“Told you I would be.”

“You had me scared there for a minute.”

I kissed her cheek and pulled her closer. The warm, smooth lines of her body fit perfectly into mine and she wiggled herself back into my hips just to make me feel more at home.

“What did you see? What happened?”

“I can give you the debrief audio if you want.”

“Yeah, but then I have to hear Kasper’s voice, and I’ve had enough of that already.”

“He said that you’ve been running things while I’ve been away.”

“It wasn’t just me,” Carla protested. “He’s been doing everything on the tactical side. Cat has been helping me with everything else in shipping and logistics.”

“But they’re both allergic to meetings.”

Carla giggled at that.

“I guess. But I’m just doing my job.”

I pressed my lips against the back of her neck and felt a thrill roll down her spine.

“And I can’t thank you enough for it,” I told her softly. “I’m not even sure I could’ve left if I didn’t know that you were here making sure things were running smoothly.”

“Alright, you definitely picked up some kind of bug in Asgard, because you’re being sweet.”

“I can be sweet,” I countered.

“When you want something,” Carla reminded me with a laugh.

“Tonight’s not about what I want,” I told her.

“Well, it’s not exactly night anymore, is it?”

Carla gestured to the clock on the bedside table.

“I mean, I’m almost supposed to be waking up for work.”

“You can have the day off.”

Carla let out a groan of pleasure that sounded borderline orgasmic.

“God, I wish. But we’re about to seal a deal with a new client in Norway.”

“Can Catalina handle it?”

“Probably, but she doesn’t have my touch.”

I kissed her shoulder, and Carla squirmed again.

“Nobody does,” I said. “And they can wait a day.”

“Look, I’ll have to be able to give them a good excuse,” Carla warned.

“Approaching alien invasion and the stresses of work a good enough reason?”

“I must have missed something—did you say alien invasion?”

“Old enemies of the Aesir are looking to carve out a piece of Earth for themselves now that the Olympians aren’t protecting it,” I explained. “Ice giants. Jotuns. With spaceships and faster-than-light travel and all kinds of insane technology.”

Carla pulled herself out of my embrace and sat up.

I propped myself up on an elbow and did my best not to notice just how naked she was under my coat. I’d enjoyed the swell of her breast and her tight curves nonstop on the island a few short weeks ago, but I’d suppressed the hunger that I’d felt for her since.

It came back in a roaring wave.

I locked it into my hindbrain to focus on the conversation.

Carla let out a frustrated sigh.

“You know, I was almost done bringing our stock prices back up to a decent level after everything that happened at the start of the year,” Carla complained. “Now you’re telling me that we’re going to have to start investing in what, space cannons?”

“Probably something closer to hunter-killer drones, but yeah.”

“You don’t make this easy, Montague.”

“You wouldn’t enjoy the job if it was easy,” I replied.

Carla rolled her eyes and turned to face me. Her eyes drifted down to the tent under my sheets. Animalistic hunger surged through her aura, and she let a hand drift up my thigh, over the silk.

“That’s true,” Carla admitted. “You’re looking a little tense there, boss.”

“Long day,” I told her.

“Wanna tell me about it?”

I gave her the short version.

Her manicured fingernails didn’t stop gliding up and down my thigh in the most distracting way. Her fingers came to rest on my shaft over the covers, and she gave me a gentle squeeze that sent a blaze of pleasure the entire way through my body. I’d missed her touch, her mouth, everything about her.

“God,” Carla murmured. “That’s so much. For one person to handle.”

“Well, it’s a good thing I have you around to keep me honest, isn’t it?”

“Mm,” she agreed. “It is. Let me help you take a load off.”

She pulled the sheets away from my hips, and I caught her wrist.

“No funny business until you agree to take the day off,” I told her.

“I’m not sure you can afford that,” Carla countered. “Someone has to close this deal.”

“I’ll do it, if I have to,” I told her. “But you’re on mandatory R&R.”

A wicked grin touched her lips.

“If you’re making me do that, then you have to stay with me.”

“I’d have to be insane to complain about something like that.”

Carla tried to drop herself down to put her lips on me, but I wasn’t having any of it. I caught her hip and effortlessly flipped her over until she was on her back. Her breath rushed out of her lungs in a quick ‘whuff’, and my mouth found her warm, soaking center a second later. Carla tried to fight me off with her hands, but she relaxed into the pleasure once I found her clit with my tongue. Her nails clawed at the sheets, her hips lifted up into my jaw, and I licked her until her breath came in short bursts and she couldn’t control her pleasure anymore.

I slid two fingers up inside her tight little pussy and curled them.

Carla came almost instantly after that. Her whole spine arched up into a picturesque curve that showed off her firm nipples and flushed skin. I relented once I felt her aftershocks kick in, kissed her thighs, and worked my way up her side at a maddeningly slow pace. My mouth traced the curve of her hip, her ribs, her smooth flat belly, and found her chest.

“Fuck, you’re so good at that,” Carla whispered.

“Happy holidays,” I told her gently.

Her fingers curled up in my hair, and she pulled me hungrily down into her mouth. We kissed, and I made sure to keep things gentle and slow. Her tongue brushed against mine, and Carla moaned up into my throat. I drank in her aura, her happy blend of pink and yellow, and she pulled me down into her. The tip of my shaft brushed against her and slid in with almost torturous slowness. My girlfriend’s breathing sped up as I took her. I let my love and my appreciation for her bleed out through my touch and made love to her.

Carla usually liked it rough. Or she liked to hear about me taking someone else.

But it was just us after days of being apart, and that was all I needed.

Her alarm went off after her second orgasm and she scrambled for her phone.

I caught hold of it before she could, killed the noise, and threw it across the room into a sofa. Carla let out a delighted squeak as I gently turned her over, pressed her chest into the covers, and  left a trace of kisses and touches down her spine and thighs. She wiggled her tight little butt invitingly at me, and I took her from behind. My hands slid up under her arms, cupped her chest, and I guided her through yet another shaking, panting orgasm as slowly as I could.

We didn’t stop for almost three hours.

I kept the pace effortless, easy, and slow.

Carla eventually wormed her way away from me and made a beeline for the shower. I followed her, and we took our time under the steaming water, too. I scooped her up, pressed her into the tiles, and filled her again and again until she was a shaking mess. The two of us sank down against the wall, held each other close, and just bathed in each other’s presence.

God, I’d missed her.

She squeezed my hand with strong fingers.

“I don’t know how to tell you how much I needed that,” she whispered.

“You can tell me over breakfast,” I said. “Come on, get dressed. We’re going out.”

“Isn’t there some invasion happening?” Carla giggled. “You sure that’s a good idea?”

“I’ve already got people working on it,” I assured her. “And Kasper ordered me to treat you to some R&R. We wouldn’t want to make the Friendly Ghost upset with us.”

Carla laughed, raised herself up on unsteady legs, and killed the flow of water.

“I guess not,” she said. “Where are we going?”
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I barely looked recognizable with the right kind of sunglasses and clothes that I didn’t usually wear. It felt strange to look at my own closet again and see all the suits and comfortable sportswear or other kinds of clothes I’d picked up on my way through my twenties. A few nice dresses, blouses, and pantsuits had colonized my pristine rows of casual formalwear. Serious heels and pumps had joined my shoes on the shelf on the floor.

And there were pistols mounted in holsters on the back of the door now.

I’d been paranoid before, but Carla had obviously started taking lessons from Kasper.

My girlfriend watched me closely for a reaction when I wormed my way out of my borrowed clothes and pulled on a basic t-shirt. A sudden grin sprang to my face, and I offered her a playful leer.

“Are you checking me out or something?” I asked.

“I’m waiting for you to fly off the hook about your perfect life being infected by someone permanent,” Carla admitted. “I thought you’d be weirder about it.”

“Why would I be?”

“You always were before,” my secretary reminded me.

I’d had a different set of priorities back then that hadn’t involved fighting against primordial beings in deep space, but I could see her point. I just gave her a nonchalant shrug and pulled a pair of MAI-linked eyeglasses over my face. A small, minimalist HUD swam over my vision. A tug of genuine gratitude bled through my heart at the sight of it. A pair of comfortable slacks and a light pair of shoes later, and I was ready for a date.

Carla spent a little longer getting herself ready.

I took the opportunity to scour the feeds on the TV and bombard myself with as much news as possible while my girlfriend got herself all dolled up. Economically, nothing seemed to have shifted against my company.

On the homeland-security side of things, the coast was clear.

There hadn’t been any attacks from unknown Idols, and no anomalies noted by either the Rabbit Hole or the mainstream news. St Jacques and the wider United States still had their usual problems - a high-profile shooting here, an insane turn of weather there - but nothing twigged my bullshit sensors when it came to obvious government cover-ups.

Mr Blank was playing it level with me.

Once he found about what we were actually up against, I had a feeling that the cooperation would increase. I started brainstorming different methods of fighting a Jotun army until Carla appeared from my bedroom looking like a million dollars.

She’d gone with a cream-colored cashmere coat, heeled boots, and jeans that were tight enough to emphasize the strength in her legs but not enough to look uncomfortable. Her dark-brown hair was combed back into curled waves over her shoulders, and she had a purse big enough to conceal a proper handgun.

The right kind of getup for a sensible, fashionable girl who still wanted to keep things low-key.

“You can pick your jaw up off the floor and stop pretending that I look better than Aph,” Carla snarked. “But you’re kinda cute when you’re drooling like that.”

“Then you’re gonna love what I look like later.”

“Already saw it all morning.” Carla strolled easily up to me with a little swing in her hips and gave my shoulder a playful shove. “Come on, take me on a date, boss. No point in pretending that we’re not together anymore.”

“I’d like to dodge the media circus.”

“Well it’s a good thing that you’ve got sunglasses and me to draw their attention.”

“Please tell me that you haven’t been making public appearances.”

“Unlike someone else in the room that we won’t mention, I’m not in the habit of calling in Idol-based airstrikes on myself,” Carla laughed. “Come on. The feeds will rot your brain, and you know it.”

I got up and stretched. My girlfriend’s eyes flickered appreciatively over my body.

“Still got something left in the tank?” I teased her.

“I like sex just as much as the next girl,” Carla countered, “but I’m not superhuman.”

Her hand smacked into my ass, she shot me a cheeky grin, and the two of us headed out into the hallway. I half-expected Kasper or one of the other techs to ambush me on the way out, but the coast was clear. Carla’s fingers kept flickering down toward her phone out of pure reflex.

Yellow and pink and small twists of blue shimmered in her aura.

I didn’t realize how much I’d missed it until I’d been with her again.

We reached the garage level just underneath the streets of St Jacques.

I was in a habit of taking out featureless sedans or vans when I headed up to try and blend with the locals of the city. I’d been hounded by paparazzi and government agents enough to know that keeping a low profile was paramount. Carla paused beside one of the regular company cars. My eyes drifted over to one of the lockups that held a few toys I hadn’t played with in years.

A smile touched my face, and I went straight for the roller door to our right.

Carla frowned.

“What, you’re too good for a regular car?”

“This is a date, not a work meeting,” I said.

The Key in my pocket blipped a wireless lock in the door, and it slid open with a mechanical whir. I pulled the tarp off my dad’s old motorcycle and glanced over it with a critical eye. The Royal Enfield Classic 350 series wasn’t exactly a glamorous line of bikes. It wasn’t known for its quality, its speed, or even its reliability.

But it had room on the back for Carla, and it wasn’t a company car.

“What the hell is that?” Carla asked.

“I think they call it a motorcycle,” I replied.

I tossed her an old-fashioned helmet that didn’t come with a visor or goggles.

“Yeah, I know, but it looks ancient.” She clipped the helmet on without complaint and joined me in the lockup. “Was this your dad’s?”

“Something like that. I think he toured India with it.”

“That sounds—“ My girlfriend shook her head. “I know I never met him, but everything they say about the guy. It doesn’t sound like something he’d do. Wasn’t he a workaholic?”

I shook my head.

“He wasn’t a workaholic. He just had to make things happen once the company started to come apart.” I checked the oil and gas levels and made sure that the tires were in one piece. “You ever ridden one of these before?”

“My uncle made me swear never to get on a bike with a boy,” Carla told me with a laugh.

“Did you ever break that promise?”

“I’m about to,” Carla told me with a laugh.

An electric start got the engine growling. I swung a leg over the bike, revved it, and listened. The Enfield was loud, but it’d been taken care of. I didn’t know who had kept it in such good condition, but I was giving them a raise. Carla settled down behind me, sidesaddle, and pressed her thigh close into my lower back. She wrapped an arm around my waist and rested her head against my spine.

I let out the clutch slowly and roared out into the garage.

I started laughing. The rush of wind in my hair, the snarl of the entire underneath us, and the sheer fun that came with pushing a bike flowed through me. All the money in the world, all the pressures and the problems of an alien invasion. They were all real and present.

But I was on a cheap motorcycle with my girlfriend driving out into my home city.

The Enfield handled the streets effortlessly. It had good torque, a comfortable weight underneath the two of us, and I felt Carla cling to me and heard her breath speed up as I wove in and out of traffic. I hadn’t bothered with a helmet—there wasn’t a thing on Earth that could kill me, short of the World Serpent—and I eventually pulled up to the East Shore Esplanade of St. Jacques.

Classic boardwalk-style wooden construction hugged the beach.

Stalls and stands and families were everywhere. The auras almost blinded me as I pulled the bike to a halt, kicked the stand down, and let Carla off the back. The smell of salt and cotton candy and fried food hung in the air. Carla tugged the helmet off her head, tossed it to me, and I left it on the handlebars without any fear of it being stolen.

A little tremor of happiness washed through my girlfriend.

“I don’t think my uncle ever rode a bike,” Carla told me.

I grinned at her.

“Well, I didn’t want you to break your word, but he didn’t know what he was missing out on.”

She linked her fingers with mine, and the two of us wandered down toward the stalls along the beach. I picked up a coffee from one of the roadside vendors. Carla surprised me by buying a hotdog and wolfing it down as we walked. The sky was clear, the streets were busy, and I had the best company I could ask for.

We found ourselves sitting on a dock over the gently-lapping waves after a few hours.

Carla leaned her head against my shoulder and stroked her fingers against my wrist.

“You know, when we met, I didn’t think that I’d ever have this,” she said.

“An alien invasion?”

“Cute dates, you idiot.”

“I’d only really call this the first one.”

“I don’t know, the island was nice.”

I heard the smile in her tone and knew she had that wicked little grin on her face.

“The island might’ve been a mistake,” I laughed. “Now you’re getting territorial.”

“I don’t think I ever can be, with you. Which is weird to say out loud.”

Carla laughed suddenly.

“Who am I kidding? You can tell what I’m thinking anyway.”

“Feeling,” I corrected her. “It’s different.”

“It’s pretty much the same thing,” Carla countered. “Thoughts follow feelings.”

“Not always,” I said. “You can run into some pretty scary people who have their emotions under control. I can tell what the dominant feeling is, but they can spring into action before I expect it.”

“Good thing you’re basically a ninja, then.”

“Ninjas are quiet,” I reminded her.

“You’re plenty quiet when you want to be,” my girlfriend said. “You’re more talkative now.”

“Am I?”

“I couldn’t get a word edgeways out of you even when it had to do with work most of the time,” Carla said. “You were always running around in your Batcave or out training with Kasper and rescheduling meetings that you didn’t really have any plans to attend. I was pretty sure that this was a dead-end job when I saw your emails.”

“But the pay was good enough.”

“Wasn’t just that. Who can honestly say that they’ve worked in a secret bunker before?”

I thought about my people in the Bullseye. There were entire families living under the streets of the city, and they were my responsibility. They’d wanted to move closer to work but on an affordable budget, and my dad had gone out of his way to make sure that his people were looked after.

“Not a lot of people, I’d guess,” I replied.

“But he managed to turn it into an eternal machine made out of money,” Carla said. “I’m kinda sad that I never got to meet the guy. His son is great, don’t get me wrong, but he sounded amazing.” Carla let out a giggle and squeezed my hand. “You’re pretty quiet. Something on your mind?”

My eyes continued to watch the waves drift back and forth.

“I’m letting it go where it wants,” I admitted. “It’s nice to do normal things for once.”

“You’re telling me,” she murmured. “Any other day, I could just let this be its own thing.”

“But not today?”

Carla took her head from my shoulder, placed a hand on my cheek, and turned me to face her.

Her eyes zeroed in on mine through the sunglasses, and a smile tugged at her lips.

“I’m taking what I can get,” she murmured. “And I really appreciate you making an effort. But you’re a busy guy. Everyone needs you, David. Everyone. If you stop now, just give up, then we’re all doomed.” Her smile widened out into an actual grin. “And that’s not even a metaphor.”

I kissed her wrist.

“Thanks for keeping Montague safe while I’ve been away,” I said. “We wouldn’t still be running without your help, seriously. The place should be on fire right now, but you’ve kept everything running like a well-oiled machine.”

“It’s my job,” Carla said with a flash of fierce pride. “And I’m good at it.”

“You sure are.” I kissed the back of her hand. “Shall we?”

“Afraid that your pasty ass is gonna get barbecued here?” Carla teased.

“I do have a delicate complexion,” I agreed.

“Before you go,” someone interrupted.

A spark of static energy blasted up my spine. Action beat reaction, but my reactions were plenty fast. I came up to my feet with zero effort, caught hold of Carla and hauled her behind me. My eyes locked onto the sound of the voice, and I spotted a skinny-looking youth standing on the end of the dock.

Sapphire-blue hair hung down to his shoulders.

Water lifted itself from his Hawaiian shirt, shorts, and bare feet, and slithered down into the ocean behind him. Carla and I were surrounded by water, and I’d seen how fast the Olympian could turn soft liquid into razor blades. He’d turned Olivia’s yacht into a blended mess of shark chum and metal in a few seconds. Lightning sparked into my fingertips.

“You picked a bad time to come here,” I told Poseidon.

He raised his hands in a quick gesture of peace.

“I’m not here to fight you,” he assured me. “And if I wanted to fight, I wouldn’t have called out like I did. I just came to talk.”

“Swear it.”

“You have my word as a god and lord of the tides.”

Blue sparks rippled through his eyes as he said it. I released my grip on the Bolt, let the electricity drop down to its regular levels, and kept my eyes glued to the Olympian. I hadn’t seen him since I’d kicked his ass in Greece looking for information on Athena weeks ago.

I slowly lowered my hands.

“I’m calling it in,” Carla assured me.

“It’s nothing I can’t handle,” I told her. “It’s okay, he’s serious about not fighting.”

My girlfriend lowered her hand from her ear and glared over my shoulder at him.

“What’s making him so friendly?”

“Mutual enemies,” Poseidon told her. “We all have a problem.”

I frowned. I still hadn’t updated Aphrodite about the situation with Asgard.

“Carla, would you mind making sure Kasper doesn’t show up with a rocket launcher?”

My girlfriend saw my wary body language, huffed out a quick laugh, and nodded. Her boots clicked against the wooden walkway as she made her way back to the Enfield. Poseidon’s eyes followed her with a glitter of instinctive interest.

I resisted the urge to blast him with the Bolt.

“You interrupted my date,” I told him with a cold and quiet voice. “This had better be serious, because this is my day off. Why did you decide to show?”

“Because the Jotuns are here,” Poseidon told me.

My stomach twisted uncomfortably at his words.

“Are you talking scouts or the entire invading force?”

Poseidon’s jaw dropped open.

“You know about this?”

“I went to Asgard,” I said. “Heard it from Odin.”

The Idol’s face went slack in pure shock and fear.

I waited until his brain booted up again.

“The scouts,” he managed. “I found the scouts. Took me longer to find you.”

“Where are they?” 

“Where do you think?” he asked. “Dead. Except for one.”

It was my turn to be surprised.

“Dead. You killed them?”

A proud smile touched his face.

“Their entire realm is nothing but still oceans,” Poseidon said. “And I know oceans better than anyone. Yes, I killed them. I kept a prisoner, because I figured sooner or later that you were going to come after me. And I wanted a bargaining chip.”

“But then you heard about the invasion and figured that I wanted to know.”

“Which you already do,” Poseidon nodded. “I’ll be honest, I fucking hate you. And everything about your friendly little meat sacks. But Aphrodite said you were our best bet for survival.”

“You know something, water-boy?” I said. “You might just be in time to save our collective ass.”
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I sent a quick summary of Poseidon’s information through to my team back in the Bullseye.

We needed support and logistics, quickly, and the Idol watched me speak words quietly into the Key unit for a few seconds. I lowered it into my pocket, checked that Carla was at least 50 yards away from the edge of the water, and turned back to face the Olympian.

“Where’s the prisoner?” I asked.

“I have him in holding, but I wasn’t about to just dump him on your doorstep.”

“That’s probably wise. My people are pretty trigger-happy these days.”

“It’s not your people I’m worried about,” Poseidon said.

“You said you were talking to Aphrodite.”

“You did put her on an island in the Aegean,” he said. “She’s not exactly hard to find.”

I tried to imagine the pink-haired Idol of pure lust interacting with the practically-teenaged Idol in front of me. Poseidon wasn’t the smartest out of his family, but he had good survival instincts. He hadn’t come up against me again after I’d made it my business to go after Athena.

He’d even taken to leaving my ships alone. Because he’d known that if he interrupted my business, I would’ve tracked him down and gone after him even harder. In retrospect, the guy had a lot of ways to fuck with me, and he’d chosen not to indulge them. Part of it had been out of fear.

But he’d brought me one of the scouts.

“We don’t have a problem,” Poseidon assured me. “She told me to fuck off until she heard that I’d done my job. Things were a little smoother after that. I didn’t really know how to talk to you without starting a fight.”

“So you just set out a tripwire and waited for me to trigger it?”

“Something like that,” he agreed. “Jotuns are bad news for everyone.”

“How many of them did you kill?”

“Four. They thought they were safe in the ocean.”

“Still got their remains?”

“So you can turn them into bullets?” Poseidon asked.

“Something like that,” I agreed.

“Jotuns make our regeneration look like a joke,” the Idol told me. “You can’t hold them down for long, and if you cut one in half, they’ll fucking grow into a pair.”

“And you killed four of them,” I said again.

“You seem a little confused on that point.”

“Not confused. Surprised. Last time we met I had you bent over the barrel and you were begging for your life. You’ve got no reason to help me, or humanity. I killed what was left of your family and took the prize you were supposed to bring back to Athena.” I shrugged. “We’re not friends, and I’m pretty sure that you want to kill me almost as badly as I want to kill you.”

Poseidon tilted his head for a long moment and thought about it.

“You swore an oath without getting any guarantees from me on top of all of that,” I told him. “That’s a pretty serious show of trust for a guy who had a taste for killing your kind.”

“You’re right, you know,” Poseidon told me finally. “I don’t like you. But I’ve got to respect what you’ve pulled off. Prometheus would’ve been proud of you. And after the shit that Ares pulled—“

He cut himself off with a shake of his head.

“Needed to happen,” he told me. “And I can’t be everywhere at once.”

“But you can travel fast enough to meet me on short notice.”

“The ocean’s a pathway,” Poseidon said with a shrug. “I just know it better.”

Earth had a lot of ocean. And the fact that the creature across from me had told me that he’d already dispatched the Jotuns without a single hint of a brag made me pause. I’d seen Poseidon’s raw power before, but he’d never leveled it against me fully. The Bolt singing beside my heart gave me a level of authority over the Idol, in the same way that it did over Aphrodite.

We needed every advantage we could get.

“Meet me at the Shipyard in an hour,” I said. “Bring the prisoner.”

Poseidon smiled, and it reminded me of a shark.

“Let’s establish some rules first,” he told me. “Before I go running headlong into a trap.”

My respect for him crawled up a few more notches. He might’ve been a whiny, postulating bitch when I’d first met him, but I was starting to learn the value in appreciating my sparring partners. I tried not to laugh when I imagined how Jormungandr and Poseidon were going to exchange words.

“Name your preferences,” I said. “I’ll see how well I can accommodate you.”

A shiver of revulsion ran down his spine.

“You don’t have anything I want. I want your sworn word that you won’t harm or attempt to control me in any way. That you’ll honor my realm and keep your fingers out of it.” His eyes hardened. “And that you won’t seek to take my Ichor like you did from the others.”

I met his eyes without so much as a flinch.

A lot had changed since we’d last traded hands.

Odin had that effect. He made Poseidon look like a stray kitten.

But down here, we needed all the help we could get. And Poseidon was right.

Frost giants relied on water to power their magic, amongst other things.

Having a hydromancer on our side was one hell of an advantage.

“You have my word that you’ll be protected. You’ll be treated as an ally, given the same protections as Aphrodite, and I will honor your call to arms should it ever become necessary. I swear that you will be left to your own kingdom, and that you’ll be contacted should it become necessary to intrude on it. And I swear this with the understanding that we will both join forces to stop the Jotuns from taking over Earth.”

Grudging respect slid over Poseidon’s features.

He knew that I hadn’t needed to give him that much leeway.

I held out my hand to the Idol, and he took it. Zeus’s bolt crackled down to seal the deal between us, and I felt some inexorable pressure slide out of my body after the deal was done. He jerked his hand out of mine. Water swirled up the sides of the dock, latched onto his feet, and pulled him straight out into the water with a vicious jerk. He vanished beneath the waves.

I released the breath that I’d been holding and joined Carla beside the bike.

She hung up the call she’d been halfway through and took the helmet from the handlebars.

“Do you want to tell me what that was about?”

“I think he’s trying to help us.”

“I got that part, but I want to know why.”

I started the Enfield, Carla curled up behind me, and I got us into traffic. The rest of the people around the beach hadn’t seen anything suspicious or supernatural. Even if they had, I knew the invincible armor of human rationalization would explain away the fact that Poseidon had just vanished into the water at a ridiculous speed.

They’d explained away my first fight with one of Odin’s Fallen as a terrorist attack.

One guy diving off a dock wasn’t about to ring any serious alarm bells.

Carla reached up and slotted a comms unit into my ear.

I couldn’t help but grin as I heard her voice clearly in my ear.

“Why does he want to help us?” Carla asked.

I swerved around a parked truck and stopped at a set of lights.

“Self-preservation is my best guess,” I said. “I think he knows that the Jotuns will be worse than dealing with me. And given that their entire home is apparently a frozen ocean, I don’t think he’s excited to watch the same happen here.”

Carla’s aura flickered at the corners of my vision.

She didn’t believe that line of reasoning.

“Aren’t the Aesir supposed to be built to kill the Olympians?” she asked.

“The Aesir are, yeah,” I agreed. “But there’s a reason that the Jotuns waited until I took care of the Olympian family before they made their move. Our old Greek friends are pretty good at breaking invader heads when they feel like it.”

“So are you,” Carla reminded me.

I took off from the lights and autopiloted my way through traffic.

“When I need to be,” I agreed. “But this is one of those situations where an army is better to have than a couple of seriously dangerous individuals.”

“Most individuals don’t have super-suits and powers,” Carla said.

I shook my head.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “You can have the best warrior in the world, but that doesn’t mean that he can fight an entire army alone. I’m dangerous. Jormungandr could probably kill an entire city if he felt like it. Poseidon’s in the same boat. He can kill them, but he can’t stop them when they’re on dry ground. The more coverage we have, the better.”

“That’s why you’ve been talking to the spooky government types,” Carla said thoughtfully. “Because you need the numbers.”

“That’s a different angle,” I said. “Who were you talking to?”

“Just letting R&D know that we’re about to have a new project,” she said.

I gunned the engine and pushed the Royal Enfield through its paces. 350ccs had enough power to move us through traffic legally, but not the kind of high-end power I wanted for racing. Carla clung tight to me as I got us out of the city and deviated toward the Shipyard.

Once the roads were clear, I piled on the speed.

We arrived half an hour later.

I’d given myself a generous margin to set the table for Poseidon.

He hadn’t given his own word not to take the fight to me after our original meeting. But he’d sealed himself into an oath that I’d made under the condition that we would fight together if it came to that. If the slippery bastard had been lying to me…

Well. I’d worry about it when it came to that.

The gates to the Shipyard slid open, and I pulled the bike to a halt beside the field office.

“Keep going,” Carla told me. “Come on, I want to see how this plays out.”

I put my foot down on the asphalt and shook my head.

“David, don’t go getting all chivalrous on me now,” my girlfriend warned me.

“It’s only chivalry if you like it,” I said. “Otherwise it’s common sense, Carla. I don’t completely trust Poseidon, even if he promised to keep it level with me. And I have no idea how he’s got a Jotun restrained. It might be a setup to get me killed.”

Carla growled something under her breath.

“Until I figure out a way to give you superpowers or a suit of armor that makes you able to trade hands with an Idol, you’re on the bench.” I injected a tone of apology into my tone. “And you know that I can’t do any of this without knowing that the company is in good hands.”

She swung a leg over the bike with an unreadable expression on her face.

Her aura told me plenty.

“I know you’re upset,” I said. “But you’d do the same for me.”

“I would,” Carla sighed. “Maybe one day I’ll get to ride to your rescue.”

“You already did, o mighty corporate warrior.”

Yellow flickered through her aura.

“Kasper’s already on his way,” she told me. “He’s bringing a tactical team along with Jormungandr. They’ll be here any minute now.”

“Thanks, Carla,” I said. “C’mere.”

She sashayed a little closer and kissed me in a way that gave me ideas.

“See you tonight,” she whispered. “I’ll make sure I’m up to speed by then.”

My girlfriend was probably hinting at the current situation in our hands.

But the lilt in her voice and the wink told me that she also meant other things.

I left her beside the office and gunned the bike deeper into the Shipyard. The engine’s roar bounced off the alleys-worth of shipping containers and tall, frame-like cranes around us. Meeting Poseidon here felt like courting trouble.

It was the same place he’d torn Olivia’s yacht to shreds.

That felt like it’d happened years ago, not months and weeks.

I cast my senses out for Poseidon’s unique scent and found nothing. The hairs on the back of my neck started to stand up as I drifted the bike a little closer to the water’s edge, though, which told me that was where I was going to my unlikely new ally.

I killed the bike’s engine, dropped the kickstand, and parked it beside a single container.

My hands instinctively went to my waistband for peace of mind. A smile touched my face when I found nothing. I hadn’t shown up in my Hoplite armor, either, but it was just a demonstration of the pure confidence I had in my own skills and the abilities of my people. I settled back against the container and studied the static buzz in my spine.

It was subtle, but it was there.

Two vans and a truck came in through the Shipyard ten minutes later. They tracked me down using my Key, and Kasper hopped down from the truck a second after parking it. He was clad head-to-toe in one of the lightweight Hoplite Mk. V suits that ran on micro-hydraulics and a stubby carbine loaded for bear swung off his shoulder as he joined me.

Other security consultants spilled out of the SUVs in matching black armor.

The company logo had been sprayed onto each of their shoulders. Disciplined auras spiked with adrenaline and excitement radiated out from the men around me. My mind flickered back to the lessons I’d undertaken with Aphrodite and the fight I’d had with the World Serpent in Asgard.

My security team weren’t just threatening in their own right.

With them around me, I could boost my own strength, speed, and reflexes.

I could amplify the power of the Bolt surging through my blood.

No wonder the Olympians had seen humanity as fuel.

I pulled my mind out of that particular rabbit hole and nodded to Kasper.

“Where’s Jorm?” I asked.

Kasper pointed to the container behind me.

I glanced up and saw the assassin crouched down atop the huge metal box. He’d changed out of the borrowed clothes from Norway and into black combat fatigues. His bandolier of knives were strapped to his webbing, and he smirked down at me with a gotcha light in his eye.

The presence I’d felt hadn’t been Poseidon.

It’d been Jormungandr, stalking me effortlessly through the Shipyard.

He’d probably run here ahead of the rest of the squad.

The World Serpent was in a league of his own when it came to hunting Idols.

I practically qualified as one, and he’d snuck up on my enhanced senses effortlessly.

It made me glad that he was on my side with the rest of my team.

“Did you get bored of the lab?” I asked Odin’s assassin.

“You have interesting mortals there,” he replied with a chuckle. “Who ask the right kinds of questions. Do you think the sea god intends to play it straight with you?”

“I offered him an oath that protects his interests.”

“Before verifying his story?”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“I think he went to Aphrodite first. He hates my guts. She convinced him to talk to me.”

Jorm dropped from the top of the container and landed silently beside me.

“If he has indeed killed four Jotuns, he might be a useful ally.”

“Based on what you know about him, how likely do you think that is?”

“The Jotuns waited for Olympian weakness for a reason,” Jorm said, which lined up with the reasoning that I’d told Carla. “It’s likely that he could’ve done it in the ocean.”

“You met him before?”

“I’ve heard of him,” the World Serpent told me. “He seemed less impressive than the rest of his kin. But it’s a danger to ever underestimate an Olympian.” His eyes flickered to me with a smirk. “Or a patchwork of their power pretending to be human.”

I pushed off from the container. The security team spread out behind the trucks and SUVs in a wide semi-circle that covered a variety of angles. I made sure I was patched into their comms and walked up to the edge of the water.

The buzzing in my spine cranked up a notch.

Poseidon broke through the surface with a suddenness that made me take a full step backward.

Safeties flicked off behind me, and I held up a fist with gritted teeth.

The Olympian rose out of the water until he was standing on it like a dancefloor.

“Where do you want him?” Poseidon asked without any preamble.

“Where we can point the most guns,” I said.

The Idol nodded.

His eyes came to rest on Jormungandr.

The World Serpent winked at him.

And then everything went to hell.
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Poseidon’s hands hooked into claws and the water around him turned into a forest of sparkling spears. Kasper let out a sudden roar of warning.

Jormungandr knew a thing or two about threats.

He pushed off the container like a bullet, practically teleported six feet to the left in the blink of an eye, and unsheathed a knife all in the same movement. My finely-tuned senses told me that I was standing in the wrong place at the wrong time. A spear of water cannoned past my ear. Jormungandr twisted like a snake, avoided the projectile, and the attack tore a six-inch-wide trench into the asphalt where the World Serpent had been standing a second ago.

Odin’s assassin let a dagger fly from his hand toward the Olympian Idol.

My Idol vision went ‘click’ in my head.

The pillars of suspended water suddenly turned glittering red. Poseidon appeared beside me as a being of pure ruby, an enormous surging maelstrom of pure passion and rage. Jormungandr stood armored in his usual rationality tempered by the love of the fight. Kasper and the others were smaller, less-potent versions of the same energy.

I snatched the hues of blue around me and poured it into my own mind.

Reflexes and rationality blazed through my mind and hardened into action.

I moved.

I stepped out into the path of Jormungandr’s flickering knife and caught it by the hilt mid-spin. Poseidon’s counterattack surged up behind him, but I blocked his shot and forced him to reacquire the World Serpent behind me.

“Enough.”

Something about my tone stopped Poseidon dead.

I’d used the same voice on him before.

Jormungandr came out of a diving roll and into a poised crouch.

“Long time, no see, little god,” Jormungandr called out.

“Jorm, stop talking.”

He tilted his head at the tone in my voice and amusement washed through his aura.

The World Serpent sheathed his throwing daggers and drew himself up with a sigh.

“Do you know who that is?” Poseidon thundered behind me.

I flipped the World Serpent’s dagger over in my hand and made sure not to touch the blade. 

“Odin’s favorite killer,” I replied firmly. “He’s here to help us against the Jotuns.”

“He’s a fucking maniac,” the Idol fired back.

“You probably think the same thing about me.”

“You don’t enjoy fighting half as much as he does,” Poseidon snapped. “This thing walking around in a mortal skin suit enjoys killing. You can be reasoned with. Surrendered to.” He lifted a finger and jabbed it at Jorm. “You slew your own masters because they stood against you.”

“They were ready to be pruned,” the World Serpent replied lazily.

“Poseidon, enough with the water,” I told him. “He’s here on my invitation, and he’s under my protection. I swore that I wouldn’t kill you, but he’s one of my people. And I don’t need to tell you what happens if you take a swing at one of my people.”

The spears of water collapsed in on themselves and washed back into the ocean.

Poseidon’s eyes flickered to me in a combination of pure incredulity and awe.

Jormungandr strolled to my side, and I offered him his dagger.

He took it, careful not to scrape the steel against my skin, and sheathed it again.

“I would’ve taken Poseidon first,” the World Serpent told me in an undertone.

“He’s slippery,” I said. “And he brought us a prisoner.”

Poseidon’s eyes darted between Jormungandr and me for a long second.

“Show us the Jotun,” I said.

“I’m not responsible for what happens to you once he’s on dry land,” the Olympian warned.

Jormungandr’s teeth flashed in that snakelike smile of his.

“If you set him upon us, Olympian, the seas will have to find a new master.”

“Jorm,” I growled. “We know you’ve got the bigger dick. Lay off.”

I turned back to Poseidon.

“How are you keeping him contained?” I asked.

“Water,” the Idol said shortly.

“Bring him forth,” Jormungandr told him.

I stepped in front of the World Serpent as Poseidon’s eyes flashed with promised violence.

My Idol-vision clicked away a second later, and regular hues washed back into my vision.

“Please,” I added.

Poseidon stepped back. His bare feet bobbed and rose with the waves as they lapped against the edge of the loading dock. Raw power billowed out of him, sent static thrills up my spine, and white water surged up between us. The ocean vomited out an eight-foot-tall figure with deep azure skin and bright red eyes. Water spewed from his mouth as he landed on his hands and knees. A single loincloth was the only form of clothing the Jotun seemed to have.

Hunted eyes rose to meet mine.

Streaming ribbons of razor water hung from the Jotun’s hands. Bright white blood dripped from its  wrists and calves. Palpable hatred radiated out from the monster’s face and it bared shark-like teeth at me with a grunting snarl in a language that I didn’t recognize.

Jormungandr took a step closer to it with a grin.

“Easy,” I cautioned him.

“Do you speak their tongue?” the World Serpent asked.

“Do you?” Kasper challenged.

“I’ve had my dealings with Jotuns.”

The prisoner’s eyes narrowed as they fell onto Odin’s favored killer. The Frost Giant let out a torrent of his native tongue. Jormungandr’s smile widened at the words. I frowned at the prisoner and watched his muscles tighten against the streaming energy around his limbs. Mist swirled out of his fingertips. The World Serpent blurred forward. He smashed the hilt of one of his blades against the point of the Jotun’s jaw and dropped him to the asphalt.

The freezing mist around the creature’s hands vanished.

“Great. How are we supposed to question it when it’s unconscious?” Kasper demanded.

“Patience, mortal,” Jormungandr told him.

“Are you really going to let him run point on this?” Kasper asked me.

I held up a hand to stall the protest. We had real, present evidence of an actual Jotun on our planet in front of us. I had no idea what the creature’s capabilities were. The World Serpent had fought them before, and he knew that we were here to get information.

I trusted Jorm’s judgment. I just hoped he could keep his bloodlust in check.

“Yeah,” I said. “He knows better than us.”

Poseidon lifted himself up into the air on a pillar of water behind us.

“So you don’t need me anymore?” the Olympian asked.

“Keep it restrained, godling,” Jorm snapped.

“Please,” I added.

Jormungandr gave me a ‘what the fuck’ look.

Poseidon and Jormungandr obviously had history that I wasn’t aware of. I could pick their brains later about their past spat and figure out how to resolve it when we weren’t in the middle of a hostile negotiation. I moved in to cut off the Jotun’s other flank and slid my sunglasses off my face and tucked them into my shirt.

Our prisoner craned his neck around and stopped short when he saw my eyes.

“Aesir,” it hissed.

“Oh, he’s far from it,” Poseidon assured it. “He’s one of ours, Jotun.”

“He’s neither,” Jormungandr told the Jotun.

The giant snarled a couple of sentences in its own tongue.

I made sure that my Key was recording everything and settled down into a crouch.

“We know you speak the tongues of the mortals here,” Jorm told the creature. “Do not presume to insult our intelligence. Speak plainly. Begin with your name and rank.”

The Jotun glared up at him and pushed itself up onto its elbows.

“You struck me,” the creature said in a tone that reminded me of grinding metal.

“But only a little,” Jormungandr told it. “You know who I am, Jotun.”

“The World Serpent. Protector of Midgard. The slayer of the Odinson.”

Kasper’s eyes went wide at that, and Poseidon let out a snort.

The Olympian mercifully didn’t say anything. The chilling glare that the World Serpent gave him was enough to make the Idol focus on keeping the prisoner restrained. Jormungandr flipped over one of his knives and dragged it across the asphalt. Sparks jumped up at the tip until the blade stopped half an inch away from the Jotun’s nose.

The creature flinched out of pure reflex.

It knew the World Serpent. Or it’d at least heard of him before.

“Your name,” Jormungandr said again.

His voice took on a quiet, cold tone that I liked to use myself.

“I am called Agmundr,” the giant said. “I lead the charge against Midgard for my people. I stand ready to prove myself to my father and my clan, Serpent.”

“And a tricky little Olympian caught you by the toe,” Jorm noted. “Slew your fellow scouts and left you alive for information. If you loosen your tongue, you may yet survive the sunset, Jotun.”

Agmundr spat a glob of saliva at his interrogator’s foot.

Jorm shifted his balance. The spit crackled into a frozen patch on the asphalt.

“You have no intention of letting me live, Serpent,” the scout growled. “Do not lie to me.”

“You’re right. I have no intention of it. But my friend here makes the final decision.”

The Jotun’s gaze drifted up to me again.

“There’s a way out of this for you,” I agreed quietly. “But you have to cooperate with us.”

“Cooperate? With Midgardians?” Agmundr barked a laugh. “You have a strange idea of cooperation, coward. You dragged me here. Restrained me. Murdered my brothers in cold blood. And now you seek an alliance?”

His muscles strained against his bonds again.

Ice crackled over the strands of moving water and threatened to break them.

Jormungandr punched the Jotun in his flat, wide nose and broke it.

More unnatural white blood flowed down its face.

The invader didn’t stop laughing, even through the sudden flood of instinctive tears.

Something about the laugh sent a chill down my spine. I’d heard that kind of sound before. I knew when someone was past the point of negotiation with their interrogator. The monster in Poseidon’s grip had no intention of telling us anything. I could feel the hatred radiating off the monster in waves.

The Idol poured more water into the Jotun’s restraints to hold it down.

“Tell me where you planted the Seed,” Jormungandr demanded.

My eyes widened. What Seed was he talking about?

Was it the one downstairs in our lab back at the Bullseye? Or had the Jotuns brought their own kind of genetically-modified super-juice along with them? Agmundr kept laughing, slammed a fist down into the asphalt, and sent a billowing wave of freezing mist out from his skin. Jormungandr blurred away from the encroaching cloud.

The swirling, focused water froze over and crackled back toward Poseidon.

The Olympian hadn’t been kidding. Agmundr was a handful on dry land.

Gunfire exploded into the air and crashed into the unrestrained Jotun. The white mist swelled up around our prisoner as he straightened up. Poisonous green patches flashed over Agmundr’s skin. He let out a snarl in his own tongue, and his eyes locked onto mine.

The pure shock of the situation rapidly departed and my tactical brain lunged into the driver’s seat. I accelerated into a sideways roll to get clear of the field of fire. Kasper and the rest of the security team peppered the Frost Giant with venom-jacketed rounds. The sickly green patches continued to swell over the monster’s skin, but Agmundr didn’t fall.

Jormungandr’s eyes flickered across the asphalt and met mine.

I nodded once. We weren’t going to risk the Jotun getting clear.

Razor-sharp ribbons of water whirled out of the ocean behind the Giant and slashed into the cloud of liquid nitrogen around it. Shards of ice cracked off the asphalt. The Jotun lifted its arms to shield its face from the barrage of well-placed rounds from my security team.

Frozen bullets dropped to the ground with little tinkles of crystalline sound.

The field of gas around the Giant was cold enough to freeze bullets in flight.

We had to get the monster back into the ocean where Poseidon could tear it to shreds.

“Agmundr!” I shouted.

The Jotun swung around at the sound of my voice.

I knew better than to get close. But I didn’t need to.

The Bolt blazed out from my fingertips and slammed into the scout. I pushed more and more power into the stream of energy and forced the giant to retreat back a step. Jormungandr moved like a snake and dropped into a sliding skid. Daggers blazed out of his hands in blurs of motion, sliced through the freezing, consuming cloud of cold, and crashed into the creature’s back.

The Jotun still didn’t fall. Whatever it was made from had a resistance to the World Serpent’s venom. Zeus’s own Bolt was enough to catch its attention. Agmundr wheeled around and broke into a sprint toward me. The null-field around it stretched out, ready to latch onto my flesh and turn me into a human popsicle.

I cut off the flow of sheeted lightning. A blur of motion in my peripheral vision made me dive into a roll. A grenade tumbled through the air and clinked off the ground underneath the Jotun’s feet. The scout’s wide, hungry grin stretched out even further, and it glanced down.

“Your mortal toys will not save you,” he told us.

“But they’ll slow you down,” Kasper snarled through the comms.

The smell of molten metal suddenly filled the air. The thermite grenade boiled its way out of the frozen coating of ice and ate at the ground underneath the Jotun’s feet. Agmundr snarled a curse, staggered to the left, and the freezing cloud receded. I watched the Frost Giant gather its will and push it down toward the melting tar underneath its bare feet.

Jormungandr appeared in the air behind the Frost Giant like an avenging angel.

He landed on its shoulders and rammed a pair of knives into either side of the creature’s neck.

The Jotun hadn’t expected the thermite. It’d been enough to throw it off and give Odin’s assassin an opening. The World Serpent twisted his blades with a grunt of effort, opened up arteries, and sent twin streams of white blood showering into the air.

Pure instinct had me reach out to the humans around me.

I latched onto their fear and their anger and their focus and let it fortify my body.

The icy force-field around the Jotun had vanished. Agmundr clamped his hands over the gushing wounds in his neck and wheeled around to bare his teeth at the retreating World Serpent. I accelerated off the ground, lunged into the air, and drove both of my feet into his side with everything I had.

The Bolt flickered out and augmented the blow.

My combined bodyweight and the fury of the men around me blasted the Jotun into a backwards stumble toward the water. Poseidon lifted himself out of the ocean. Water whirled around his feet and hands and stripped away the friction of dry land. The Olympian skated around the giant’s wheeling limbs. Thin strands of water tightened around the Jotun’s ankles, latched them together, and hogtied the scout mid-fall.

Agmundr collapsed into the ocean with a grinding roar of hatred.

Foaming water closed in around him like a meat grinder and tore the Frost Giant to pieces.

The sheer violence of Poseidon’s finisher made me suddenly glad that I hadn’t killed him.

“Everyone good?” I demanded.

“Clear,” Kasper agreed. “Has your friend here got any more tucked away in the ocean?”

The Olympian flicked water away from his hands and dropped himself on the asphalt.

He turned to face the semicircle of trigger-happy humans with a grimace.

“I did warn you,” he said.

“You did,” I agreed. “I’ll listen next time.”

Jormungandr straightened up and sheathed blades into his bandolier.

“Stubborn creature,” he muttered under his breath.

“Were you expecting it to cooperate?” Poseidon asked incredulously.

Jorm’s eyes met mine, and that sharklike smile crossed his face.

“No. But it was a good learning opportunity. You might like negotiating, warrior, but the Jotuns don’t care for it. They are here to kill. To eat. And to claim Midgard as their own.”

I got a handle on my breathing and glanced around at the Shipyard. Random patches of ice slewed their way over the asphalt and the smell of thermite, cordite, and melted tar hung in the air. It’d taken a six-man team, Jormungandr, and freaking Poseidon to take down a single scout from the Jotun army.

The thermite had saved our collective bacon.

“I hear you,” I told the World Serpent. “Kill on sight.”

“Kill on sight,” he agreed.

I turned to meet Poseidon’s azure-blue eyes.

“We good?” I asked.

A satisfied smirk touched his mouth.

“I think I’ve proven my point,” he said.

“You have,” I agreed. “Want to come with us? Or should I just go fishing to find you?”

Poseidon looked nauseated at the idea of leaving with my team.

“Meet me beside the sea,” Poseidon said.

I held out my hand to him.

“Thanks,” I said.

Poseidon traded grips with me, gave me a knowing nod, and vanished into the waves a second later. Jormungandr and the others loaded up into the SUVs and the trucks. I pulled the Royal Enfield away from the container and made a beeline back toward the Bullseye.

We had work to do. A lot of work to do.


21

Hughie leaned back from the screen and dropped a pen onto a full page of scrawled notes.

It hadn’t taken long for us to return to the Bullseye and get to work. Mid-morning had already filtered into early evening. I rewound the footage we’d picked up from our fight with Agmundr for the hundredth time and reviewed the tape.

Techies blurred around us in the R&D department. Eliot was already neck-deep in a new project. Kasper and his security team had returned to standby, and I’d made sure that the Rabbit Hole were scouring the feeds for any anomalies to do with strange weather patterns or frozen patches around the globe. Carla had frozen her meetings for the day and decided to catch up on sleep up in my penthouse.

I froze the playback at the point where the freezing gas had broken through Poseidon’s watery restraints and studied the high-resolution frame once again. The Frost Giant had been the toughest customer that we’d come up against. Jormungandr’s warning about their regeneration abilities hadn’t been hyperbole. Agmundr had powered through even the World Serpent’s venom and the new rounds that Hughie had commissioned from Engineering.

“What do you think?” I asked aloud.

“I think that we would’ve been completely unprepared without Odin’s warning,” the biomedical scientist told me firmly. “Regular small arms are useless against the Jotuns.” Hughie leaned forward to rewind the tape half a second. “This field around it is cold enough to freeze bullets in flight. It’s a wonder that the Jotuns don’t freeze the atmosphere around them into ice.”

I wound the tape back even further and stopped it on another frame.

Hughie zoomed in on the sickly-green patches on the Frost Giant’s skin.

“Jormungandr allowed us to synthesize his venom,” Hughie continued. “It’s some of the most virulent poison I’ve ever seen. We’re talking about a chemical agent designed to attack the central nervous system in a matter of seconds. And the subject recovered faster than the venom could work its way through its system.”

I saw his grimace and didn’t need to ask to know what he was thinking.

“We couldn’t have brought any samples back with us,” I told him.

“I know,” Hughie muttered. “We’re looking at an organism that might be able to regenerate from a single cell. What has me stumped is how they do it. It goes against just about every law of nature that we’ve seen before. Our only hope at outpacing this kind of regeneration is finding a way to interrupt the process.”

“The venom slows it down,” I noted.

“It does,” Hughie agreed. “But it’s not enough.”

“What do you make of the thermite?”

“We caught it off-guard,” Hughie countered. “If the Jotun knew what it was up against, it likely would’ve redirected the field. Like here.” He showed me another slow-motion clip of the mist congealing around its flank to ward off the newly-minted rounds. “There’s a conscious control of it. Not dissimilar to how you can manipulate the Bolt.”

“Which means that a break in focus can give us an edge.”

“I’m more concerned about what happens when they’re operating with more numbers,” Hughie told me. “You pushed Agmundr into survival mode. All he wanted to do was escape and return to the others. He wanted to break your ranks and return to the others.”

Hughie stretched his arms up over his head with another grimace.

My mind conjured up an image of ten Jotuns walking through the streets of St. Jacques.

They were walking wasteland engines. Their fields could effortlessly freeze through human flesh, stop projectile rounds, and clear the way for the enormous juggernauts to advance on tactical objectives. I didn’t know if they had a sadistic streak, but if what I’d heard about them was any indication, they had no interest in sparing humanity or negotiation.

“No point in looking at incendiary rounds,” I said. “They’ll be frozen solid before they’ve got time to deliver their payload. Same goes for any kind of projectile with a delivery system. We’re going to have to get up close and personal with these things if we’re going to have any hope.”

“Which is where their advantages lie,” Hughie reminded me. “They’re biologically equipped to fight at close ranges, if this footage is anything to go by.” He gave me a sidelong glance. “The Bolt was effective against it, but that’s not something that we can replicate en masse.”

“What do you make of Jorm’s capabilities?”

“He’s as capable as you are. Maybe more. But even he needs to get close enough to poison his target.” Hughie frowned. “As much as it pains me to say this, I think Poseidon is the key. He’s able to offset their strengths in the right environment and tear them to shreds.”

“He caught them by surprise,” I agreed. “I don’t think they were expecting him to be waiting.”

“None of us were,” Hughie said quietly. “You must’ve left quite the impression on him.”

“It’s funny what kind of rapport you can get when you punch someone in the face.”

“I won’t hold you here,” the scientist said. “I know you’ve got other commitments to attend to. But I appreciate you remembering to keep the cameras rolling. Give me another twenty-four hours to come up with some new angles.”

“We’ve got time,” I reminded him. “At least another two weeks. And I’m confident you’ll find something that works.”

Hughie gave me a thin smile.

“It’s more difficult without tissue samples. But we’ll find a workaround.”

I rose from my seat, shook his hand, and made a note to push more funding into his department. The door to his office hissed shut behind me and I strolled through the hive of activity in the R&D sector. New hires, intern scientists, and a fresh pool of talent had joined Eliot and Hughie to take the edge off their workload. I let my mind wander as I checked in with the major departments to offer encouragement and appreciation for the work being done.

Most of the newer recruits kept their distance.

It was probably my eyes and the rumors floating around about where I’d been.

My walk took me to the chamber holding the Seed, and I stopped beside it.

A touch of my Key opened up the shielding around the vial of Ichor. I went in.

The vial trembled at the subtle presence of the Bolt’s field.

I lifted a hand, reached out with the Bolt, and magnetized the vial to my hand.

It slapped into my palm and I looked down at it again.

The casing around the pure Ichor was made from the same substance as the Olympians. I turned it over in my fingers. Pure silver liquid-metal swirled around inside the vial at my touch. Hughie had already had me test the Bolt against it before. The artifact had been given to the Durstin family to keep hold of. Athena had tried to kill me over it, when she believed that I was serious about wiping out the entire pantheon of Olympians. Static blurred up through my fingertips and into my spine the closer I looked at it.

I still didn’t know what it was. But Hughie had a few theories.

The biomed scientist was convinced that it was some kind of latent Olympian. A literal Seed for an Idol. We’d held off on breaching the container because of a lack of time and our focus on taking down the latest threat against Earth.

But there was one test that I hadn’t tried yet.

My Idol-vision clicked over in my mind.

I braced myself for the blur of psychedelic color from the people outside. The shielding around me stopped it from blurring into my senses. My own aura bled out from my skin and joined the air around me in a teeming mass of power and color.

The Seed glowed with a steady hum of pure white light.

The sight of it filled me with awe.

It was the same color that I’d seen in Odin’s visage back in Asgard.

Each of the Olympians had their own main emotion that filled their form, but they were usually crystalline. The Ichor inside the Seed wasn’t formed out of tiny shining diamonds. It kept its viscous form and moved effortlessly through the vial around it. Some crazy part in the back of my mind told me to breach the casing and find out exactly what the white energy inside the vial actually was.

The temptation shivered its way down my spine and my hands clenched around the vial. I’d taken a beating from Olympian Ichor before from multiple different Olympians. I didn’t know exactly what I was looking at, but I could heal faster than just about anyone. I had Titan blood in my veins, and it’d carried me through fight after fight.

My hands tightened around the Seed almost out of instinct.

We needed the extra juice. We needed absolutely every edge that we could get against the Jotuns. Maybe the Ichor would be that additional edge. Odin’s power was practically absolute. He could see through the cosmos, pick up on things happening at the other side of the universe. If I consumed the Ichor, and it put me on the same level as the King of the Aesir, then maybe it’d be enough to be able to fight through the Jotun forces before they even reached Earth.

Some small, soft voice in the back of my mind stopped me.

I hadn’t gotten this far by seeking power for its own sake.

I’d taken in Olympian Ichor after they’d come for my head. Aphrodite and Athena had encouraged me to leave my humanity behind, embrace the power at my fingertips, and take my rightful place as some kind of god of humanity.

Hermes had wanted the same thing, all those months ago.

I let out a long, slow breath and placed the Seed back on its plinth in the chamber.

Pure rationality told me to even the odds. To gain as much power as humanly possible and use it to crush and dominate my enemies. Odin had reminded me that power without purpose was what had corrupted the Olympians.

Aphrodite and Poseidon were still alive because of some sense of humanity left in my soul.

And they’d proven to be the most effective teachers and anti-Jotun fighters I had access to.

I left the Seed behind me, switched out of my Idol-vision, and went back out into the lab.

A small gathering of scientists had clustered around the door led by Hughie.

They’d seen me. I could see combinations of relief, frustration, and confusion hovering around them in clouds of color. I gave Hughie a knowing smile and made a beeline for the elevator that led back up to the upper levels of the Bullseye.

I wasn’t a god. And I wasn’t looking to become one.

I didn’t know what the hell was going to happen after we found a way to deal with the invaders.

But I had enough responsibility as it was. My company had been at the forefront of the fight with the Idols since the first day Hermes had appeared on our doorstep. We’d poured millions of dollars and thousands of hours into developing tech to fight creatures that didn’t line up with our science and our logic.

We’d defied the government of the United States.

There were enough felonies hanging over our heads to bury my team and me alive forever.

I didn’t need to add potential godhood to the list. The Idol instincts in the back of my mind snarled at me to turn back, take the Seed, and drink whatever was inside. Logic, sense, and standards be damned. It only made sense. I’d earned the power. I’d taken it and defended it and kept it out of the wrong hands.

“Easy there, dark lord,” I muttered under my breath.

I’d felt the same rush of power once before.

When I’d had my father’s killers begging for their lives on their knees in a black site.

The sheer, pure potential. The righteousness of it. The poetry and the beauty and the motion of feeling untouchable. Of having my fingers on the scales of power and keeping them there.

I hadn’t slept well after I’d put those bastards in the ground.

Not for years.

My fingers curled up into fists, turned my knuckles white, and I paused halfway down the hallway.

I felt like I was standing on the edge of a knife. Were good intentions enough to stop the Jotuns?

My earpiece buzzed, interrupted my thoughts, and my glasses showed me a number that I hadn’t seen in a while. Olivia Durstin’s face appeared in the top right of my HUD.

The familiar sneering curl in her lip made me laugh.

I answered the call without any preamble.

“Montague,” she said.

The croaky edge to her voice had vanished.

She’d left the cigarettes behind, then.

“Good whatever-time-of-day it is over there,” I said. “Enjoying the skiing?”

“There’s other people here now. So no, not really.”

“Can’t stand the smell of poverty?”

I could hear the frown in her voice.

“What’s got you so cheery?”

“Believe it or not, you called at a good time.”

“You have no idea how true that statement is,” Olivia assured me.

“Are you in trouble?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes. I may have accessed the internet.”

“I hear that can be lethal,” I said.

She barked a sudden laugh.

“You must be having a bad day if you’re talking like this.”

“It’s been informative,” I admitted. “What did you find on the internet?”

“My old access codes to Durstin Incorporated have been pulled. No surprise there—I can’t imagine daddy wants me snooping around in his private files after last time I tried it. But I might’ve had a conversation with one of your people in tech support.”

Concern speared its way into my belly.

“Which one?”

“Some kid named Lachie.”

I blew out a long breath and reminded myself to have a word with the kid.

“Something wrong?” Olivia asked with a hint of teasing in her voice.

“I forget how dangerous that boy can be when he’s left unattended,” I said.

“Long story short, he helped me break into DI remotely. And I found something interesting. The kind of thing that I figured you’d want to know about.”

“Quit teasing and get to the main event, Olivia.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” she snarked.

“I’m sure you would, but I’m a little busy stateside. What did you find?”

“You know that weird little vial thing that I gave you a few months ago? The one that you got into a fight with that bastard god over?”

The Seed I’d just been playing with. And Poseidon.

“I remember it,” I said.

“Well, there’s more of them. Apparently daddy was part of some kind of secret society dedicated to holding them and storing them in the right places with the right people. The thing is, he’s really not the kind of person to trust others to get things right, so he went ahead and figured out where all the other locations were.”

“Please tell me that you picked up a map.”

“That’s the thing. The actual locations are locked behind a biometric wall. If you want to find out where the other ones are, you’re going to have to go and talk to him.” A hint of uncertainty swam into Olivia’s voice. “And I thought, while you were there, that you could remind him that I’m still alive and that I want to come home.”

“He hasn’t sent anyone else out after you for weeks, Olivia.”

“You don’t know that,” she protested.

“You’re sitting inside a ski resort on the side of a mountain in Norway with one of the most sophisticated, security-minded AI monitoring aerial flight data and environmental anomalies around you,” I reminded her. “They haven’t sent anyone. Trust me.”

“You been watching me take showers, Montague?” she countered.

“Just checking the outstanding bar tab.”

“Can you do it?” Olivia asked. “Talk to him, I mean?”

More Seeds. More power.

More options. Maybe the Seeds were stronger in multiples.

Or maybe the Idol instincts just wanted me to try and become Odin.

“I can’t promise it’ll go well,” I said. “Send me the details, and I’ll figure out what I can do.”
“Thank you, David,” Olivia said, relieved. “I’ll owe you one.”

“I think you owe me about four, but we’ll talk about it later. You need to promise me something, though.”

“What’s that?”

“If I do this for you, you come back to the States and quit hiding out in my resort.”

“If you can convince him not to come after me—“

“I can do better,” I assured her.

“—then yes,” Olivia said. “I’ll come back.”

“Good. We’re going to need all hands on deck.”

“Why?”

“Haven’t you heard? Alien invasion.”
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I gave Olivia the short version of what was happening, which probably didn’t help her complex about being attacked, and then hung up the call with a promise that I’d get back to her in a few hours when I’d figured out where to find her father. My feet carried me out of the hallway with a fresh mission on my mind.

One Seed looked like it held the power of Odin.

More of them together represented even more power.

I still hadn’t figured out how they all fit into what we were up against. If they could create new Olympians, that meant that we’d have a larger fighting force to push back against the invaders. I knew nothing about the process, but I knew someone who did.

I called Aphrodite on the way down to the Rabbit Hole.

“Lover,” she purred after a few rings. “You’ve left me waiting.”

“You don’t sound surprised that I’m still alive.”

“You survived me. Dusty old Odin and his little angels are far more civilized.”

I thought of Jormungandr and laughed.

“I need you,” I told her.

“Well, that’s rather forward of you. I take this as an invitation that I can leave the island?”

“You already know about it,” I said. “Poseidon said that he stopped by to talk to you first.”

“Oh, you already spoke to him?”

I fought off the urge to laugh again.

“Don’t act like you don’t know what’s going on.”
“Believe it or not, I’ve actually been busy while you were off giving your time to the Aesir.”

“Busy how?”

“Tiana unlocked an old part of me that I haven’t touched in centuries. Music.” She hummed a musical chord under her breath, and the pure beauty of the sound made me smile. “But, to the matter at hand. Yes. I have some idea about this half-hearted invasion attempt.”
“Then you know that we need you.”

“I seem to remember someone making me swear not to use my powers on humanity.”

“I don’t need you to use them on our people. I want you to use it on theirs.”

Aphrodite let out a laugh that felt good all the way down to my toes.

“I don’t have the same enthusiasm for combat that Poseidon does, lover.”

“But you were designed to keep foreign enemies away from Earth.”

“That is true,” she admitted. “I could help coordinate the defenses. But I sense that you’re not simply speaking about how I might help you in the inevitable battle. What information do you seek?”

“I need to know about the Seeds,” I said. “What they’re for, how they work, and what they can do to someone who carries the blood of Prometheus.”

“You didn’t breach it,” Aphrodite said in an awed tone.

“Why, should I have?”

“It would be an exceedingly bad idea, given the circumstances,” Aphrodite told me firmly. “You don’t have the luxury of time to educate a new god in the ways of humanity.”

“I’m going to find the others that Athena hid around the world—” I told her.

“There are two others that were left with other Sibyls,” the Idol interrupted. “Athena already had one of them in her keeping. She wouldn’t have trusted humanity with it.”

“I didn’t think she even had one of them. Which is why she came after me.”

“You dangled it in front of Wickerman,” Aphrodite reminded me. “It was clear that you were willing to involve humankind with potential new gods. She hated that kind of transparency. No. My sister had one in her position. And I know where she kept it.”

“Apparently Durstin made it his business to know where the others were, too.”

“What a tricky little weasel,” Aphrodite murmured. “He will not beat me to the one that I know. But I will need your permission to leave the island to secure it.”

“I can send a jet.”

The Idol snorted.

“Speed is of the essence, my love. My brother will bear me to where I need to go. He owes me favors still, even after you decimated the rest of our family. It may be harder to convince him not to breach the Seed, but I have my ways.”

“You still didn’t tell me what would happen if I broke it open.”
“I will when I see you next,” Aphrodite said with a teasing edge to her voice, “and you cease neglecting me in favor of Carla.”

“Jealous, Aph?”

“Always,” she assured me. “But I’m harmless.”

That made me laugh.

“You’re the furthest thing from harmless I know.”
“Psh. You’ve met Odin.”

“And even he treats you with respect.”

“That old silver fox. Do I have your permission, my lord?”

She kept the teasing tone, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“You have my permission to leave the island. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t wreck any real estate on the way to picking up the Seed. Don’t use your powers to twist anyone’s mind. And tell Poseidon that I appreciate his help earlier today. How long do you think it will take?”

“Less than a day,” Aphrodite said confidently. “Even with the limitations you put in place.”

“See you back at the Shipyard when you’re done?”

“I’ll have your guards call you,” the Idol agreed. “Until we meet again.”

She hung up on the phone just as the elevator doors opened up into the neon-lit Rabbit Hole. High-powered PCs, cables, server towers and pale techies hunched over on ergonomic chairs crowded the floor around me. A cheer went up as I appeared. Awe, excitement, fear, and even a little suspicion colored the auras around me as I made a beeline for the head office.

Lachie had set up his desk in the newly-minted position as Alpha Rabbit.

I hadn’t seen the kid in weeks in the same room. He looked just as pale as ever, but there was a healthy glow in his eyes and I could see the improvements he’d made to his physique while I’d been away. The gym in the Rabbit Hole wasn’t just collecting dust.

“Hey, boss!” The head techie rolled his chair away from his desk and slid out of it to shake my hand. “You have no idea how dogshit the architecture of some government databases is. I swear, if you could convince the Man With No Name to hire us to fix some of their tech, we could start minting our own money.”

I smiled through the unprompted rattle of information and traded grips with him.

“I’m not here about the government conspiracies, believe it or not.”

“Oh,” Lachie said in a deflated tone. “Must be important, though. You don’t get down here very often unless it’s either something off-the-books or you’re about to threaten us with a good time.”

“Aren’t those both the same thing?”

“Depends on who you ask,” Lachie laughed. “What can I do for you?”

“I need you to find Old Man Durstin.”

“Luckily for you, I’ve been doing nothing but watch every step that your former enemies have made since you let them live,” the techie told me. “I could tell you how often Wickerman’s been seeing a certain lady, for instance. Did you know he’s got a thing for—“

“I know Olivia reached out to you, Lachie.”

The hyperactive young man went very still.

“Ah. Right. It’s about that.”

I frowned at him.

“I appreciate the initiative,” I assured him. “But something like finding the Seeds should’ve been at the top of your message list to me. Any particular reason that I heard about this from her?”

He hesitated, and I watched him consider lying.

Lachie was a loyal employee. He always had been.

But he was embarrassed about something.

I settled down on one of the chairs in his office and broke the tension with a smile.

“Come on, man,” I encouraged him. “Talk to me. Why did I hear it from her?”

“I kinda, maybe, sort of already sent out people to get the Seed,” he said.

I stared at him for a long five-second count.

“Who?” I asked.

“Carlos,” he said. “But it was my idea, boss, I swear. I knew that Kasper would be pissed if I tried to talk him into it without consulting you. I’ve been keeping an eye on the Seed reports from the lab, tapping into every conversation I could find in Athena’s company about it. And I know you’re busy with the invasion and everything. So I thought I’d just get it done.”

I stared at the kid, and he wilted a little in his chair.

He’d gone behind my back without a word to anyone.

Exactly like I would’ve. Especially if my boss had been a control freak obsessed with doing everything himself and keeping his people out of harm’s way. The Idol instincts in the back of my mind told me that he had to be punished regardless. It was technically insubordination, and if the play failed, it was going to bring Durstin back into war against us. We needed everyone united, not running off on their own missions without my say-so.

Lachie must’ve seen something in my face.

He shrank back in his chair with a defeated look on his face.

“Well done,” I said.

His eyes snapped up to mine, and pure human hope swelled up in his aura. Goddamn. The kid had wanted to surprise me with a big success. Compared to the missions that we were looking into setting up, an interrogation with Carlos at the head of it was pretty straightforward.

But it was still the Seed. It was still a big deal with a serious potential with blowback.

I slid out of my chair and circled his desk.

“Show me what you came up with,” I said.

Lachie hit a couple of keys and showed me an overhead mesh of CCTV and drone footage. They tracked a pair of black vans heading through St Jacques. It took me a second to recognize the suburb. Faces appeared above each van, and my eyes snapped to one of them in particular.

Catalina. The girl who’d once taken Durstin his drugs.

She’d cut her hair into something more tactical.

“Let me guess," I said. “She found out about this and insisted on going along, because otherwise she’d tattle on you to Kasper.”

“Yeah,” Lachie admitted. “The plan isn’t bad, boss. Durstin’s holed up inside one of the hotel chains he owns. All we need to do is blow in, take out his security nonlethally, and extract him to the location where his biometric safe is. Once we’ve got the Seed, we drop him back off and call it a day.”

Lachie pulled up a conceptual 3-D map that showed different points of entry. A couple of clicks of his mouse and it overlayed different battle plans that the team could adapt to. I knew that Lachie had developed video games before he’d become a full-time conspiracy and intel nut. He’d taken that talent, turned it into something actionable and useful, and probably had a way to stream it straight to the HUDS of each of the B-team in real time.

It was impressive. Damn impressive.

There was just one problem.

I’d told Olivia that I’d find a way to talk to her father.

And find a way to genuinely convince her that he wasn’t coming after her again.

“They’re in Midport,” I said. “What’s their ETA?”

Lachie shot me an alarmed look.

“You’re going in?”

“I have to. I promised Liv something to do with her old man.”

“I might’ve told them to abort if any of the heads of department got involved,” the techie stammered. “You show up, and they’re going to lose their shit with me.”

I pointed to his third monitor that showed a real-time superimposition of the plan over his 3-D modeled diagram of the building. I unbuttoned my shirt as I went and checked that I’d chosen solid enough boots.

“You’ve got just about everything covered,” I said. “It’s a good plan, but I have to get in there.”

“It’d take you fifteen minutes to get there,” Lachie protested. “Even if you took the new XM1—“

“Who said anything about driving?” I countered. “Keep them moving, Lachie. This is your op now.”

Genuine joy and pride washed through his aura in a flash of layered gold and red.

I clapped him on the shoulder, slid out of my shirt, and nodded to the door that I knew led to his room.

“I need something a bit more low-profile,” I said.

“Go for it,” Lachie said. “Uh, should I tell them that you’re coming?”

“I’ll wait to go in until they take care of the exterior guards,” I said. “I’d hate to wreck your plan.”

“I can’t believe that you’re not mad,” Lachie muttered to himself.

“Carlos and Catalina are people of action,” I said. “And I’ve been letting them atrophy. This is on me. But you’re talking about extracting a guy who did try to kill his own daughter because it was politically convenient. He doesn’t know that we’re working with the government yet, and he might do something extreme to try and save his own skin.”

“Carlos can handle it,” Lachie countered.

The firmness in his voice was perfect.

“I don’t have a doubt in my mind he can,” I assured him. “I’m not taking over, but I need to talk to Durstin once we’ve retrieved the Seed. Give me the frequency they’re working on. And put me in, coach.”

A sudden grin turned Lachie’s serious face back into the half-crazed kid I knew.

“Roger that. I’ll let them know I’m sending in an additional asset.”

“Don’t surprise them too much,” I said. “ETA?”

“Three minutes,” Lachie told me. “I know you’re fast, but—“

I vanished into his room, found a workout top in matte black, and slid it over my head. My jeans looked inoffensive enough, I’d be moving too fast for anyone to get a good look at my face anyway.

I took off at a sprint.

Athena’s blue energy filled my mind. Rationality and reflexes filled the liquid metal and fed off the Bolt powering my body. Every single obstacle in the Rabbit Hole became a simple piece in a puzzle. I judged angles, transfers of weight and angles in fractions of seconds.

I got to the elevator in less than three seconds.

Stunned faces watched me blur past in an acrobatic rush of pure instinct. A grin of pure joy tore across my mouth as I hit the elevator and hit the controls to take me up to street level. I made sure my breathing was slow and consistent as the elevator doors dinged open a few seconds later. I broke into a sprint straight out of the door.

Smooth, polished concrete turned into a streak of motion underneath my feet. Fluorescent lights turned into streaks of cold white overhead. I quickly found out just how well my boots fit my feet as I blazed toward the rolling doors that separated me from the tunnels that led up to the street level of St. Jacques. My glasses fed me a livestream of the rest of the team’s progress.

Lachie was already ahead of me.

The doors were already open.

I pushed deep into my gas tank and siphoned strength from my Ares and Hephaestus instincts. The pure joy deepened and widened as my lungs burned, my muscles moved, and I moved faster than any human should’ve been able to. It took me less than a minute to clear the Bullseye and emerge two miles behind B-Team in their little convoy.

I eased off the gas pedal fueled by passion and rage and re-engaged Athena in my hindbrain. My pace slowed a little, and I picked my path through the maze of traffic. I’d spent months memorizing every twist and turn of St Jacques, but Lachie still flicked a GPS map into the corner of my vision to help with navigation.

The cheeky little shit had greenlit a mission without any of us knowing.

But Lachie had learned a very important lesson from his time in the Rabbit Hole. Knowledge was power, intelligence was having more power than the other guy, and the ability to transmit it to capable operators made you into a force to be reckoned with.

I slid, dived, and dodged past incoming and passing vehicles.

Memories of hours of freerunning and parkour washed up into my limbs.

Kasper believed in a well-rounded arsenal, and I’d always liked tricking.

The gunplay and the martial arts were usually enough.

But I’d never thought that I’d find myself in the position where I could unleash it at superhuman speeds. Heads rubbernecked to catch a glimpse of me as I blurred past vehicles, over traffic barriers, and even set off a speed camera halfway through my fight against traffic. I diverted away from my target a few hundred yards out, cut into an alley, and slowed down to cool off my boots.

Smoke curled up from the soles. They were tough hiking boots, but they weren’t used to that level of wear that quickly. I glanced up the brick wall in front of me and swarmed up it a second later. My fingers dug into the bricks and mortar, curled into hooks, and propelled me upwards like an arrow. I hit the rooftop of an apartment building a second later.

A young couple scrambled for their blankets as I zipped past them and jumped off the edge.

My momentum carried me over a ten-yard gap, landed me on another concrete platform, and brought me to an elevated position over Durstin’s hiding place. I dropped into a crouch, took in a deep breath, and used my glasses to scan for the sentries.

I found six of them on the roof and another three in the windows after two minutes.

Lachie updated the live feed to Carlos’s team, and I settled down into a more relaxed position to let the others go to work.

“Holy fuck, boss,” Lachie breathed. “You work out or something?”

“Eyes on the mission, Lachie,” I told him quietly. “Show me that you know what you’re doing.”

The newly-minted King Rabbit proceeded to do just that.
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It’d been so long since I’d been on the outside of a supernaturally-related op that I had to get my bearings a little. I settled down into a comfortable crouch behind a knee-high concrete barrier at the edge of a six-story apartment building, and glanced over at the building across the street.

I’d seen the hotel chain around before. Glitzy and glamorous on the outside, but a lot of the buildings weren’t up to code and tended to change managers and owners quickly. There were thousands of them throughout the state, but this one in particular looked like the last place that Durstin would hole up.

Which was, of course, why he’d chosen to stay here.

Lachie fed a quick series of different POVs and drone footage into my HUD to update me on the different angles he was working. I listened to him hand out instructions to each member of the team with short, quiet statements. Lachie hadn’t had any tactical training, if I remembered correctly, but he was a quick student. Maybe Carlos or Kasper had been giving him pointers during briefings.

B-Team had brought the adjusted tranq-rounds that a lot of my security teams preferred when dealing with off-the-books operations like this one. Big losses of human life drew attention when you were trying to carry out clandestine missions, and I’d always tried to keep Montague in a hands-off situation unless it came down to protecting my people.

Which, in retrospect, hadn’t really worked out all that well.

Carlos took point on the first entry into the lobby. The six-man crew spread out around the building. Two of them crossed the street with a casual air. The attire was designed to help them blend in—business suits didn’t look out of place in the commercial districts of St Jacques. Cameras tracked them from the buildings around us courtesy of Lachie’s tapped feeds.

Lachie kept the comms clear until the team found their positions.

“Who do you have on the roof?” Catalina asked from her position beside the door.

“Brought in a seventh man for overwatch,” Lachie replied smoothly.

I hid a grin.

“You didn’t think to tell us about that?” Carlos demanded in an undertone.

“He’s just here as a spotter,” Lachie assured him. “The plan stays the same. Ready?”

I ducked down a little further behind the barrier and started cycling through the feeds a little faster. Carlos nodded to Catalina, and the two of them slid into the building’s lobby. The stream changed to the optics built into their glasses and gave me a POV view.

They moved smoothly toward the elevators without so much as a break in stride.

A former military contractor stepped out from the corners in a badly-fitted suit and an obvious concealed-carry rig under one arm. Catalina let out a drunken giggle as he held up a hand to stop them and stumbled into Carlos.

“Are you sure this is the right place?” she slurred.

“Dead certain,” Carlos assured her.

He made an apologetic gesture to Durstin’s security guard.

“Sorry, man, I’ll get my pass in just a second—“

The guy frowned. I could practically see the incongruity of the situation racing through his mind. He was trying to make sense of the well-dressed businesspeople in front of him. Catalina’s stumbling stride didn’t match the confidence they’d had a moment ago.

He should’ve paid more attention to his instincts.

Catalina detached herself from Carlos and pulled at his jacket as she went. Carlos drew his pistol with smooth speed and precision and dropped the security guy with a dart in the neck. The dart-gun barely made a click sound. The guard stumbled backward. Catalina caught his jacket, drove a palm-strike down into his wrist and hand wrapped around his own gun, and sent it to the floor.

She hit him with a liver shot, folded him up on the floor, and kept her forward momentum.

The former criminal stepped over the fallen guard without breaking stride.

Carlos snapped off a shot into the lobby admin’s chest with a quick muttered apology.

The leader of B-Team dropped to a knee, found the guard’s comms unit, and plugged something into it. Lachie started something on the back end and broke into Durstin’s communication lines in under thirty seconds.

Catalina called the elevator while Carlos dragged the unconscious guard behind the lobby desk, folded the regular employee up beside him, and accessed the building’s security measures. A light blinked red out the front of the hotel complex and locked my people inside.

A few keystrokes on Lachie’s end and the emergency exit doors clicked open.

Two more pairs of trained professionals breached the building from different angles and made short work of Durstin’s people stationed on the fire stairs.

Lachie only spoke when he had to caution them about incoming security.
I could barely believe how smoothly the team worked together. I’d seen them in a lot of different operations over the years, but the superior intel plus Lachie’s well-sequenced plans made the entire breaching process seem effortless. I’d met Catalina a few weeks ago, and she’d struck me as a very capable young woman.

She gave Kasper a run for his money in terms of her talent.

Kasper had experience. Catalina had a disarming smile and the gift of sudden, un-telegraphed violence. I watched her drop guard after guard with effortless ease. Lachie played havoc with the team, and I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride in my gut for the kid.

He’d learned how to play hardball. And direct serious professionals.

I counted the unconscious guards on the way up to the cheap penthouse toward the top of the building. Catalina and Carlos dropped ten people on their way up the main hallways. The two pairs of silent operators on the fire stairs knocked out another six.

Durstin was still siphoning money from his company.

He could afford a lot of guys.

But their individual quality was lacking.

Carlos and Catalina caught the elevator to the top floor ten minutes later.

“Where’s your overwatch?” Carlos asked.

I peeked up over the edge of the building and fixed my eyes on the penthouse floor.

“Doing his job,” Lachie told him. “You guys are making this look easy.”

“It’s practice, kid. If you spent less time playing video games, you might actually learn a thing or two with us,” Catalina snarked. “Ever think about getting your hands dirty?”

“Let’s talk about it when you’re all out in one piece,” Lachie replied easily.

“Can you get the security door on the way in?” Carlos asked.

“It’s already open,” the techie assured him. “Guards are distracted—“

Click. Click. Catalina dropped two more goons on the carpet in the hallway outside a reinforced security door of solid steel.

“Dealt with. Anyone inside with him?” Catalina asked in a breezy tone.

No wonder Kasper liked her so much. The Latina was a beast when it came to efficiency.

“There aren’t cameras inside. Plan allowed for five more guys.”

“Breaching,” Carlos said quietly.

The two of them swept into a trashed penthouse.

I watched their HUDs, slid up onto the edge of the building, and silently stepped across it until I found a comfortable corner across from the underside of the balcony of the penthouse. I measured the distance between us and realized that I’d need a running start to have a hope of crossing the street-wide gap between the buildings.

I doubled back across the rooftop, let Athena and Ares blend together in my mind, and the surge of reinforced reflexes and strength flooded my body. I blazed across the rooftop as quickly as I could and lunged up and away into the air. My stomach plummeted as the street below flashed by, but I managed to maintain my momentum. I snapped a hand out, caught hold of the edge of the balcony, and let myself hang from it.

I didn’t have stamina or lactic acid to worry about.

I got my other hand up onto the rail around the balcony, pulled myself up, and tucked my knees against the side of the glass. Lachie bit back a laugh in my ear. I focused my attention on Catalina and Carlos’s gazes as they swept the trashed apartment for any sign of Durstin. Bottles and empty bottles of pills were everywhere. A fully-loaded gun sat on the table, and an AR-15 was leaning against the doorway into the kitchen.

Catalina reached down with a gloved hand and checked one of the discarded prescriptions.

“Beta blockers,” she murmured quietly. “I think he’s taking them to be able to get to sleep.”

Carlos grunted and cleared the kitchen.

“Think he’s in bed?” one of the operators on the fire exits asked.

The leader of B-Team silently ghosted up a set of stairs, found a loft bedroom, and spotted his prey. Durstin let out a sudden snarl of surprise as my security guy caught hold of his hair and dragged him out of a silken tangle. Two young blondes stirred at the sudden invasion and let out murmurs of discontent.

“Accomplices?” Catalina asked.

“Working girls,” Carlos replied shortly. “Drugged out of their minds.”

The women didn’t seem to care that their employer was being dragged out of his bedroom. Durstin tried to get his feet under him and swung a punch at Carlos’s head. Carlos jammed his arm before the punch could get any bite and ripped a blow across his face with his pistol.

The blow was designed to hurt, not stun, and Durstin let out a roar of pain.

Carlos jabbed him in the chest with his dart gun and kicked him into the wall beside the top of the stairs. Durstin stared up at the operator with blurred, half-focused eyes.

“This goes one of two ways,” Carlos told him. “You can cooperate, and I don’t hit you again.”

“Do you have any idea of who I am—“

“I know exactly who you are, and I don’t give a shit,” Carlos interrupted calmly. “Interrupt me again, and I’ll make walking difficult for the rest of your life.”

Durstin stared up at him and tried to make sense of the situation.

“I’m here for the Seed,” Carlos told him shortly. “We know that you’ve got it behind biometrics. We know we need you alive to make it work. So here’s how this is going to go. You can cooperate, or we can make you cooperate. One of those is easier on you.”

Durstin laughed, and spittle flew out of his mouth.

Olivia’s father had a gray face, and his eyes looked watery.

He hadn’t been looking after himself after we’d intercepted Wickerman and killed Athena.

“The Seed? You’re in the know, then. And you know I’d be an idiot to tell you.”

“Clear,” murmured No. 6 in the B-Team. “Building is secure.”

Carlos hunkered down onto his haunches outside of Durstin’s reach.

Catalina knew better than to show herself to Durstin. She moved slowly through the lounge room downstairs, scanning everything slowly and clearly with her glasses to make sure that Lachie had all the evidence he needed in case things came back to bite us.

“The way I see it, Mr Durstin, you’re far worse off if you decide not to tell us,” Carlos replied with a calm, controlled tone. “You know that the Olympians are dead. You know that your company is teetering on the brink of destruction without the backdoor knowledge that the CIA gave you. The Seed is too volatile and important an item to use as a bargaining chip.”

Durstin spat in Carlos’s face.

My operator didn’t flinch for a second.

His POV went very still, and I could practically hear his pulse calming itself down.

“I’m not giving you people shit,” Durstin snarled. “Not until I see Montague himself, and he gives me some assurances about my protection. You people already fucked me twice.”

Carlos stood, his breathing steady and even.

I’d seen him like that before. Right before he was getting ready to kill someone.

“I think I’ve had enough of his company,” Carlos said quietly. “Let’s get him out of here.”

“Fuck you,” Durstin snarled.

He rolled away from the wall and launched himself down the stairs.

Carlos blinked as the multibillionaire tumbled down the steps, hit the barrier that kept him from continuing to fall, and lunged up to his feet. Catalina’s head snapped up from her place beside the  smashed TV. She lifted her pistol to get a bead on the fleeing CEO.

Durstin wanted assurances.

So did I. And I was in a position to negotiate them.

Aphrodite and Poseidon were already hunting down Athena’s Seed. I was confident that the Idols could handle their business cleanly. But it’d take all night to drag Durstin to a secure location and start interrogating him. He was still coming down off drugs, and getting anything useful out of all the bluster would take hours.

“Wait,” I warned Lachie. “I can handle this, right now, if you want me to.”

“Hold, Cat,” Lachie cut in.

Durstin sprinted toward the front door. Two of our flankers opened the door, pointed guns at him, and turned him right around to face Catalina. Durstin’s former street associate laughed, leveled her own weapon at him, and forced him into a standstill. Carlos leaned over the the rail separating the loft and wiped his face off on his sleeve.

“What are we waiting on, Lachlan?” Carlos asked in an undertone.

“Me,” I said.

I vaulted up from my hiding place on the edge of the balcony and made my entrance.

“Holy fuck,” Catalina muttered. “We are so fucking fired.”

“At ease,” I assured her. “I just wanted to tag along.”

Durstin’s eyes fell on me and almost popped out of his skull. He staggered backward, hit the edge of the coffee table, and went straight through it. Clouds of powder and glass shattered out everywhere. My father’s oldest business rival scrambled for the pistol in the wreckage. The B-Team lifted their guns to tranq him there, but I placed my hand on Catalina’s wrist and gently lowered it to her side.

“It’s okay,” I assured her. “He’s not going to hurt me.”

Durstin got bleeding fingers around the grip of the pistol and lifted it up. His hands shook as he drew a bead on me. I continued my casual pace forward with a smile on my face.

“That didn’t go so well for you the last couple of times you tried,” I reminded him.

The man’s knuckles whitened around the weapon and I made sure Catalina was behind me.

“M-Montague,” Durstin stammered.

“Don’t pull that trigger,” I warned him. “You won’t like what happens next.”

Click. The weapon jammed down after he pulled the trigger.

He’d forgotten the safety.

I blurred across the room before the others could react, snatched the gun effortlessly out of his hand, and ejected the live round in the chamber. Durstin reached down into the pile of glass beside him. I watched his movement while I ejected the magazine, detached the slide, and tossed the disassembled pistol onto the couch.

He came up to his feet in some kind of insane, drug-fuelled fury.

A shard of glass glittered in his hand. Carlos let out a bark of warning.

My bodyguard needn’t have bothered.

The glass shattered into nothing against my chest.

It might’ve cut my shirt open.

I caught an incredulous Durstin into a wristlock, jerked his upward, and forced him into a chicken-wing. A short, sharp blow under his chin rang his bells, loosened up his knees, and made it effortless to drag him down to the carpet and drop a knee into his gut.

Durstin’s eyes bulged as he stared up at me.

Air rushed out of his lungs and I smiled down at him.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” he gasped. “You don’t know what’s coming.”

“I’ve got some idea,” I assured him. “Do Frost Giants ring a bell?”

His eyes bulged harder, and he tried to shove me off.

I didn’t let him.

“They’re coming,” he whispered.

“We’re keeping tabs on them. And that’s why you need your help.”

“You don’t understand,” Durstin wheezed. “They’re coming here. Now.”

Lachie’s voice cracked as it flooded into our ears.

“Boss,” he stammered. “We’ve got atmospheric fluctuations two blocks away.”

My eyes dropped to the piece of shit underneath my knee.

“You talked to them?” I demanded. “How?”

“They came to me,” he said. “They wanted what I had. They promised me—“

I hit him behind the ear and cut off his justification with just enough pressure to render him unconscious. His eyes rolled up into his head, and I lifted my weight off his flaccid gut.

“Get him to the Bullseye,” I said. “And call in the big guns.”

“What’s going on?” Carlos demanded.

“Sounds like more scouts.”
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“Scouts from Jotunheim?” Carlos demanded.

I breathed a rapid sigh of relief. I hadn’t been back in town for longer than a day, but Kasper had made sure that everyone was already briefed on the situation we were walking into. I nodded once, seized Durstin by the collar, and dragged him effortlessly across the carpet toward the front door. Catalina followed me with quick steps.

The blood had drained from her face.
Which I found oddly encouraging.

Because it meant that my team knew just how bad this was, and how quickly I needed to move to contain it. The guys on the door seized our quarry in a fireman’s lift and barrelled him toward the elevator as fast as they could go. The doors dinged open to reveal the other two members of the team.

Lachie’s fingers flew over keys in the background of the comms.

“I’m calling in everyone,” he assured me. “Kasper, Aphrodite, Jorm.”

I turned to Catalina and Carlos and smiled at them.

“You two ran this operation perfectly,” I told them. “Couldn’t have done it better myself. But I’m taking point on the Jotun. It isn’t the kind of enemy that you can fight. And right now, Durstin is the VIP. We need him alive and cooperative.”

“What the hell is the scout doing here?”

“You heard Durstin,” I said grimly. “He’s been talking to them to save his own skin.”

“How did they know how to find him?” Catalina demanded. “Are you telling me that this useless sack of shit has a direct line to the fucking giants who are trying to invade us?”

“I think that we should assume the Jotuns have been planning this a long time,” I said, “and they’ve been watching us. I think it’s also safe to assume that the Jotuns know what the Seeds are, what they can do, and that they want them just as badly as we do.”

“How do we know Durstin didn’t already give it away?” Carlos demanded. “This shithead already tried to sell out the entire human race once—“

“He’s still alive,” I said. “That’s the only reason he’s still alive. They don’t have it yet.”

“So now we get to risk our necks for that pendejo,” Catalina muttered. “Great.”

“I’ll make it worth your while,” I promised her. “Move!”

The sudden sharpness in my tone galvanized the team into action. Carlos and Catalina broke into a sprint for the stairs. I turned back to the balcony and scooped up Durstin’s pistol as I went. A glance over the load told me that he favored .45s. It wasn’t going to do shit against a Jotun, but it’d catch the scout’s attention and keep its eyes off passing civilians. I spent a few precious seconds reassembling the weapon and made sure to click off the safety as I perched myself on the edge of the building and stared down at the street.

“Lachie, update.”

“Temperature’s dropping like crazy and it looks like a localized snowstorm on the street,” the techie said, panicked. “SJPD is being scrambled, but they’re not ready for something like this.”

“How long until Jorm and the others get here?” I asked.

“If he can move like you, you might have five minutes.”

“Show me the way,” I said.

I tucked the pistol into my waistband and jumped off the seven-story building and across the street. Air rushed around me in a blinding howl. I fortified my body with red Ares energy, crashed into the wall of an opposite apartment building, and went straight through a window. Glass showered in the air, and I landed in a tight room with a bunk bed and posters all over the walls.

Two pairs of eyes stared at me in sudden shock. Two brothers, one younger, one older.

“What—?” One of them straightened up.

“Just passing through,” I promised him.

“Exit to the apartment is on a left turn,” Lachie said. “Go, boss, now.”

I rammed my way through the bedroom door as if it was cardboard. Wood splinters washed up around me. A dog started barking. I ducked down, rammed my way through two walls like some kind of wrecking ball, and found myself in an apartment hallway.

Muffled screams washed out of the rooms I’d just taken a shortcut through.

I drew the pistol from my waistband, cycled two rounds into the ceiling, and woke up the entire building. My feet carried me in a flat spring down the hallway, but I took the time to smash the fire alarm and start the evacuation process. Red flights and sirens blared on the fire stairs.

I took them five at a time in long, loping strides until I found an access point that led to the outside of the building. Lachie kept a stream of visual information rolling through my HUD. A minimap, GPS locator on the status of my team, and CCTV footage from the street outside.

Snow was billowing out onto the asphalt below when I hit the open air again.

I vaulted over the metal railing, plummeted another two stories, and crash-landed in the alleyway in a pile of trash. The smell of rotting fruit and old fast-food filled my nostrils. Warm, itchy sensations worked their way over my knees and feet, stitched broken bones and ligaments back together, and I was fully mobile less than three seconds later.

I darted out of the alley with a .45 in one hand and lightning in the other.

I’d barely managed to scratch Agmundr when I’d faced him in the Shipyard.

And I’d had all the distractions and help in the world.

But the Jotuns were after the Seed. They wanted Durstin alive to interrogate him.

A swirling mass of white took up the other side of the street. Alarms blared, I heard screams from the buildings around us, and thick snow blanketed the sidewalk and the buildings around us. My HUD zoomed in on the icy cloud and picked out a towering figure in the center of it. I knew it was pointless shooting at the thing, but I needed its attention.

Kasper’s voice suddenly appeared in my ear.

“You know, I’m starting to think we should’ve killed Durstin the last time we went to see him.”

“Need him alive,” I said shortly. “I need Jorm. Where is he?”

“On his way,” my bodyguard assured me. “Pull back.”

“Not going to happen,” I said.

“Of course it's not,” he muttered. “Why would you make tactically intelligent decisions?”

I lifted Durstin’s pistol and fired at the towering figure obscured by snow.

A frozen round clattered to the sidewalk two feet away from it less than a second later.

“Jotun!” I shouted.

The figure paused and slowly turned its face toward me.

I let Zeus’s Bolt fill my body, crackle at the corners of my eyes, and fill the air with the smell of ozone. The localized snowstorm shrank away from the crackling field of power around me. The figure dropped into a feral predator’s stance.

Glittering red eyes shone out of the cloud of magic.

“Pick on someone your own size,” I told the creature.

“You are no Olympian,” the creature’s voice grated out.

“Nah. I killed most of them.”

The Giant let out a bark of laughter that reminded me of steel being sharpened.

“Then that will be your undoing. With them goes your last hope of survival.”

“That’s the thing,” I called back. “Agmundr said something similar.”

The Jotun went very still at the mention of his fellow scout.

“You’re not doing a great job of blending in,” I told the giant. “Snowstorm on the street, out in the open. Are you the main event, or are you trying to distract me for one hell of a sucker punch?”

Lachie gave me another birds-eye view of the street.

Two figures emerged from the buildings behind me. They looked normal enough, dressed in blue, but their bodies began to twist and warp. Limbs lengthened with icy crackles. Cable-like muscle ballooned out of skinny, lanky limbs.

It was fast. It looked painful.

I stepped off to the right to get my back to a wall. I’d been flanked. One Jotun was a handful all by themselves. Three of them were death sentence. My only saving grace was that I was pretty sure they didn’t have a lot of ranged capability. The freezing fields around them negated any ranged attacks, though, which balanced it out in their favor.

“Sucker punch,” I said aloud. “Nice flank.”

“You overestimate your power, mortal,” the first Jotun told me with a grating laugh. “You may have slain the Olympians, but that simply opened the door for us to take Midgard for our own.”

“That’s what I heard,” I agreed. “So, who’s going first?”

Freezing wind tore at my clothes and localized blizzards started up around the two Jotuns to my left. They advanced with steady, slow steps. Pointed teeth and glowing red eyes mocked me as they approached. The first Jotun activated his own field of frozen death and the three of them advanced on me.

They weren’t worried about outside interference.

I’d fallen right into a very obvious trap, and they were about to freeze-dry me into the building.

My Idol-vision clicked into place at the back of my mind. The Jotuns stood out in the center of their little biomes of snow like pillars of sapphire. They were creatures of pure rationality, then, who cared little for passion or anger.

They had a job to do, and they’d waited a long time to do it.

Colored flashes twinkled at the corners of my vision. Faces peeped out of windows. Terror and fear and awe swelled out into the air. Ice crept over concrete and asphalt as the Jotuns advanced. I reached into the back of my mind, found Aphrodite’s neon-pink energy, and tapped into it a little.

The souls of the humans watching responded.

Flares and tendrils of emotion blazed out from their emotions.

I snatched at the streams of power with my will and pulled them into my own aura. Strength, speed, reflexes, and fresh confidence flooded my body and mind. I pushed off the wall with a grin on my face. The Jotuns were still moving slowly and playing with their food.

I had a couple more minutes to kill before my backup arrived.

But they thought that I was doomed. They’d laid their trap perfectly.

Jotunheim should’ve done their research better. I accelerated off the sidewalk, fixed my eyes on a manhole cover in the center of the road, and skidded to a halt beside it. My fingers dug into the edges of the heavy metal disc. Rusted steel screamed as I prised it loose and filled the makeshift projectile with Zeus’s lightning. I spun around in an arc to pick up some momentum, and let the disc fly with lethal accuracy at the Jotun to my right.

The Giant didn’t even try to block the incoming projectile.

It just trusted its cloud of icy wind to stop the manhole cover.

A strand of white lightning lanced out of my fingertips, crashed into the projectile, and fortified it with the power of my own soul and the emotions of the humans around us. Iridiscent light spilled out of the tumbling disc. It tore clean through the spinning ball of wind and crashed into my target with a dull crunching sound.

The Jotun fell.

The wind to my right vanished. My flankers hesitated for a split second and gave me the opening I needed to sprint off to the right and close the distance on the healing Jotun. Half of the scout’s head was missing, but it didn’t stop the creature from sitting up with a puzzled look on its face.

Part of me couldn’t believe that I’d managed to hit him that hard.

But the Olympians ran on pure human emotion. And they were designed to scrap with any threats that came to Earth. I had at least four of them sloshing around inside my veins. I hit the Jotun in the skull with a flying knee before it could get its feet unscrambled from the ground. A thunderclap of power blew out from the point of impact and shattered windows overhead.

The Jotun smashed back into the asphalt.

I let the Bolt sing through my body and stomped down with everything I had.

Righteous rage and fury swirled around my body, and I smashed the creature’s skull into paste.

The other Jotuns started to pick up speed from across the street.

Ozone and sparks flickered out of my skin as I stomped down again and again. The Jotun’s body cracked and shattered like glass under the impacts. I didn’t have any of Jormungandr’s venom or Poseidon’s control over water to rip it apart on the atomic level.

All I coud do was slow the fucking thing down until the others arrived.

The pair of Jotuns accelerated up to truck-speeds across the street and closed in on me. I forced myself to quit my little stomp-fest on the corpse of their friend. My boot collided with the wall behind me and I propelled myself up the wall like a monkey. Pain rocked up through my fingertips as I clawed my way into brick and mortar.

I swarmed up the wall until I was just outside of range from the freezing auras of the Jotuns.

“Anytime you guys want to show up,” I panted into the comms, “I’m happy to get out of here.”

An engine howled at the other end of the street with perfect dramatic timing.

I clicked out of my Idol-vision to get a better idea of what was going on.

The XM2 van burned rubber as it pulled out of a power-slide. Four figures in Hoplite armor clung to the outside of the vehicle like it was some kind of tank. Sirens howled in the distance. A small army of engines buzzed against my hearing in the buildings around me.

Lachie’s map showed me that Kasper hadn’t just shown up with an attack team.

He’d brought in the entire security force to evacuate the civilians.

One of the Hoplites lifted up an arm. A grappling hook speared out from a forearm-mounted launcher and sliced through a Jotun’s localized blizzard. The Giant grunted as a barbed spearpoint latched onto his shoulder. The XM2 screeched to a halt. Smoke poured up from the wheels as the driver snapped the van into reverse.

Four of the Hoplite squad released their grip on the van and moved out onto the street.

Two of them carried chunky-looking assault rifles, sidearms, and bandoliers of magazines.

One of them looked far smaller, lighter, and had belts of grenade-like devices all over it.

The last one had sheathed knives poking up from every improbable angle from its torso, arms, and thighs.

“You called?” Kasper called over the comms.

The last Hoplite hauled back on the grappling line with everything they had.

One of the Jotuns below me lost its footing. The XM2 dragged it across the asphalt and left a white-silver smear of blood on the road. The second Jotun lunged upward to follow me.

Two short, deafeningly-loud bursts of gunfire erupted from the Hoplite gunners behind him.

Heavy rounds blew fist-sized holes into the Jotun and forced him to reconsider his options.

Which gave me the opening I needed.

The Frost Giant wheeled around and slammed its fists together.

A foot-thick half-sphere of ice formed around it to protect it from the rounds.

I tore my hands out of the wall and dropped into a controlled fall.

Zeus’s Bolt crackled around my feet.

I drew in the runoff power of the souls from the street.

And hit the Jotun’s skull like a supercharged tungsten rod from space.

The Jotun’s spine gave out under the impact. I kicked it straight into the wall of ice it’d just formed and forced him to readjust and give himself time to heal. Lightning sparked up around my fists. I threw a superman punch as its spine clicked into place and bounced the Jotun’s skull off the barrier with everything I had.

The Jotun flailed out with a lightning-fast backhand from hell.

I went clean through the outer wall of the building behind me.

Dust and shards of ice and pure pain clouded my vision for a minute.

“Yowch,” a familiar, musical murmur said into my ear.

My ribs started to stitch themselves together and my jaw dropped open in shock.

“Tiana?” I managed. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“My job,” she replied. “That looked like it hurt.”

“I’ll be fine,” I told her shortly.

“I know,” Tiana Summers told me. “Don’t worry. We’ll be sure to leave you something to do after all of this.”

I pulled myself up from the wreck of a sofa in an apartment lobby.

A pissed-off ten-foot Giant stepped through the hole it’d made in the wall to finish me off.

“Well,” I told her, “make it quick.”
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The Jotun ducked under the hole he’d made in the wall and followed me into the lobby.

Fist-sized wounds in its torso struggled to close over a sickly-green stain in the Jotun’s skin. Facts clicked together in my head a little slower than usual. Itchiness spread through my spine. Vertebrae snapped back into place, restored the movement in my legs, and my head finally started to work properly after one hell of a headache.

Hughie had said that Jorm’s venom was one of the deadliest neurotoxins in the world. The Frost Giants from a frozen hellscape had healing factors to match it, but their bodies probably worked in a similar way to mine. The major injuries were the ones that the body prioritized. The World Serpent’s venom slowed down the process and made it easier to take the Jotun’s body apart.

I didn’t know what Eliot had devised to make the new rifles, but they were working better than the usual AR-15 pattern weapons that I’d seen earlier that morning.

I pulled myself up out of the wreck of the sofa.

Durstin’s pistol came up out of my waistband again, and I put four FMJ rounds through the Jotun’s head before it even straightened up. The heavy slugs cracked its skin and ricocheted off into the drywall and bricks around it. The slide clicked into the open position, and I let the weapon drop from my hand. The Jotun bared its teeth in a spiked grin.

Static blasted down my spine.

“We will feast on your race, mortal. But you will be the first to fall.”

I bared my teeth in a defiant grin and saw my GPS blink rapidly to warn me about an incoming asset. Something big and blunt was inbound to my position, but I didn’t recognize the symbol on my screen. Mist drifted up out of the Frost Giant’s hands.

Zeus’s lightning lanced up and out of my hands in sheets of pure white sparks.

The Jotun snapped its arms up to ward off the lightning with another shield of ice.

Something massive crashed into the wall to my right and blew straight through the brick.

An enormous bipedal thing appeared in the room. It took me a second to realize what I was looking at. It was a suit of armor, but sized up to fight a Jotun. Eliot’s telltale armor design became obvious the longer I looked at it. The thing could’ve been a robot from the future.

The Jotun stared at it in complete shock.

“Lachie, what am I looking at?” I demanded.

“That,” Eliot answered me, “is my Jotunslayer. It’s the Phalanx Mk. I.”

“Remotely piloted?”

“And running prototype autopilot programming directly from MAI,” my head engineer agreed. “It’s a nightmare to pilot remotely, and the AI’s fighting me every step of the way. It’ll be a hell of a lot better when you drive it.”

The Jotun’s cloud hissed out and coated the wall behind it in a thick sheet of ice.

“And how am I supposed to do that?” I demanded.

“It’s linked to your Key. Get close enough, and you’ll figure it out.”

I threw another streak of lightning at the Jotun’s shield of ice. Blinding heat smashed into sub-zero ice and filled the air with steam. My feet carried me over the wrecked carpet, and I dived up toward the ten-foot walking tank. The machine twisted to meet me, and the torso unit opened up with a hiss of pneumatic pressure. I saw a chair and a set of controls inside, hopped into the machine, and twisted around to drop my ass into the chair.

The Jotun bullied its way through the steam.

My arms dropped to the sides of the chair and struts magnetized themselves to my legs and arms. Steel frames clamped down around my feet and rings circled their way around my fingertips  like living creatures. The Frost Giant drew its arm back to tear me straight out of the walking tank. I lifted my arms out of pure combat reflex.

The Phalanx armor snapped its own hands up to mirror my movement.

My suit blocked the blow, and I moved my feet. The suit followed the exact movement of my feet, slid back into a boxing stance, and slipped the follow-up strike. The torso plates of the armor hissed shut. Holographic screens appeared before my eyes and showed me everything in crisp, clean definition.

The Phalanx handled like a dream.

If dreams weighed six tons and could sprint effortlessly through structural walls.

I slipped another strike from the Jotun. Freezing mist washed up into the air around it. I fired off a left jab at its face. The suit plowed its fist into the Frost Giant and practically decapitated it in a single punch. White blood and teeth splattered against the floor.

I couldn’t help it. I let out a whoop of pure excitement and pressed in with a body shot.

Bones went crunch inside the Jotun’s torso, and the Frost Giant reeled back with a shriek of pain. I  didn’t stop moving.

I’d been taught to keep the pressure on.

An uppercut caught the Jotun under the chin, tore its head clean off, and bounced it off the ceiling. I used the suit to stomp the fallen head into dust, and glanced down at the controls circling around my fingers. Four different colored switches sat on the underside of my right hand. I pressed my thumb into the red switch on my index finger.

The Phalanx’s right gauntlet whirred open. Red gas poured out around the suit’s glove.

It reminded me of the mag-acid that I’d used against Sigrid. The Jotun’s headless body hadn’t fallen. The Frost Giant’s headless body teetered back and forth. Blue strands of meat started to gather around the stump of its neck.

The fucker was growing a new head.

Jormungandr hadn’t been kidding about these things and their regenerative properties.

Even the Olympians couldn’t hold a candle to the healing factor on a Jotun.

I took a half-step forward and hit the blinded giant with a straight right.

The gas followed the sudden movement and ignited at the point of impact.

A bright red-and-orange fireball exploded from the end of the Phalanx’s fist. Half of the Jotun’s body evaporated from the sheer force of the explosion. The rest of the Frost Giant collapsed nervelessly onto the ground.

I stared at the armor’s fist in shock.

“Eliot, what the hell was that?”

The engineer tried and failed to keep the pride out of his tone.

“A little combination of Jormungandr’s venom, the magnetic particles we pulled from the Draugr, and some good old-fashioned explosives. We call it Muspelfire.”

I slammed the Phalanx down onto the leftover pieces of the Jotun and hit the trigger for the fiery explosion again. The second blow torched the remainder of the Frost Giant. I swept my eyes around for any sign of intact pieces of the Jotun.

The Phalanx had reduced it to smoldering ashes in seconds.

“Eliot, you’ve outdone yourself,” I said.

“Boss, I don’t know what you’re doing, but we could do with some help here!” Kasper barked.

The Phalanx’s HUD brought up a live feed of Tiana’s armor, and I realized that the other two Jotuns had already recovered. They’d warred their way through a hail of poisoned gunfire and made a beeline for the alley beside the building I was in. I spun the armor around, pushed it into a sprint after three steps, and then covered up and went straight through the wall.

The brick, mortar, and steel barely slowed down Eliot’s best piece of engineering.

My feeds told me that new Jotuns had joined the fight.

No, that wasn’t right. The one Kasper had dragged along the ground had broken itself up into smaller pieces. Six new Jotuns advanced on the XM2 and the new Jotunslayers around it.

One thing at a time.

I came out of the apartment building like a wrecking ball from hell and crashed into the alleyway.

The first Frost Giant barely had time to turn his head before I hit him with a Muspelfire punch and smeared his ashes over the wall. The second one slammed into my side in a clumsy tackle. There was enough weight behind the blow to shove the armor backward into the wall. The Jotun let out a screaming snarl and dug its fingers into a gap in the Phalanx’s hips.

I brought both of my fists down on its exposed back and sheared off its arms.

The Jotun screamed until I hit it with an upward knee and shoved it back beside its friend. Adrenaline stacked up as the fight outside got louder. The Jotun tried to weave away from my armor’s grasping arms, but I caught it with a sneaky body shot and smashed him up against the wall beside his half-healed friend.

It hit the green switch on the inside of my right gauntlet.

Eliot beat me to the punch with an answer.

“Venom-based countermeasures,” he said. “To keep them off you.”

Sections in the suit’s armor whirred open. Barbed flechettes punched outward from every flat surface in the Phalanx’s shell like a shotgun blast. Sickly green gas filled the air and the Jotuns against the wall collapsed to the ground. Their bodies desperately tried to pull themselves together, but I’d fed them a juicy enough dose to stop them from splitting up and creating more of themselves.

“Nice addition.”

Two short, accurate Muspelfire bursts finished off the Jotuns in the alley. I made sure to scan the rest of the alleyway for any signs of human or Jotun life. The tight passage was clear. I spun the Phalanx around and powered out into the street to support the team.

Kasper whipped past me in a Mk V Hoplite suit like a bullet.

His grappling hook dragged him toward a lamppost. Kasper cut the line at the last second, whirled through the air like a sleek black bullet, and crashed headlong into a Jotun with a bellow of excitement. He drew two hatchet-like blades from his back. They glowed with a neon green light as he crashed into one of the newly-grown Frost Giants. Kasper locked his legs around the thing’s neck and used his weight and momentum to haul it down to the asphalt.

My bodyguard laughed while he went to town on the creature’s brainpan.

“Flank!” Jormungandr snarled.

I hit the Venom-Nade option on the Phalanx and sent a cloud of barbs into the air. I twisted to meet the new threat and found my vision obscured completely by ice. Something clanked off the suit’s shoulder, and I heard a delighted laugh through the comms.

“Come, Jotun,” Odin’s assassin said. “Show me your mettle.”

“Left hand, red button,” Eliot cut in.

I found the corresponding switch. The HUD flickered red. Ports opened around the suit and dumped boiling heat all over the outside of the armor. The ice vaporized from the sudden onslaught of heat around the suit and cleared my vision. The Jotun staggered out of its gaseous shield with a dagger sticking out of its eye. Jorm ghosted out of the mist behind it. His Hoplite armor poured rippling heat haze out of small grilles around the armor to keep him safe from the freezing magic.

He took the Jotun’s hamstrings with two quick sweeps of his blades, jammed a dagger into its back, and drop-kicked it away from him with a grunt of effort. The dagger in the back of the creature flashed red a second later and detonated into a cloud of Muspelfire.

The newly-spawned Jotun vanished into a cloud of cinders and steam.

Jorg sprang back to his feet. His remaining dagger went into a sheath, and the two of us spun to face the other four hostiles on the street. Our two shooters had taken positions of cover in the lobbies of the buildings around us. They fired short bursts of rounds and forced the skinny, sickly-looking Jotuns into hiding behind ice constructs.

The Grenadier Hoplite yanked pins off two grenades and rolled them down the street.

My HUD flickered over the Grenadier and displayed a name that almost floored me.

Mark Hawes.

One of Tiana’s guys from her property back in Kentucky. The retired Ranger hit buttons on opposing points on his bracers. Bright, freon-blue smoke bled out of the rolling dispensers and filled the air with crackling, sparkling particles. I took an instinctive step out of range. Tiana’s sleek, form-fitting armor appeared beside him.

The bottom half of her helmet bared her chin and her lips.

She let out a low hum that made the entire street vibrate.

The twinkling blue gas turned into a blur of vicious motion that reminded me of the substances inside blenders. The Jotuns didn’t stand a chance. The substance inside the smoke quivered as the tiny particles shredded anything they could reach. Tiana cut off the note a second later.

The four Jotuns and their ice barriers had been reduced to dust.

Hawes popped the lid off another grenade and tossed it into the particles between us. Incendiary compounds billowed out, latched onto the tiny leftovers of the Jotuns, and barbecued everything in a wide sheet of orange flame.

Kasper joined us a moment later.

His armor flared out and cooked off thick blood splatter from his one-on-one fight with the Jotun. I stared around at the team assembled on the street. A swell of pure pride and excitement and confidence started in my gut and filled every crevice of my bloodstream.

It’d been a close thing until Lachie had called in the reinforcements.

We hadn’t even needed the Olympians to help us in the fight.

Kasper flicked blood off one of his axes and leaned it on his shoulder.

“I don’t know about all of you,” he said finally, “but this little cookup is making me hungry.”

“Seconded,” Hawes said with his trademark drawl. “I could go in for a good steak.”

“Well, luckily for you,” Eliot said, “we have everything you need back at base.”

Tiana’s mouth curled into a cheeky smile, and I felt her eyes lock onto my armor.

“Hey, David,” she said. “You miss me?”

I couldn’t believe what I’d just seen her do.

Tiana hadn’t been able to do a single thing with energy or emotion except see it. She’d just unleashed a wave of power that had interacted with one of Eliot’s gasses and simulated Poseidon’s  trick with a large body of water.

I had too many questions, and not enough time to ask them.

“I call shotgun,” one of the shooters said.

I blinked at the voice.

“Casey?”

Tiana’s bodyguard chuckled.

“I’ll say this for you, Montague. You’ve got nice toys.”

“Where the hell did you all come from?” I demanded.

“Well, we heard you were getting into a dustup with gods from outer space,” Tiana said.

Aphrodite’s little comment about getting into music suddenly made far more sense.

“You’ve been training,” I said slowly.

“I got sick of making money and feeling useless,” the singer agreed.

A small army of police cruisers appeared at the other side of the street and blocked us in. Cops in body-armor wielding assault rifles and shotguns piled out of the vehicles and took cover behind their vehicles. Jormungandr stifled a laugh at the display, and I growled a warning at him.

“Let me handle this,” I said.

Kasper clapped the arm of the Phalanx armor.

“Can’t wait to see how you handle it in your walking tank, boss.”

“Get down on the ground!”

I recognized the voice giving orders.

I hadn’t seen him in months. He’d been the one to help us get Hermes out from under the CIA’s thumb after the Gala. I had a suspicion that Captain Rivers had overlooked a lot of insane shit happening around the Bullseye and the Shipyard since we’d last seen each other.

But suits of high-tech armor and the juggernaut around me was a step too far.

I’d done my best to keep chaos and danger away from his streets.

“Get me out of this thing,” I told Eliot.

“We can just walk,” Kasper reminded me. “Mr. Spooky has us covered.”

“He deserves an explanation,” I said. “Unless you want to talk to the police?”

Kasper made a show of checking his armored hands.

“I’m not saying shit without a lawyer,” he said airily.

The Phalanx suit hissed open. I extracted myself from the sensors that latched around my arms and feet, and dropped down to the asphalt. The street was a complete bomb-site. Ice sheeted its way over some of the walls around us. The smell of ozone and heavy chemicals hung heavy in the air. The sides of the apartment blocks had been torn up. Fire alarms and sirens howled in the air.

“You!” An officer stepped out from behind his cruiser. “On the ground! Now! Step away from the weapon!”

I kept walking forward with a resigned expression on my face and ignored his commands.

“Captain Rivers?” I called out. “Where are you?”

“Drop him!”

“Hold your fire—“

A 5.56 round tore through the side of my neck. The shot cut through the air.

My entire team whirled around. Bolts went back on rifles, and the Hoplite suits hummed with newfound energy. I clamped a hand down over the wound, raised a hand to my own team to keep them back, and kept walking forward.

“Hold your fire, you idiot!” Rivers shouted. “Don’t shoot!”

Confused looks flickered back and forth from the officers.

A tired-looking police chief straightened up from my left and slid off his helmet.

My neck itched its way back into smooth, untouched skin again. I took my hand away from it, saw an involuntary shiver roll down Rivers’s spine, and knew that things were about to get complicated. I had a lot of explaining to do in a very short time.

Kasper was right. We had an out. We didn’t have to be here.

But Rivers had been there at the start. He’d played it straight with me.

I figured that I owed the guy a beer, at least.
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The wall of police backed away as I approached.

I couldn’t blame them. Eliot’s hulking Phalanx stood silently behind me like some kind of mechanical nightmare. The faceless Hoplites around me had completely ignored the directions from St. Jacques’ finest. Bullets were the least of our concerns. Local law enforcement posed about as much threat as a bump in the road.

I was starting to understand what Aphrodite had been talking about.

The power at my fingertips far outstripped things like democracy, the rule of law, and fair play. I had a promise of Presidential pardons for my people in exchange for beating back an invasion from an alien species. It’d be the easiest thing in the world to exploit the time ahead of me for profit and furthering the company’s interests.

Captain Rivers released his grip on the rifle slung around his shoulders.

He didn’t let his hands stray too far from it. I wouldn’t have, either.

“Montague,” he said quietly. “Should I call an EMT?”

“Keep them for people who need them,” I said.

Rivers’s eyes narrowed.

“You just got shot in the neck.”

“But I feel fantastic,” I assured him. “We can both agree that there’s been some weird shit going on around St. Jacques in the last few months, right?”

“And you’re always involved somehow,” Rivers agreed.

“I’m involved because I’m doing something about it.”

His eyes wandered past me to the XM2 and the team loaded up into the armored XM2.

“That’s military hardware if I’ve ever seen it,” he said. “On my streets.”

“I know how it looks. But we’re not dealing with a normal situation here.”

“Something to do with the freaks that keep showing up on the feeds? Government interference? Montague Manufacturing secretly being the ones keeping the human race safe?”

I listened for sarcasm or irony in his tone, but there was no hint of a joke in his voice.

“Pretty much,” I said. “Can your people let my people leave?”

Rivers turned to an officer in a full-faced mask and quietly issued orders to his people.

“Sir,” the guy protested. “It’s your job.”

“You saw what was happening,” the police captain countered. “And don’t tell me that he manufactured it all. We came down here loaded for bear for a reason. Get your people out of his way and let me deal with the politics.”

The second-in-command looked like he wanted to argue, but he nodded and issued orders into a radio. Officers loaded up into their cruisers and made a hole for the XM2 to leave. The Phalanx stayed behind me, coded to my Key, and waited for instructions.

“You know what to do if you need a rescue,” Kasper said in my ear.

“We’ve got enough on our plate without getting into fights with the PD,” I replied quietly. “Find out where these scouts came from and if there’s any other reports of them around St. Jacques. Make sure Durstin is stable and talkative. And get Olivia on the line, tell her that we need her here.”

“Aphrodite and Poseidon have the other Seed,” Lachie reported.

“Then we’re two-thirds of the way there,” I said. “Tell me if the world’s ending.”

Rivers gestured for me to follow him to the sidewalk. The Phalanx tracked my movements and mirrored my stride as I followed the police chief to the curb. I sat down on it and kept my hands in easy sight in an attempt to set him at ease. Dozens of pairs of eyes watched my every move, and I fought off the old paranoia that came with being watched so closely.

I had to get past that shit. We had bigger fish to fry.

“Talk to me, Montague,” Rivers said.

He leaned against a lamppost behind him and tucked his thumbs into his belt.

“Short version?” I offered him an apologetic shrug. “Most of that shit that you see on the feeds isn’t exactly true. But that bastard at the Gala was some kind of ancient alien from centuries ago. I killed him, had my people figure out how it worked. You heard about Durstin’s yacht?”

“There was nothing left of it. And practically no bodies to identify.”

“Another one of them,” I said. “The explosion at Heathrow?”

“Jesus, kid. You’re telling me these were all, what, alien superhumans?”

“It gets better. I figured out how to kill them and take in some of their better tricks.” I gestured to the smooth, unscarred skin on my neck. “I got done taking care of them, found out that Uncle Sam has known about them forever, and they were trying to use them for fun and profit.”

“But they hedged their bets on you.”

I grimaced.

“How long have you known?”

“I’ve had a complete orgy of evidence of breaking and entering, potential manslaughter and murder, property damage and conspiracy to commit murder for the last few weeks,” Rivers told me bluntly. “And every time I tried to make a move in on you and Durstin, some people in suits who knew the right names showed up and stonewalled me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, so am I. Only saving grace is that I had a feeling you were running damage control instead of actively trying to fuck me.” Rivers’s eyes flickered over the Phalanx suit and a shudder ran through him. “What happened here? What were you coming up against?”

“Frost Giants from outer space,” I said honestly.

He set his jaw in a hard line and glared at me.

“I’m not in the mood for games,” he warned me.

“I’m dead serious,” I said. “They’re coming for Earth. These things were just the scouts. They’re after Durstin because he’s got something that they want. We had to get to him first before they managed to get what they were looking for.”

Captain Rivers made a concentrated effort to listen to what I was saying.

It was outlandish. Insane. And sounded completely made-up.

I’d been living in my secret war for so long that it almost felt good to just tell him the truth.

“So, an alien invasion,” Captain Rivers said. “And we don’t know about it because—?”

“If the ‘wrong’ people get into office then the entire country loses its mind,” I reminded him. “Can you imagine what would happen if it got out that we were about to be invaded?”

“It might actually bring people together,” Rivers told me flatly.

“It might. But that’s not my job,” I said. “I’m just here to kill them.”

“With walking robots,” Rivers said.

“With a little help, yeah,” I agreed.

He drew in a deep, thoughtful breath.

“Fuck it,” the cop said. “Your people cleared the way for EMTs, and we got the anonymous tip about this mess. Whoever you’ve got working for you obviously cares about civilian lives. And given that my job is to keep them safe, I can let this slide.” A strange smile touched his mouth. “And I get a feeling that even if I took you in, and you came willingly, you’d be walking inside of three hours anyway.”

“I don’t like the spy shit any more than you do,” I assured him.

“I believe you,” Rivers said quietly. “If your old man was anything to go by, you just wanted to be left alone to your own devices. You’ve never gone out of your way to get my attention, and you’ve kept that up since you took over from him.” He pushed up off the streetlight and extended a hand out to me. “I don’t know what to think about all of this. But it sounds out of my pay grade.”

I took his hand and let him help me up to my feet.

“The idea is to get them before they get here,” I told him. “St. Jacques is my hometown, and the last thing I want is freaks ripping it to shreds. But I give you my word. If I find out that they’re coming here, you’ll be the first person I call. We’ll coordinate.”

Rivers searched my face for a lie and couldn’t find one.

I’d never really had time for lies.

“Get out of here and take your robot with you,” he said. “I’m going to have to figure out what to tell the press. They’re going to be all over us after this.”

“Just tell them it was an alien invasion,” I joked. “It’ll go over great.”

That strange smile touched his face again.

“You’re a good kid, Montague,” he said. “Give ‘em hell.”

I nodded, traded grips with him, and turned back to the Phalanx. The hull rippled open as I got closer, climbed back into the mini-mech, and piloted it out of the street. Police scrambled away from me as I pushed the suit into a sprint. It was heavy, even a little unwieldy, but Eliot did good work.

I got the Phalanx into one of the underground tunnels in less than five minutes and made a beeline for the Bullseye. A couple of short, terse conversations with my team got me moving in the right direction. Durstin was the primary objective. We needed the third Seed, and we needed more information about the Jotun scouts.

Olivia’s father was in over his head. Once again.

And I was going to have to pull his ass out of the fire.

I left the Phalanx in the parking garage and caught an elevator to the apartment Wedge in the Bullseye. Two armed guards gave me a nod as I joined them in the hallway. They led the way to the makeshift holding cell. Two more guards with compact PDWs and body armor opened the door for me as I approached it.

Durstin had settled himself down on a chair beside the kitchen.

He looked pale. Thick dark circles under his eyes told me that he hadn’t slept well.

I slid the eyeglasses off my face, bared my Idol-like eyes, and took in his aura.

The bastard was a mess of fear, anger, anxiety, and cunning. Even now, after narrowly avoiding death by the Jotuns, he was still thinking about his own safety and how he was going to claw his way out from the hole that he’d dug for himself.

His eyes flickered up to me, and he leaned back in his chair.

The relaxed posture was just a facade. I could smell the sweat and the fear radiating off him.

“Montague,” he said flatly. “You’re holding me against my will.”

I approached him at a casual, easy pace and pulled out a chair beside him.

“I am,” I agreed.

“How do you think that’s going to look in court? Assaulting my employees—“

I slapped him in the face and forced myself to pull back on the swing.

Shock and pain curled through his aura and he rocked back in his chair.

“What the fuck—“

“Let’s get something straight,” I said in a cold, calm voice. “Your protection is gone. The same people that were pulling your strings and letting you do whatever you wanted have thrown their chips in with me. You’re persona non grata. You’re a radioactive piece of shit, and this is the second time that you’ve tried to sell out the human race.”

I settled down on the chair and bared my teeth at him.

The hate and the anger and the power boiled up in the back of my head.

I wanted to kill him so fucking badly. Everything he’d done.

What he’d done to my family. To his own. To his own people.

Durstin tried pinning me with a defiant glare.

“You’re going to tell me where you stashed the third Seed,” I said. “Then you’re going to unlock it and you’re going to give it to me.”

“You can’t kill me,” he countered. “The biometrics are voice-activated and need a living, breathing human to bypass them. It’s all coded to me, and I’ve taken measures to make sure you can’t bypass it with AI.” A cruel smile touched his face. “So don’t sit there and tell me that I have no leverage. You need me alive and unharmed.”

I measured my breathing and slowed my pulse a little.

I was running too hot for a clean interrogation. I found Athena’s instincts in the back of my mind and let them flow through me. Cool, cold calm washed through my blood, sharpened my thoughts, and Durstin flinched at the smile I gave him.

It probably barely looked human. And I didn’t care.

“You’re right,” I said. “We need you alive and unharmed. And you don’t care about anyone or anything else on this planet except your own life. You tried to kill your own daughter.”

“I know you’re recording this, Montague. I’m not falling for that again.”

“You tried to come after me, over and over again, and you failed. You put yourself on my radar, and that’s why you’re here.” I sat back and studied him impassively for a second. “Get out.”

Durstin flinched as if I’d just slapped him again.

“What?”

“Get out of here,” I said. “My people will take you out of here to anywhere in St. Jacques.”

Incredulity and disbelief washed around his aura for a long second. Suspicion set in afterward.

“What game are you playing?” 

“I’m done playing games with you, Durstin,” I said. “You’re the worst kind of coward that anyone has ever had the misfortune of meeting. You take every opportunity you can get to save your own skin. And I just saved your life. Again. So I’m done. Get out.”

I stood up and turned toward the door.

“Wait.”

“I’m not waiting,” I told him. “My people risked everything to find you because you have something we need. But I’ve got new information. We don’t need you alive, we don’t need you dead. Your company’s already eating itself alive, and your investors are running for the hills.”

“Montague, wait,” Durstin snapped.

“I think you can optimistically expect to last about two days before they find you,” I continued. “The Jotuns, or all the crypto cowboys that you just bankrupted. They’re going to be pissed that they’re not getting their return on investments, and you know what they can be like when they get their feelings hurt.”

“David, fucking listen to me,” Durstin snarled.

“Why?” I challenged, and circled around the sofa. “You dug your own grave, Durstin, and I’m done lifting you out of it. I should’ve just let Ares and Athena tear you to shreds when they were finished with your money and your influence.”

“You want me to beg? I’ll beg. Please. Listen.”

I stopped beside the door to the apartment and tried not to enjoy the moment too much.

Cold, visceral satisfaction flooded through my bloodstream. It was poetic, in a way.

But we were talking about the future of the human race. The Seeds were the key.

“You have sixty seconds,” I told him. “This better be good.”

“Sit down,” he pleaded. “It’ll take longer than a minute to explain.”

“It really won’t,” I assured him. “I’m not listening to your justifications. I don’t want to hear about how you had no choice, how you’ve spent the last decade being a spineless little weasel. No father would ever put his only daughter in the way of a fucking lunatic, let alone a monster that’s telling you how to live your life.” I turned and met his eye. “Forty seconds.”

“The Jotuns promised to spare me. If I gave them the Seeds. I said I could get them. And I can, too. I know where Athena has hers, and I made sure I had the other one—“

“We have Athena’s,” I interrupted. “How did you contact them?”

“They reached out to me,” he said quickly. “They knew that I had them.”

“And how would they know something like that?”

“Because I needed a lifeline. A bargaining chip. An edge.”

“You advertised the fact that you had one of the Seeds?” I asked. “What, did you use Craigslist?”

“Your people would’ve found that,” Durstin protested. “No. I knew that they were around because they sent me a message after Athena died. I saw your rampage and knew I was next, so I cut a deal with them. I didn’t expect them to reach out so soon.”

“They found you,” I said quietly. “And it didn’t occur to you, for even a second, that maybe I didn’t want to kill you? Maybe that I was more interested in the survival of the human race than something as stupid and shortsighted as revenge?”

He tightened his jaw and glared at me.

“You’ve got no head for business,” Durstin told me.

“Insult me again,” I said softly. “Please. Give me an excuse.”

His face went white, and he fell silent.

“Here’s what you’re going to do,” I said. “You’re going to take my people to where you stashed the Seed. You’re going to unlock it, and you’re going to give it to them and make sure that they deliver it here. If they get ambushed by anyone, or anything, and I find out that you had something to do with it, you’re on your own.”

I saw his stubbornness flare up again.

“I need guarantees. Assurances. That you won’t just kill me afterward.”

I smiled and he shrank back in his chair.

“Killing you would be a mercy,” I said, “compared to what the Jotuns would do to you if I let you back out onto the streets. Or your little crew of hucksters in the billionaire club.”

“You won’t let that happen. You need me.”

“I don’t,” I said. “I’ve got better help than you. The Seed can stay locked away, and it won’t make a difference. The Jotuns are coming, and they’re not interested in sparing anyone. If you give it to us, we have a better chance of survival. But I like my chances of living until they get here.”

I opened the door behind me with a tap of my Key.

“Yours? Not so much.”

“Montague—“

“Call the boys outside if you’re ready to be anything more than a waste of air and time,” I said.

I left the former billionaire to stew in his own juices and made a beeline for the Barracks.

I had a lot of catching up to do. Things had been moving when I’d been in Asgard.

Tiana and Aphrodite had been training together. Eliot had built an honest-to-god mech suit.

He’d perfected the Mk Vs to work for unpowered humans. And there was a boatload of new weapons that I wasn’t familiar with yet.

I was confident Durstin would see things my way.

We had a shot at beating what was coming. We just needed a plan to deal with the Jotuns.
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The Barracks were barely recognizable when I stepped in through the front door.

Four heavily-armored security guys stopped me and scanned me over with a quick sweep of MAI-assisted scanners. The Key in my pocket beeped insistently at them, but I made sure to keep my hands in easy sight. Kasper’s guys were just doing their job, and given the circumstances, I could hardly blame them for being cautious about imposters.

A trickle of static rippled down my spine as I stepped into the Barracks proper.

The wide tables had been taken out and replaced with smaller, circular tables. The walls were completely taken up with racks of the same chunky-looking rifles I’d seen the Hoplites using. Twelve different stands holding Mk. V Hoplite armor stood at tactical points around the main hall. Cables snaked out from the walls and charged the suits. Each of them had different highlights painted into the lines of the black alloy that kept the wearer safe.

Hooks on the walls groaned under the weight of bandoliers stuffed full of grenades and magazines. Large plastic crates overflowing with freshly-machined rounds and tools sat beside the motionless suits of armor.

The place was empty except for three different figures.

I recognized Tiana by her unique, swelling aura almost instantly.

The other two figures didn’t have auras at all, and that was the easiest tell.

Aphrodite had decided to wear regular jeans and an oversized hoodie that hid her face. She’d pulled a fitted mask over her mouth, but it still didn’t stop me from being drawn to her like gravity. She chatted casually to Tiana.

Poseidon looked distinctly uncomfortable on a chair beside them.

He still hadn’t changed out of his Hawaiian shirt or his flip-flops and shorts. His eyes flickered across to me and a small look of relief washed across his face. It took me a second to realize why the Idol looked so nervous.

He wasn’t anywhere close to the ocean.

And he was surrounded by weapons and devices designed to kill him.

I wouldn’t have felt comfortable in his shoes, either.

Tiana hadn’t removed her suit from her fight against the Jotuns.

“Darling,” Aphrodite said aloud. “You’ve returned.”

Poseidon flinched at her little nickname for me.

“Lachie told me that you got the Seed,” I said.

“We did,” Poseidon said quickly. “Show him.”

Aphrodite withdrew a vial of swirling metal from the pocket of her hoodie. It shared the exact same design as the one in the shielded chamber down in the R&D department. A little shiver rolled down my spine at the sight of it. Poseidon slid up to his feet as I strode deeper into the Barracks.

“If that’s all you need us for, I’ll be on my way,” he said quickly.

“Wait,” I cautioned him.

“Montague, I’m cut off from the ocean. You keep me here in this oven underground for any longer and I’m going to lose my mind,” he told me bluntly. “I need the sea, and quickly.”

Aphrodite gave him a playful shove from behind and dropped him into his chair again.

“He’s being dramatic,” the Idol assured me.

“I sympathize,” I told Poseidon. “I like having the home field advantage too. But I need to ask you two some questions.”

Tiana’s mouth curled into a smile.

“Should I go?” the singer asked.

“I’d rather get my guts ripped out,” I assured her.

Tiana made a face under her helmet.

“That’s pretty graphic,” she commented. “You’ve been spending too much time with Vikings.”

“Well, apparently you’ve been giving Aphrodite singing lessons,” I countered, “so maybe we can meet in the middle, sit down, and figure out how to stop an alien invasion.”

Aphrodite’s bell-like laugh split the air.

“Maybe we should leave, brother,” Aphrodite said. “It seems there’s some tension here.”

“Sit your ass down,” I told her with a playful growl, “before I make you.”

“Oh, only if you insist,” the Idol said.

The three of us joined Poseidon around the table, and I spent thirty seconds gathering my thoughts. We’d fought off the Jotuns with the kind of brutal efficiency and superior firepower that I liked having, but I knew that I’d gotten lucky with Eliot’s timing. I did my best not to stare at the Seed on the table between us.

“First, I’m going to need to know what happened to you,” I told Tiana. “Since when did you learn how to use your voice like a weapon?”

“It’s like Aph said,” Tiana replied. “You and I are descended from Titans. The difference is that I didn’t come from Prometheus. He wasn’t the only one who vanished into the stars to get away from the Olympians.”

“Fantastic,” I muttered. “More questions I need answered.”

Aphrodite reached across and squeezed my hand.

My entire nervous system turned into fireworks and I smiled at her.

“You needn’t worry, lover,” Aphrodite said. “Prometheus was sympathetic to our cause, and he wasn’t the only one. Aiode knew that her father couldn’t see the budding potential in humanity and left you with gifts other than fire.”

“Music,” I guessed.

Aphrodite nodded.

“Odin must know where they are,” she said. “I wonder if he’d ever let us visit.”

Tiana leaned back in her chair and unlatched her helmet. It widened out with a hiss of pneumatics and she lifted it away from a tight bun of hair. Her eyes glittered with a newfound confidence and focus that I’d never seen in her before.

The last time I’d seen her, she’d been running for something.

Aphrodite had obviously helped her confront it.

“I realized that I was being a coward,” Tiana said quietly. “I knew that I had gifts, like you did, but I didn’t think I could do anything with them. Seeing people’s emotions and knowing that I could make music to shift them is one thing. But I didn’t think I could ever be you.”

“I don’t want you to be,” I said.

“I know, you wonderful idiot,” Tiana told me with a grin. “But I could still help. You weren’t around to help show me the ropes, so I reached out to the only one who I figured that I could trust.”

“Which might’ve been a mistake, darling,” Aphrodite told her.

They shared a smile, and I found myself wondering what they’d gotten up to on the island.

I fought back all the images that came with that particular line of thought and forced myself to focus on the task at hand. Aphrodite’s mere presence was enough to throw me off my priorities. Tiana’s own musical tone and colors weren’t helping, either.

“She taught me a couple of things about what I can do,” Tiana said. “I got in touch with Kasper, told him what I was learning, and then your friend downstairs with the cane sent out some people to run me through some tests.”

“And that’s how you wound up with the sharp clouds,” I realized. “It’s not just Lachie going behind my back. You guys are all taking initiative, aren’t you?”

“You made it difficult to guess what you needed when you left for Asgard,” Aphrodite reminded me. “But we’re making it work. I see you brought the World Serpent back with you.”

I nodded.

“Odin wanted to help, in his own way.”

“Fucking bastard,” Poseidon muttered. “He’s not to be trusted.”

“Whatever beef you two have needs to take a rest until after we deal with the Jotuns,” I told him shortly. “You can try and kill each other afterward. But we need the two of you focused on saving Earth first. Understood?”

Poseidon muttered his assent and took a sudden interest in the metal table under his hands.

I turned back to Tiana with a wink.

“So, you’re joining the fight. We’ve got a new Idol and an Idol killer to help us out. And you brought your bodyguards out to help us fight.”

“They wouldn’t let me leave without swearing to let them come along,” Tiana agreed. “They’re insane like that.” She glanced at the suits of armor and the racks of weapons around us. “But you know all about that already. Kasper’s got everyone under control. I’ve never seen Mark or Casey actually shut up and take orders.”

“He can have that effect,” I said, and I didn’t even try to keep the pride out of my voice.

“You’ve got good people here,” Tiana told me with a smile. “It’s just a shame you couldn’t show me this place before an alien invasion showed up on the horizon.”

“Darling, time is pressing,” Aphrodite interrupted gently. “Poseidon and I can’t stay here. As much as I might like to, I know my effect on your little mortals, and I can only shield it for so long.”

I mouthed later to Tiana, got a wink in return, and picked up the Seed.

“I’ve got Durstin playing ball with us,” I said. “We’ll be able to get the third one of these in the next 24 hours. But I need answers, now. You told me that if I open one of the Seeds, we’re going to have a new Olympian on our hands. What exactly does that look like?”

“The blood of the gods will seek out the nearest and most appropriate vessel and consume them,” Poseidon answered bluntly. “It will turn their mortal soul inside out and change their body until they become an immortal being like us.”

Tiana’s eyes widened and she pushed her chair back a little from the table.

“I’m guessing Tiana and I aren’t what you’d consider appropriate vessels,” I said.

“It’s impossible to know without the knowledge of a Titan,” Aphrodite replied. “We did not choose our own making. The two of you both carry some residual blood from our Makers. I cannot say for sure if the Ichor will choose you or the closest available mortal.”

“So you’re saying that it takes on a life of its own,” I said.

“Close to it,” Poseidon agreed.

Tiana frowned.

“Why would the Jotuns want Durstin to show them where to find these things, then? Wouldn’t they want to make sure that they stay locked away and out of our reach?”

“Look at it from their perspective,” Poseidon told her. “They’ve already been repelled twice in my living memory. Once by our family when the Titans were laid to waste and forced to flee to the stars. And a second time by Jormungandr and Loki after Zeus’s death. They know that Odin will not actively move against them, and that the World Serpent resides in Asgard as the All-Seeing-One’s favorite dagger. This world is ripe for the taking.”

He met my eyes and smirked.

“They believe that new Olympians, even newly-formed, would be powerful enough to halt their advance. They haven’t the first idea of what you’ve accomplished, Montague. They simply see the lack of gods to defend this sphere and have decided to take it for themselves.”

“They must know that you’re still alive,” Tiana interjected.

“The fact that their scouts have not reported back will concern them,” Poseidon agreed. “And it will likely hasten their approach.”

“Which gives us a window,” I added. “We give them a target and a goal that they absolutely can’t resist. Force them into the OK Corral and then give them pure hell.”

Poseidon and Aphrodite stiffened at my words.

“You’re talking about using the future of our people as bait,” Poseidon said slowly.

“I am,” I agreed. “Because it’s the best shot that we have.”

“They will know it’s a trap,” Aphrodite pointed out. “Leaving that kind of bait out in the open is too obvious. They’ll know your intentions and hold their forces back in reserve.”

“Which then gives us time to find out where they’re holed up and hit them,” I said.

Aphrodite and Poseidon glanced at each other and Poseidon said something in Ancient Greek.

“English,” I warned him.

“One moment, darling,” Aphrodite cautioned me.

Tiana touched her sleeve, and the Idol glanced at her with something that almost looked like guilt on her face. The temperature in the room dropped a couple of degrees and I saw Poseidon’s hands slide off the table into his lap. Prickles ran down my spine. Tiana’s aura told me everything that I needed to know.

She could feel the tension in the air too.

“Poseidon,” I said quietly. “I don’t know what you’re thinking about, but you need to rethink it.”

The young-looking Idol’s lips curled back into a snarl, and Aphrodite gave him a warning shake of her head.

“Ask her,” I continued. “Ask Aph if I’ve ever gone back on anything I promised her.”

Another jab of tight-jawed Ancient Greek slid out of Poseidon. Aphrodite replied in the same tongue and made it sound like silk sheets and candlelight. I kept my eyes on the twitchy Idol to my right and kept my face neutral.

“Gods don’t break their word,” I reminded him.

“You don’t see us as gods,” he shot back. “If you did, you wouldn’t have slaughtered three-quarters of my surviving family and taken our infant brothers or sisters and used them as bait.” Cerulean eyes latched onto mine. “Don’t condescend to me, Montague. If that were your child there on the table, would you offer its life to an invading force of monsters?”

“I wouldn’t,” I told him honestly.

“But you’d use it as bait?”

“I still wouldn’t. But Olympians are built to fight Jotuns,” I said. “Something about you keeps them at bay. You can take them apart in the right environment with a snap of your fingers. I’ve got the feeling that Aph can fuck with their heads if they get close enough.”

I spun the Seed around in my hand.

“I beat your face in with one of these once,” I continued. “Do you really think a Jotun is going to be able to crack into it?”

“They know better than to breach them,” Poseidon spat. “They’d simply take them beyond the stars and leave us to your mercies.” He let out another line of profanity in Ancient Greek.

“Just so I’m hearing this right,” I said softly, “you don’t expect me to honor my word.”

“You’re not one of us,” the Idol snapped back. “You’re a mortal. Mortals lie.”

“Not David,” Tiana told him sharply. “And you know he doesn’t. You can see the same way we do. You know when we’re lying, what we feel. And you still insist on believing that he’s going to turn on you.”

My eyes fell on Aphrodite.

She did her best to disarm me with a dazzling smile.

“I’m not going to let the Jotuns get hold of the Seeds,” I promised her.

“I believe that you’d genuinely die before you let it happen,” the Idol assured me. “But you wouldn’t risk the future of humanity on a risk like this. You said as much yourself. Why are we any different, lover?”

I didn’t have an easy answer to that.

“Curious,” a familiar tone interrupted.

Poseidon jerked up to his feet in a rush.

Jormungandr smiled at him from one of the bunks. The World Serpent had already changed out of the Hoplite armor, and there was no sign of any of his blades anywhere. His snake-like smile glittered in the warm white light overhead. The pure menace and focus in his aura was enough even to make me half-turn toward him and pay attention to what he was saying.

“Gods and mortals are gifted with different responsibilities,” Jorm said. “It’s one of the Allfather’s favorite sayings. Power has purpose. Your power is twofold. To repel the threats to Midgard, and to ensure the survival of humanity.”

“Are you getting somewhere with this, dear?” Aphrodite asked him with a laugh.

“Ask yourself this, Seducer. Ask yourself this, Sea Lord. Why do you think your Makers gave humanity the bloodline to fight and kill you and your family?” Jormungandr’s cruel smile widened. “The same reason that Odin’s progenitors gave me the same. Because they realized that even their children could turn their power away from its original purpose.”

A flush of color slid into Aphrodite’s features, and her eyes dipped to the Seed in my hand.

Poseidon’s knuckles balled into fists, and he took a step toward Jormungandr.

“David has given you his sworn word that you were to survive,” the World Serpent reminded him sharply. “I have not. I will treat you no differently from the Odinson or my own father should you raise a hand against me. And the Allfather will forgive me for breaking my retainer’s oath.”

“Enough,” I said.

I injected enough of Aphrodite’s power into the words to make everyone go still.

Four pairs of eyes swung around to me, and I focused my attention on Poseidon.

I tossed the Seed to him. His eyes went wide, and he caught it with a stunned expression on his face. I didn’t know exactly what the hell to think about the situation, but I hadn’t gotten this far by meticulously trying to figure out the perfect plan.

I went with my gut. It’d gotten me in trouble before, but it was also the reason that I was standing in a room with two millennia-old beings who were both sworn into an alliance with me. The most famous self-made singer on the planet was sitting at the table across from me with a knowing smile on her face.

And the former savior of the planet was sitting behind me and covering my back.

Yeah. My gut had something going for it. Which made the next sentence that came out of my mouth seem all the more insane.

“Let’s make a deal,” I told Poseidon. “You and Aph are in charge of keeping the Seeds safe. You’re more motivated than anyone else. You’re the bait in the trap. You know how to taunt them, get them pissed off, and give us the big, glaring distraction we need.”

“How is that a deal?” Poseidon asked.

“Because if we all live through this, and we push the Jotuns back,” I said, “then we’ll work together, find the right candidates, and breach the Seeds. You can have a new family.”

My key buzzed in my pocket and I got up to answer it. Tiana followed me away from the table, and Jormungandr covered my right flank as I stepped out into the hallway and picked up a call from Mr. Blank.
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“Mr. Montague,” the sociopath said. “Nice to hear your voice. Finally.”

I could hear the attempted menace in his words. Even after I’d put down his people in front of him, Mr Blank was still vying for the psychological upper hand. I thought over my reply for a moment and bit back a laugh when I realized that the guy probably couldn’t help it.

“I was off-planet,” I replied.

“So I hear. And apparently I was the last to hear about it.”

“I’m sensing a litany of complaints about being kept out of the loop here,” I replied.

“The rocket scientists and weapons designers were the ones who reached out to me. Not your people, and not you personally. Which meant that the access I granted your company has already turned into a shitfest.”

“My people like efficiency,” I countered. “And they don’t really have a lot of time for people who want to be first in line to every buffet they see. We needed to know what spacecraft designs your people had to see what we could reasonably manufacture in a short space of time.”

“Well, forgive me for overstepping,” Mr Blank said sharply. “I didn’t realize that the entire R&D for NASA and our military capability was your personal plaything.”

“You’re forgiven,” I assured him. “And I’ll give it back, don’t worry.”

“You’re being flippant. Do you have any understanding—“

“Let me stop you right there,” I said.

I halted in front of the elevator, muted the call, and turned to my two teammates.

“Jorm, how much did you hear in the Barracks?”

“Enough to know that Poseidon is considering mutiny.”

“I meant about the plan.”

“Use the Godseeds to lure in the Jotuns. Tempt them with the permanent erasure of the Olympians and open the doors to Midgard for complete and total erasure.” The Fallen gave me that wicked smile again. “You’re willing to risk your entire realm to simply send a message to Jotunheim. It’s not how I would have done it.”

“Will it work?” Tiana asked.

“The Jotuns are patient. Cunning, in their own way. And they will know that it is some kind of ambush. But they’ll trust to their own power and numbers. Shock tactics, I believe humanity calls it now. The only question that remains is where to stage this trap.”

“Somewhere hot?” Tiana suggested.

“Too obvious,” Jorm said shortly. “I’ll discuss options with your human shield.”

The World Serpent gave me a nod, surprised Tiana with a deeper bow of respect, and vanished downward with the elevator. I held up a finger to cut off Tiana for two seconds and unmuted Mr. Blank.

“Please hold,” I told him. “An operator will be with you shortly.”

“Montague—“ The spook’s tone carried a serious warning in it.

I muted him again to make a point and turned back to the lovely singer beside me.

She opened her mouth to say something. I caught her around the waist, pulled her to me, and kissed her before she could protest. Tiana moaned into my mouth. Her hips relaxed into mine and she wrapped me up in a tight hug.

“Ow,” I joked into her ear. “You’re gonna crush me.”

“Don’t be so soft,” Tiana told me.

She squeezed me harder, and we just held each other for a few long, precious seconds.

I couldn’t help myself. All of us were under insane pressure. And I was past waiting around and caring.

“I love you,” I whispered.

“I know,” Tiana reminded me with a giggle. “But it’s nice to hear you say it.”

“I think this is the part where you say it back,” I said with a laugh.

The pink and yellow tinges in her aura were all the confirmation I needed.

“Why don’t I write you a song instead,” Tiana said, “after you tell me where you need me.”

“Carla already told you where the penthouse is, right?”

“I’m serious, David.”

She couldn’t help but smile at my wink.

“You brought Casey and Hawes with you, and they’re already trained in the armor,” I said. “I know you’ve probably already heard this, but thank you. Good fighters are hard to come by. Adaptable ones are harder again.” I paused for a second and did numbers in my head. “I need you well-rested. And I think I need you to make sure Aph and Poseidon are both in line.”

Her aura swelled with sudden doubt.

“You think that they’re going to listen to me?”

“Aph will,” I said. “One touch and she was ready to roll over for belly scratches.”

“I’m serious, David. They’re only going to listen to you.”

“You’re like me,” I reminded her. “A Titan’s descendant. You’ve got power, and that’s what they understand and respect the most. And if you tell me that you haven’t figured out how to hit the right note to scramble their circuits, I don’t think I know you very well at all.”

Tiana’s proud little smile was all the answer I needed.

“We still need the last Seed,” she said. “Do you want help with that?”

“I think that you should take point,” I replied. “I’ve got things I need to tie up here. Take Aph and Poseidon with you. I’ll make sure Lachie briefs you when Durstin gives us the information that we need. The three of you should be more than enough to handle that weasel.”

Tiana kissed me again, softer and slower than before.

“I guess I’m going on standby, then,” she said. “See you soon.”

She pulled away from me, turned, and gave me a fantastic view of her tight-fitting armor.

I chuckled at Eliot’s design philosophy, got a saucy wink from over Tiana’s shoulder, and un-muted my call with the pissed-off representative of the deep state’s interests.

“Thanks for holding,” I said. “Where were we?”

“You’re not taking this seriously, Montague. Remind me again why we’re working together?”

“Because you need me, I’ve got better guns and better intel.”

I imagined the guy grinding his teeth together, and my smile widened.

“You called for a better reason than to tell me off,” I said. “You’re either nosing around for information, trying to get control of the situation because one of your handlers told you that you had to, or waiting on standby for orders.”

“I’ve been told to manage you.”

“Good, so you’re waiting to be told what to do,” I said.

“The POTUS put me in charge of liaison with your organization, Montague. Do I need to remind you exactly how many felonies we can pin on you if you don’t play ball with us?”

“You sure don’t,” I assured him. “Enough to make things inconvenient for everyone. I’ve got an army to organize and a planet to defend. Are you interested in helping me or are you calling me to justify the ridiculous salary that gets spent on you every year?”

Mr. Blank let out a resigned sigh.

“You’re impossible.”

“And you’re not scary,” I told him. “Here’s how this is going to work. My people are going to put a plan together. We’ve already figured out some of the Jotun’s weaknesses, and we’re going to start manufacturing countermeasures that we can get into the hands of some surgical military units.”

“So you don’t want the army?” Mr. Blank asked dryly.

“It’s a bigger target,” I said. “If everything goes according to plan, we take out their initial advance, show them that Earth isn’t interested in new management, and everyone gets to walk away happy.”

“Except the invaders.”

“Except them,” I agreed. “Stay by the phone.”
I hung up on Mr. Blank and let out a long, slow breath.

There was so much work to do. And we were short on time. My mind was still reeling from the last few hours of information. The alliance with Poseidon. The discovery and attack of the Jotun scouts. The fact that they knew about the Seeds and wanted to get hold of them.

The promise I’d made to the surviving Olympians to kickstart their race again.

Tiana appearing with her team like an avenging angel with new powers at her fingertips.

I needed quiet. Some time and space to process everything that had happened to me.

I knew that everyone wanted a slice of my time. Kasper would want me for logistics and battle plans. Hughie and Eliot probably wanted to give me the user’s manual for the Phalanx Jotunslayer and talk to me about a craft that could breach the atmosphere and attack the invading ships directly.

Aphrodite likely wanted to spend time with me in other ways.

I would’ve been surprised if Carla didn’t have a thousand different emails, meetings, and decisions to be made about the future of Montague Manufacturing. I almost tripped over my own feet on the way into the elevator and caught myself on the wall. The Key buzzed insistently in my pocket.

I turned it off and rode up to the garage.

The old Royal Enfield was waiting for me where I’d left it earlier. I fired up the slower, budget machine and took it out to the Shipyard. I made my way effortlessly through the streets on autopilot. My mind raced and raced around in circles. I arrived at the Shipyard half an hour later, parked the bike inside the Gulfstream’s hangar, and took the hidden office elevator down to my Basement.

The place hadn’t been touched since I’d last been there.

I made sure that my Circle of Power was switched off, dropped the Key and eyeglasses and comms units onto a desk, and went into the training room I’d sectioned off from the rest of the Basement. I’d made adjustments after I’d absorbed the powers of the Olympians. The place wasn’t unbreakable, but it was a hell of a lot more difficult to destroy the targets and bags hanging from the ceilings and walls. I folded myself into a sitting position on the floor and just focused on my breathing.

Kasper had talked to me about a battle flow state before.

I’d found it and used it numerous times since. Against angels and gods and my fellow man.

It didn’t do shit about the pressure in the back of my mind. What could go wrong if I couldn’t come up with a way to stop the Jotuns. I knew that my security team was already combing through the details with Kasper. I let all the things that could go wrong filter through my head and my imagination.

I imagined Carla, Tiana, and Aphrodite as frozen statues.

I imagined the usually-warm streets of St. Jacques as a snowy wasteland.

I thought about the island my dad had given to my mom. Surrounded by plates of ice, locked in place. I thought about the flashes of Jotunheim that Odin had shown me. I thought about Odin’s glorious Fallen and how I’d turned down his offer to save my life and that of my people.

I thought about escape routes.

I thought about how to live with myself afterward.

I thought about my dad’s funeral and the bitter hatred I’d felt afterward.

I’d been convinced that there was no way I could carry his company into the future. He’d been a giant around the world, a force for good. He’d brought prosperity and happiness wherever he went like some kind of benevolent Midas. I’d been a fucked-up, angry, grieving kid. I hadn’t made him proud in the two years afterward, planning my revenge.

The weight of responsibility for Montague Manufacturing hadn’t lifted from my shoulders. But I’d grown into the role. I didn’t feel the crushing pressure as much as I had in the early months. Part of that came from having the right people in the right places.

Safeguarding Earth wasn’t really all that much different.

We had an objective. We had a target. We had assets and opposition.

All I had to do was lay the pieces out correctly.

I spent the rest of the night in the Basement. I kept people’s access to me cut off, meditated, and engaged in some light combat exercise. It didn’t lessen the pressure in my mind, the deep-seated anxiety of everything that could go wrong. But it gave me an outlet for the nest of snakes that had started up in the pit of my belly.

It wasn’t a difficult equation. Some part of me knew that I should’ve been with the others, talking tactics and figuring out the plan. Seeing what our capabilities were and moving everything forward. But the space and the quiet helped sharpen my focus. Beating the tar out of swinging kevlar bags helped smooth out my thoughts.

I was ready by the next morning.

The Royal Enfield carried me out of the Shipyard. I didn’t reactivate my Key until I reached the tunnels that led into the Bullseye. I braced myself for a torrent of unseen, unanswered calls and messages, but I found a single one of them from Carla.

I got you.

That was it.

I pushed the bike as fast as I could, all the way into the garage. I left it in the lockup, breathed the air, and let my mind wander. My thoughts stayed laser-focused on the task at hand. I was ready to take in the information that I needed.

My girlfriend had somehow managed to convince everyone to leave me alone for a night.

And I was better for it. I might not have needed to sleep, eat, or really rest to recover, but eight hours of being alone and unplugged from new information had me feeling razor-sharp and ready to get to work. I slid my glasses over my eyes to bring up a HUD and scrolled through mini-screens until I found the locations of everyone that I needed to see.

Kasper was in the Barracks with Casey and Hawes. Jormungadr stood amongst them.

Carla and Tiana weren’t anywhere to be seen, which told me they were in my penthouse.

Eliot was in Engineering.

Hughie was still in the Acquisitions section of R&D.

Aphrodite had holed herself up in one of the residential units. Poseidon was off the grid, but I had the feeling that we could call out to him if we got close enough to the ocean or a large enough body of water.

I didn’t know exactly what he’d been up to, but I had a feeling he’d been doing research.

I rolled my head around to loosen up my shoulders, and started with Carla.

My girlfriend’s bleary voice touched my ears.

“Morning,” she mumbled.

“Thank you,” I said softly.

I heard the smile in her voice.

“You’ve got a lot going on. If I get a day off, so do you.”

Something shifted in the background, and I heard Tiana’s voice in the background.

“Is that him?”

Carla switched me over to speakerphone.

“It sure is,” I told her. “Do you have something to tell me?”

“We got the Seed,” Tiana told me. “All three of them are in holding down in your shielded reactor.”

I smiled at how she’d described the sectioned-off study chamber in R&D.

“No hiccups, I hope?”

“Durstin was cooperative,” Carla assured me. “I rode shotgun on the entire thing.”

“Does Kasper want to rip me a new one?”

“He knows when to shut up and listen,” my girlfriend said. “And he gets it.”

“I’ll check in with everyone,” I said.

“You’d better,” Tiana said. “Hughie said that the Jotuns are showing up in our solar system.”

“Son of a bitch,” I breathed. “I thought they were going to take another two weeks.”

“They might be missing their scouts,” Carla said.

“Aph warned us about this,” Tiana added. “But I figured you’d take the risk anyway.”

“It makes things simpler,” I agreed. “Alright. I’ll do the rounds. Give me a couple of hours.”

“Don’t forget about us,” Carla said. “We’ve got a little something up here for you tonight.”

I smiled at the seductive tone in her voice.

“Are you willing to bump it forward if I move fast?”

“Take as much time as you need,” Tiana giggled. “We’re used to waiting for you.”

My pace might’ve picked up after she hung up.

Saving the world was the priority, of course.

But I’d been told keeping one’s lady waiting was rude.

And I had three of them to contend with.
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Kasper called me before I could get the elevator back to the Barracks.

“I’m assembling the team for the brief,” he told me. “I think you should be there for morale.”

“Is that the only reason?”

“Well, you pay us, so I figure you’d like to see what you’re paying for.”

“I left you alone with Jorm for how long?”

“A night. It was enough.”

“I’ll be there in five minutes.”

My bodyguard snorted into his phone.

“You can practically run at the speed of light, and you’re going to take that long—?”

It was childish, but I hung up the call and stomped on the gas. The smooth, clean hallways turned into a wide blur when I accelerated down the hallway and made a beeline for the stairs. I came through the fire door like a bullet, vaulted clean over the railing, and plummeted through the air. My hands flickered out to catch a handhold two stories lower.

The sheer speed of my descent almost tore the railing out of the concrete.

I hauled myself up with protesting shoulders, took the rest of the stairs in the blink of an eye, and emerged on the Barracks level less than twenty seconds after I’d hung up on him.

Kasper’s phone was still in his hand when I stepped into the newly-transformed Barracks.

The Friendly Ghost had a projector drone hovering overhead. Blue light painted a canvas onto the blank wall beside the door. Lachie had control of the presentation.

I started pulling out chairs from tables to make it easier for the others. 

Jormungandr appeared from the bunkhouse with his now-familiar smirk on his face.

“How low the mighty have fallen,” the World Serpent said. “An entire city of servitors at your fingertips, and you still do the menial work you pay others for.”

Kasper looked up from his phone.

I beat him to the reply.

“So, who wipes your ass up in Asgard?” I asked him. “That’s beneath you too, right?”

The World Serpent barked a laugh and gave me a nod as a show of respect.

“You still have your sense of humor,” Odin’s favorite assassin said. “That is good.”

“Things are that dire that you’re checking if I can still give you shit?” I asked.

“A scouting party is one thing. An invading probe is something else.”

“Heh,” Kasper said. “You’re kidding, right?”

“You possess a good sense for battle,” Jorm replied. “Do you think that the Jotuns would commit all of their forces to taking Midgard and leave Jotunheim unprotected? No. This is an expeditionary attack, at best. An attempt by the lost and the desperate to test our defenses.”

“And you’re saying that it’s still going to be the hardest thing we’ve ever done,” I summarized.

“I didn’t say that,” Jormungandr replied. “Simply that it will be more difficult than the little skirmish yesterday.” He tilted his head and studied me. “You found the quiet.”

I smiled at him.

“Meditation,” I agreed. “Do you have something similar in viking heaven?”

“The last breath before battle,” Jorm said. “A time of reflection.”

“Gentlemen,” Hughie cut in.

The world’s leading expert on Idols limped into the room and traded grips with Jorm and I. His eyes flickered over me, and his aura tightened with concern. The scientist was too sharp to let any sign of it touch his face, but I could tell that Hughie was worried about me.

Eliot filed in behind him. The engineer looked like he’d just woken up from a nap at his desk.

“I can’t tell whether we need to get you a coffee or a coffin,” Kasper told the engineer.

“Both,” Eliot growled good-naturedly. “But I’ll take coffee for now.”

“In the back,” Kasper said.

Lachie appeared ten minutes later with a hooded figure behind him. Aphrodite had covered every inch of her skin. Gloves covered her fingers, socks kept her feet hidden, and her oversized hoodie and track pants kept the rest of her concealed. A full-faced mask closed off her features from the rest of the room.

It was her perfume-like scent that drew me in.

I kissed her armored cheek as she arrived.

“Where did you get this from?” I asked her in an undertone.

“Tiana helped put it together for me,” the Idol replied in a breathy whisper. “It was a costume for one of her performances, she said. And you did ask me not to influence the minds of your little army, lover. I am trying my best.”

“I appreciate it,” I said.

Hawes, Casey, and Tiana appeared behind our Olympian ally.

The singer’s bodyguards traded shoulder-slaps and handshakes with me on the way in. They filed into their seats without too much banter, and I spotted Tiana having a quiet conversation with Aphrodite beside the door.

“Ladies, please. We’re on a clock here,” Kasper interrupted.

Aphrodite flicked him an irritated glare from under her mask. Tiana winked at me and guided the Idol to the chairs with a gentle tug on her arm. America’s favorite chart-topper had gone with a simple pair of well-fitted jeans and a tank top, and I couldn’t help but notice the extra swing in her hips as she settled down beside her bodyguards.

Kasper stepped out in front of the assembled chairs.

“Now that we’re all comfortable,” he said, “now is probably not the right time to tell you that I’m handing in my resignation.”

The entire room went dead silent.

Jaws fell open, and surprise bloomed in the auras around us.

“Tough crowd,” Kasper said. “Good. That means that you’re all paying attention. That was a joke, for those playing at home.” He pulled a small laser-pointer out of his pocket and used it to highlight an overhead map of an oddly-familiar area. “Right. We’ve figured out our staging area, courtesy of a lovely lady with enough money to help the cause.”

“Kentucky?” Eliot asked. “Are you serious?”

“It’s almost a thousand acres,” Kasper countered, “with absolutely no civilians nearby. Yes, we’re going to have to worry about the nearby cities, but we’re dealing with armored spaceships here.” Kasper turned to wink at Jorm. “One of the boss’s new friends gave me a rundown on what we’re up against with the Jotuns here. They like aerial bombardment with a kind of chemical weapon designed to make it easier to deploy their infantry.”

Kasper didn’t need to explain what the Jotuns could do.

Everyone sitting there knew exactly what they were capable of.

“Our friends on Uncle Sam’s payroll have air support ready from Louisville. We’ve got handfuls of the best of the best being briefed right now on the situation, and they’re being outfitted as we speak with nice civilian variants of what we’ve been using to kill the giants.”

“How’d you pull that off?” Tiana asked me with a stunned expression.

I put a finger to my lips, smiled, and nodded to Kasper.

“The plan is going to go something like this,” my bodyguard continued. “We have ourselves a nice, shiny, delicious bit of bait that we’re going to plant right in the middle of a lake right here.” Kasper hovered over the staging area with his laser. “Miss Aphrodite and her dubious brother are going to be standing there and waiting for our guests. They’re going to taunt them and draw them in. Give the Jotuns a target and give us the time we need to lay our trap.”

Kasper flicked the slides over and showed us a prototype of a missile-like device.

“This is R&D’s primary gameplan against their aircraft,” Kasper said. “Eliot threw it together over a couple of weeks, and initial tests are looking good. Even our resident World Serpent says that it’ll work against what we want it to.”

The Friendly Ghost anticipated my question before I asked it.

“Jotuns typically operate like this,” he said. “We’ve got initial surgical bombardment. Jorm tells me that they won’t actively be looking to nuke our Idols from orbit, just to slow them down. They’ll want the Seeds undamaged so they can get them off-planet. Which will force them to deploy their landing craft from their bigger warships.” Kasper gestured at the missile. “That’s where these come in. We’ll take them in the air before they can get comfortable.”

“Then you’ll move in on foot,” Eliot cut in. “The SP units are in charge of canvassing the terrain to find the fallen craft and the Jotuns inside. Everyone in this room will be wearing some kind of Hoplite variant fitted with thermal compensators and anti-Jotun weapons.”

“We’re the payload, in other words,” Kasper agreed. “Our operator friends are the guidance system. We wait until they’re close, they’re confident, and they think that they’ve got us. Then we hit them in the air, ground them, and butcher them before they can get their bearings.” Kasper took out his earpiece and held it up. “Everyone is going to be linked into comms, and Lachie will be overseeing all of us in real time with the rest of the Rabbit Hole.”

The skinny techie gave everyone a wave. He barely seemed able to sit still.

He’d proven his chops in the secret little mission to extract Durstin.

It’d been one hell of a success, and the only reason it’d gotten complicated was because of an outside factor that he had no control over. It was one thing to run a domestic op and another entirely to balance an entire combined-arms situation, but Lachie was simply in charge of comms.

The Rabbit Hole guys knew their shit. Our communication would work just fine.

“Questions,” Kasper said. “I know you have them.”

Tiana’s hand was the first in the air.

“What are we going to do if they just decide to bomb a city instead of us? There’s no reason for them to take this bait if they genuinely think that the Olympians are gone.”

“We are the single greatest threat to them,” Aphrodite replied simply. “The Jotuns have a good grasp of battlefield tactics, but they also share a measure of the hubris of their fellows in in the skies. They lust and hunger for glorious battle and death.”

“So we’re proceeding based on the assumption that the Jotuns are guaranteed to try and measure dicks with us,” Casey summarized. “I’m with Tiana. We’re not just going to sit by and watch them ice Louisville, for example. If I was going to invade their homeworld—“

“They won’t for one simple reason,” Jormungandr interrupted.

“Which is?”

“I will be there,” the World Serpent said.

Casey eyed him.

“They won’t be able to help themselves,” the World Serpent continued. “I will make sure of it.”

“And I will do the same,” Aphrodite added.

“And that’s all the guarantee that we get?” Hawes asked.

“I’m happy to hear a better idea,” Kasper cut in.

Hawes frowned and didn’t interrupt further.

Lachie raised his hand for his own question.

“We’re likely going to be at the mercy of the SP guys afterward,” Lachie said. “We’ve got our LZ planned, we’ve got everything accounted for, but I don’t think our friends in government have any interest in letting us live afterward.”

Everyone turned to look at him, and Lachie’s face flushed with fierce red.

“Is that something that you forgot to put in your report?” Kasper asked.

“It’s just paranoia,” Lachie managed. “But think about it. When we win, torch the Jotuns, take their craft out of the sky and show them that we’re really not worth it? It’s not in the CIA’s interest to have us around any more. I wouldn’t be surprised if they circle back around for another bombing run and just firestorm everyone.”

“That’s too heavy of a hit to Uncle Sam’s capabilities,” Hawes protested.

“But then there’s no-one left alive to talk about the fact that we fought off an alien invasion. They don’t have to worry about our pardons, and the three-letter agencies get to tie everything up with a neat little bow,” the techie finished.

“I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen,” I said firmly.

Lachie nodded and went quiet.

The auras in the room intermingled into nervous anxiety, fear, and pure rationality and determination. It was a kaleidoscope of the human experience in the face of danger. I didn’t have a doubt in my mind that we were capable of beating back the Jotuns.

I’d already worked through the scenarios last night. Everyone else was catching up.

“What’s their time until entry?” I asked Hughie.

“Based on what NASA is telling us, it could be anywhere between two days and a week,” Hughie said. “They’re using technology that absolutely defies anything we know about physics. I think it’s safest to set up on Miss Summers’s farm as soon as possible and set up a beacon.”

“This is the first I’m hearing about this,” I said.

Eliot shot me an apologetic smile.

“You were out all night, boss. We figured that we’d find a way to send out pulses. Jormungandr’s given us the right kind of message and the right kind of frequency. It’s a challenge and a warning. Apparently that pulls these things in like moths to a flame.”

“Let’s hope so,” Tiana said quietly.

Aph smiled and nudged her playfully with her shoulder.

“Have some faith, little one,” the Idol said. “Creatures like this are slaves to tradition.”

“So are you,” the singer countered.

“Oh, I’m starting to blend in just fine,” Aphrodite assured her.

Kasper spent another hour reiterating the plan and allowing us to ask questions and clarify points. I stayed present and watched my team take relevant and pointed shots at the game plan. Warmth tickled my insides as my bodyguard found answers for each of them. And if he couldn’t, Eliot, Hughie, and Lachie chimed in with solutions that were then added to the battle plan.

Kasper dismissed everyone for lunch.

I made a call to my sociopathic frenemy in government. We went through the usual rigmarole of little power games until he gave me what I’d asked for—the use of a C-130 cargo plane to transport my team and all the equipment that we were going to need.

Carlos and Catalina took care of logistics.

I stayed with the loading guys and helped them carry heavy boxes of ammunition and armor through the Bullseye and up into the parking garages. Jorm joined in and didn’t say a word to me. We worked shoulder-to-shoulder. Efficiently.

Something in his aura had changed.

Green envy had started to chew at the edges of his emotional state.
I didn’t press it. Catalina and Lachie directed truck after truck of gear, equipment, and removalists out of the garage and over to the Shipyard. The military cargo plane and a handful of airmen in full kit were waiting for us. My people in the Shipyard didn’t question a thing. Forklifts whirred, heavy machinery went to work, and we had the entire anti-Idol and anti-Jotun armory tucked away inside the flying fortress before it got dark.

I found myself standing on the helipad again, looking over the skyline of St Jacques.

We were headed out of the city again. But I was going to be back soon enough.

Tiana’s hand slid through mine and pulled me out of my thoughts.

She kissed my cheek.

“I thought you were going to wait up in the penthouse for me,” I said.

“Well, we could’ve fooled around while everyone else did the mission briefing,” Tiana said, “but you wouldn’t have been able to sleep knowing that you weren’t involved somehow.”

“Is this the part where you tell me that I micromanage?” I asked.

“You care,” Tiana corrected me. “And everyone knows it. Everyone sees it. You didn’t have to spend all day doing this, but you do it because you care. And you like seeing people feeling better.” Her fingers tightened in mine. “It’s not that different from what I do, David.”

“Well, I don’t have platinum sales on albums.”

“We pull this off, and you get a medal saying that you saved the world,” Tiana said with a laugh.

“And probably the biggest prison sentence you’ve ever seen,” I snarked.
“That’s okay. We’ll all have cells next to each other.”

She kissed my cheek.

“Come on, hero,” Tiana murmured. “Let’s go home and save the world.”
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The best people in the world at what they did turned Tiana’s family homestead into a battlefield-ready ambush in less than 24 hours. Our C-130 got us across the country and down on her personal airstrip. A team of local Montague Manufacturing truckers and loaders were already waiting for us on the tarmac.

So were the military. And a certain someone that I wasn’t thrilled to see again.

Wickerman was leaning on an ATV when I jogged down the ramp on the cargo plane. Heavy machinery buzzed around us, and stacks of crates started moving onto flatbed trucks. The CIA officer wore black military fatigues, a pair of new boots polished to a shine, and aviator sunglasses that made me want to laugh.

He looked like a cartoon character.

“Montague!” He gestured for me to join him.

Kasper glanced up from a conversation with the airmen, spotted Wickerman, and bared his teeth at the CIA officer. He made a finger-gun and pointed it at the preening idiot. Our CIA liaison wilted a little at the gesture, and real fear bled through the confidence in his aura.

He still remembered our little party back at Durstin’s mansion and the fallout afterward.

I blinked a little at the brilliant floodlights overlooking the darkened airstrip.

MAI came online in my glasses and connected me to the information grid back home.

“Make this quick,” I told Wickerman. “I’m busy.”

“I don’t like this any more than you do. But our mutual friend put me here because you know my face.”

“You asked for it.”

“I tried to resign on the spot. Something about restoring your faith in government agencies came up and I had the most history with you. So here we are.” He gestured to the ATV. “I have all the dangerous men that you asked for already camped out in the woods, waiting.”

“My people sent out the brief hours ago,” I said.

“I’ve seen it,” Wickerman told me. “But I still want to show you something.” 

The fact that the guy was even here was enough of a slap in the face from Mr. Blank. I didn’t know what Wickerman wanted to show me, but I reminded myself that we still needed to plan for a tomorrow. Things could go terribly, or very well, but no matter what happened, we were still going to need those pardons and a way out of the holes we’d dug ourselves into legally.

“Drive,” I told him. “Kasper, I’m liaising.”

“He knows how easy it’d be to bury him out here if he tries anything, right?”

I looked at Wickerman’s aura as I got closer to him and saw cold fingers of fear touch his colors.

“He knows,” I said. “I’ll be back in less than an hour.”

A quick message through to my Key told Lachie what I was up to.

Wickerman piloted the off-road buggy with enough skill to tell me that he’d done it before. The lights of the airstrip faded into pitch darkness as we took a road out into the woods. Small lanterns and industrial lights dotted the pathway up toward the main farmhouse.

Wickerman went left and took me toward the bunkhouse for Tiana’s security.

Washes of bright emotional energy revealed the hidden sentries around us. They didn’t move an inch as we passed through multiple layers of invisible shooters and arrived at the temporary FOB. Tents had been set up around the bunkhouse to add more space. Wickerman parked the ATV beside a muddy Wrangler and led the way into the SF operations center.

Four rough-looking men in camouflage stood around a table. Maps, tablets, and drone controllers sat over the surface of it beside steaming cups of coffee and freshly-filled ashtrays.

“Found him, gentlemen,” Wickerman announced.

I stepped into the room with four of the most disciplined, hard-edged guys I’d ever had the privilege of meeting. Their auras were ironclad, and they wore their years of experience and command on their sleeves. I needed their help, but their immediate flickers of disbelief told me that I was going to need to win their respect, and fast.

“Montague,” one of them greeted me. “Nice of you to show.”

“Wasn’t my idea,” I told him honestly.

Wickerman slipped out of the room without another word. I reminded myself that I’d met Odin in person, pushed off any initial nerves that I might’ve had with the amount of human-hunting experience there was in the room, and joined them around the table.

“But you did ask for us,” a shorter, rounder guy said around a cigar.

“I did. I couldn’t muster up enough mercs in a short enough time frame that were willing to go head-on with aliens,” I said. “Besides, I’m pretty sure your boys have been champing at the bit for some action.”

They grunted assent.

“Did you ask for me?” I continued.

“Wanted to know who we were dealing with,” the third guy said.

He looked like a Marine. Under 6’ and built like a concrete pillar.

“Well, here I am,” I said. “My stage magician act is a bit rusty.”

The tallest and baldest in the room had been the first one to greet me. His eyes narrowed at my attempted humor. I met his glare with a smile and waited for him to try and alpha-male me into submission. The guy got a handle on his irritation with lightning speed.

“It’s not, really,” he admitted. “Wizarding together an operation like this one is pretty fucking impressive. Especially for civilian contractors. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that you took a few leaves out of our book when it comes to getting shit done.”

The compliment took me more off-guard than a slap to the face might’ve.

“Appreciate that,” I told him. “Anything I can help with?”

“We heard the briefing and wanted to clarify a few points,” the Marine told me flatly.

A question-and-answer-filled half an hour passed. The pure incredulity about the alien aspect was something I had to fight through. It got harder and harder until the Marine shook his head and outright let his disbelief fill his aura.

“This has got to be some kind of fucking joke of an exercise,” he said.

I held up a hand and let Zeus’s Bolt arc between my fingertips.

The crackle of pure white lightning made the guy freeze in place and stare.

I pulled down my sleeves to show him that I wasn’t using any wires and juggled crackling power between my palms for a few seconds. I absorbed the power again a few moments later. The lights in the bunkhouse flickered weirdly at the interaction with my own static field.

The Marine’s jaw dropped open in shock.

The other guys hid their emotions better.

But I could see the awe. The shock. The rationalizations and the realizations.

“And believe it or not,” I told them, “that’s the stuff from Earth. What we’re coming up against here is far worse. Your people brought cold weather gear like we instructed, right?”

“They didn’t understand it, but yeah,” Tall-and-Bald told me.

“Good. Because they’re going to make it snow when they get here. Any other questions?”

“About six hundred of them,” the Marine muttered. “But we’re around the plan.”

“You’ve got a line to my people,” I said. “The Rabbit Hole is going to keep you in the loop about any action and any disturbances near your teams and their patrol routes. We’ve got drones canvassing the area, and I know you do too, but I don’t think they’ll hold up once things get serious.”

“We’ll make sure we keep our radios on,” Cigar-Smoker said.

“I don’t want to lose anyone any more than you do,” I told them. “Where’s Wickerman?”

“Probably trying to steal one of those fancy new guns of yours,” the Marine told me. “He’s been begging for one of the weapons ever since you started dropping them in here hours ago.”

I grinned.

“Let me guess. You all got told that you had to babysit him.”

“He’s a useful enough gofer,” Tall-and-Bald said. “But I can’t fucking stand him.”

“The feeling is mutual,” I told him. “We done here?”

“I think you proved your point,” the Marine said. “We’ll adapt.”

“I appreciate you coming here,” I said.

I got a round of nods and left the bunkhouse to find my glorified driver. Wickerman was in the midst of a conversation with a quartermaster. I got closer to the conversation and proved the Marine’s point completely correct.

“I have my orders,” the quartermaster said. “Combat patrols only.”

“Brother, listen—“

I clapped a hand onto Wickerman’s shoulder and buckled his knees from the impact.

“Good thing you’re on driving duty, isn’t it?” I asked. “Leave these guys to do the real work.”

Wickerman shoved my hand off him with a curse and stalked back to the buggy. I climbed in beside him with an innocent expression on my face. He drove me back to the airstrip in petulant silence and didn’t say a word until we pulled up beside a row of trucks still being loaded.

“Are you trying to get me killed?” Wickerman demanded.

“You’re going to find the first available hole and crawl into it when the action starts,” I said. “You’re too valuable an asset to risk in combat.”

His eyes narrowed at the lack of sarcasm in my voice.

“You’re an asshole, Montague.”

“I’m serious,” I told him. “We’re going to keep you alive because we need someone who’s going to go out onto the plate for us after all this is done. And we need someone with connections if they decide that it’s just easier to firebomb us all to hell once we’re done saving the world.”

The blood drained completely from his face.

“You can’t be serious.”

I shrugged.

“I like a steady diet of paranoia where you people are concerned,” I told him.

I climbed out of the ATV and followed my mini-map up to one of the trucks.

“—I’m telling you, it’ll work if the batteries die,” Eliot said. “He can manage it.”

“And I’m telling you, you idiot gearhead, that if he overstretches with the Bolt, it might stop him dead in his tracks,” Hughie said patiently. “I know that he’s gotten stronger, and the chances are he’s going to need to use it. But if he’s directing that much energy into something like the Phalanx, it might come at a cost to his own physical capabilities.”

“The Phalanx runs off batteries?” I asked innocently.

The two boffins swiveled around to face me with crestfallen expressions.

One glance up told me that the Phalanx suit was fully-assembled and ready for directions.

“They’re the most efficient batteries that we could get our hands on,” Eliot assured me. “I was tinkering with it last night. We’ve got the Mk. VII Hoplite suit for you to try. It interfaces flawlessly with the Phalanx, gives you an additional layer of protection, and ideally can act as a conduit for the Bolt if you wanted to give the Jotunslayer some more juice.”

I stared up at the blunt, humanoid shape in the back of the truck.

“I’ll give it a shot when things kick off,” I promised him. “Did you bring the instruction manual this time? I want to get a better idea of what this thing can do.”

“It’s all been uploaded to MAI,” Eliot assured me.

I glanced over my shoulder at the C-130. The ramp had already been raised up and the crew were beginning preparations to leave.

“I don’t like the two of you here,” I said. “I want you home.”

Eliot shook his head, and Hughie barked a laugh.

“Because we’re so important to the survival of the species?” Hughie said. “You do realize that if they kill the Olympians and you fall, the planet doesn’t survive anyway.”

“You’ve got the technology,” I countered. “And you’re protected in the Bullseye. You could rally back, even if this all goes to shit.”

“No bueno, boss,” Eliot told me flatly. “We’re staying. You don’t have anyone here to teach the meatheads how the guns and armor work, or to do maintenance or repairs in real time while they get to grips with us.”

“You two are the smartest people I know and you’re standing at ground zero for an alien invasion.”

“We’re the ones that made sure that this is going to be ground zero,” Hughie said. “And don’t worry. We’re not going to be standing next to the beacon when we start beaming it up. We’ll be safely tucked away in that drug lab you busted up with Ares.”

Well, I’d tried. And I couldn’t help but grin up at the suit behind them.

“Then get over there,” I said. “Do I get to keep the Phalanx?”

“I’d recommend keeping it on standby until you really need it,” Eliot told me. “It chews through a lot of power. Which is why I want to know how it interfaces with the Bolt. But you said you’d try it, and that’s all I can ask for. We can stash it somewhere for you if you’d like.”

“Park it near the lake,” I said. “That’s where we’re going to need it the most.”

“Your Mk VII is at the farmhouse with Tiana,” Hughie told me. “She mentioned something about wanting to see you before you go and play tag with Frost Giants.” He chuckled. “Can’t imagine what it’s about.”

I had a couple of ideas.

I gave them both a nod, caught a ride with one of the truckers heading up toward the bunkhouse, and then requisitioned a jeep to take me up to Tiana’s old family home. The place was just as I’d remembered it.

It seemed like forever ago when I’d been laying a trap for Ares.

Fighting Hawes and his friends for fun in a little makeshift rodeo arena.

Sharing cookies and stories with Tiana on the sofa.

Or seeing her horrified expression when I’d come back brimming with Ares’s aura.

I was glad to see the sentries around the house as we came up the driveway.

Tiana was sitting on the front porch talking to Hawes and Casey. She’d changed into jeans and a proper flannel jacket. She’d perched her cowboy boots up on the porch rail. I resisted the urge to ask her where her ten-gallon hat was as I came up the stairs.

“Here he is,” Casey said.

“Evening, gents. Enjoying having special forces in the bunkhouse?”

Hawes shrugged.

“Usually have them anyway. These guys are just still in the service.”

“Mark, Case, I need some time alone with my gentleman caller,” Tiana said. “Do you mind?”

“Not at all,” Hawes said. “Right, Casey?”

Tiana’s tour bodyguard stamped down his immediate irritation and shook his head.

“No problem,” he lied. “If you need us, just call. I want to make sure there’s still somewhere comfortable to sleep around here before they’re all taken.”

“We got you a nice tent,” Hawes assured him.

The two stepped off the porch and a familiar figure ghosted around the corner of the porch.

Aphrodite eased her hood off her hair and slid her mask off her face.

Amethyst eyes sparkled as she shared a grin with Tiana.

“Finally,” she murmured. “We’ve got you to ourselves.”


31

Pure lust bloomed up in my heart, and I fought it off with Athena’s rationality.

“We need to stay sharp,” I warned her. “We don’t know when they’re getting here.”

Aphrodite’s eyes shimmered with an inner light that drew my attention like a magnet.

“Tell him, little one,” Aphrodite murmured.

Tiana managed to drag her eyes away from the Idol with a soul-wrenching effort.

“You know how her power draws in human attention so she can feed on their lust?” Tiana asked, her voice husky. “She’s running a little low from being stuck on the island. And she’s going to be the one powering the beacon and making sure that it works.”

I couldn’t remember the last time Aphrodite had hit me with so much mind music.

The Bolt kindled up in my insides and empowered Athena’s instincts a little more. The flash of power snapped through the seductive haze. Tiana blinked as clarity swam back into her aura.

“You could just ask, Aph.”

“I’m starved, darling,” the Idol whined. “It’s been weeks since we were last together.”

“You should help her out,” Tiana told me. “I made sure to keep everyone out of the house. You’ll have some privacy, so long as you don’t mind me in the area.”

Aphrodite crossed the porch and shook her head with a click of her tongue.

“No, lover,” she said. “I need both of you. Now.”

“Are you serious about this beacon thing?” I asked Tiana.

“Do you know anyone else who can turn heads like she can?”

The question made me smile.

“You want to take turns or hit her together?”

“Together,” Tiana half-moaned. “Snuggling with Carla is one thing, but—“

Aphrodite cut her off with a kiss. The singer’s complaint died in her throat, and a belly-deep moan rolled out of her. The Idol’s tongue flickered out to join hers and Tiana’s hands circled around Aphrodite’s neck to pull her in closer. I caught Aphrodite by the arm and hauled her away.

Tiana let out a squeak of protest.

“Hey—“

“Inside,” I said in a raw voice. “We’re surrounded by soldiers, remember?”

Tiana’s face flushed with sudden embarrassment.

“Shit, I didn’t even think.”

Aphrodite turned to try and kiss me, but I twisted my hips to keep some distance and propelled her through the front door and into the house. The Idol went willingly into the hallway, and I offered a hand to Tiana. The singer took it, wiped her mouth on the back of her sleeve, and looked up at me with a look that was half mischief and half pure hunger.

“Coming?” I asked.

“Aphrodite first,” Tiana managed.

She pulled on my hand, levered herself off the chair, and joined me in the hallway. Aphrodite had already slid out of her track pants and left herself in knee-high socks and a hoodie. Her pale thighs drew me in like a magnet. The Idol flicked her hair over one shoulder, gave her ass an inviting little shake, and then dashed toward the lounge room.
Tiana and I gave chase.

We caught her by the fire. The lustful energy boiling off Aphrodite felt like its own gravity. Tiana and I stopped caring about anything outside of the room and caught her by the arms. The Idol let us lead her to the sofa. Tiana pressed her mouth against Aph’s again and moaned deep into her mouth. Aph’s hands tore easily through her flannel jacket and dropped it to the carpet beside me. The singer shoved the Idol down onto the cushions, mounted her with an aggressive growl, and hauled Aphrodite’s hoodie up over her head so fast that it tore.

Aphrodite let out a delighted laugh that sent a bolt of pleasure down my spine. I circled around the sofa, caught hold of her hair, and hauled her head back. I kissed her and felt the Bolt tingle in my insides at the taste of her mouth. Tiana kissed a trail down Aphrodite’s perfect breasts, over her belly, and spread her thighs apart with a sweet little sigh of appreciation.

Aphrodite’s kiss turned ravenous when Tiana’s tongue found her slit.

I kept my grip on Aph’s hair and kept her throat bared. The Idol reached up and over the back of the sofa, found my belt, and tore effortlessly through it with a show of supernatural strength. My jeans didn’t last much longer. Aphrodite’s long, slightly-pointed tongue rolled up over my lips. Her other hand joined the first. Cool, smooth fingers found my shaft.

Aph knew how to please me. We’d had plenty of practice on the island.

I pulled my mouth away from hers. She arched up at the pleasure from Tiana’s mouth into a flexible bow. Her mouth brushed against my tip. Aphrodite let out a needy little moan. Her tongue teased the tip of my cock for a moment. I forced myself to hold back, to tease this out. I could already hear and feel an orgasm building inside her body. I waited until Aphrodite’s breathing hit its peak, and then drove my shaft mercilessly into her mouth.

Pure, warm, wet heaven enveloped me.

Aphrodite’s throat bulged as she took every inch of me. Her whole body shivered with energy and sent a wave of pleasurable static through my skin. An orgasm rolled through the perfect Idol like a wave of electricity. She went rigid, moaned desperately around my cock in her mouth, and didn’t stop sucking for a second. She relaxed a little after a moment. Tiana straightened up with a fascinated expression on her face. Black, lacy bra covered her generous chest, and she wormed her way out of her tight-fitting jeans with deliberate slowness.

The singer even turned around to bend over and give me an amazing view of her ass as she peeled skimpy little panties down to her ankles. Tiana gave me a little wiggle of her hips. Aphrodite must’ve sensed it because she pulled me out of her mouth with a soft pop.

“Wanna swap?” Tiana asked playfully.

“Sounds great,” I told her.

Aphrodite started to get up, but I kept my grip on her hair and pulled her head back against the sofa. A delighted giggle worked its way out of her mouth as Tiana climbed up over her and pressed her bare, smooth pussy against the goddess’s mouth. Aphrodite’s giggle vanished and turned into some of the most musical moans I’d ever heard from Tiana.

I let the singer take control of Aph’s head, worked my way out of my ruined pants, and circled the sofa again. Aph spread her thighs wide, but I was too high up, and she was too busy to readjust. I caught her under the knees, lifted her ass up off the couch, and drilled into her before she could protest. Tiana let out a sudden scream of pure pleasure.

Any kind of sane thought vanished, and I fucked Aphrodite like some kind of deranged animal. I could feel her tightening around me with each stroke, each inch that I went deeper. My hips slammed against her ass, made her entire body shake, and Aphrodite didn’t stop tasting and licking and pleasing Tiana for a single second. My eyes wandered up Tiana’s naked, shaking legs, her amazing ass, and all the way up her back.

I could barely believe that this was all happening, but I didn’t let the dreamlike feeling of it stop me for a second. A second orgasm shuddered through Aphrodite. Her pussy tightened around me until it was almost painful, and I gave up on trying to hold back any longer. Tiana threw her head back, her legs shook from the oral underneath her, and she released with a surprisingly soft little ‘oh’ of ecstasy.

Something about the sound pushed me over the edge.

I filled Aphrodite’s pussy with everything I had in the tank.

My legs trembled as I pulled out of her and lowered her to the cushions again. Tiana lost her balance and collapsed backward. I caught her under the arms before she could crash into Aphrodite’s knees, and softly lowered her down to the carpet.

The Idol let out a groan of pure satisfaction and lifted her head to look at the two of us.

“You two really are the perfect pair,” she whispered.

“Just a shame that Carla wasn’t here,” Tiana said breathlessly.

“She’ll have plenty of fun hearing about it later,” I assured her. “Don’t worry.”

Aphrodite lifted herself up with a little shake of her head. Cum dripped down over her socks.

“Shower’s that way,” Tiana said.

“Thank you, darlings,” Aphrodite murmured.

The look in her eyes reminded me of the satisfaction of a well-fed cat.

Tiana relaxed back in my arms for a moment and let out a sigh.

“Can’t say I was expecting that,” she said.

“Want some more?” I asked her with a laugh.

“That’s plenty,” Tiana said. “You keep going, and I’ll pass out.”

“Got any spare pants?”

“Upstairs bedroom,” the singer said.

I straightened up with a clear mind. Aphrodite might’ve tempted us into a temporary little fit of insanity, but the clarity from last night still hadn’t faded. It made sense that Jorm and Eliot were using Aphrodite as the primary bait for our trap. The Seeds were one thing, but if what the Idol had told me was accurate, she was famous all over the world for her desirability as a prize of war.

I wasn’t about to let that happen. But you couldn’t ask for a more attention-demanding lure.

I found a fresh pair of jeans in my size, made my way back downstairs, and found Tiana fully-clothed. Her eyes sparkled a little at me as I kissed her cheek and made a beeline for the door.

“All business after that?”

“Someone has to be,” I replied with a grin. “Get Aph dressed, and send her out to the lake.”

“You might be out there a while,” Tiana warned me. “Hughie was saying that it could take a week for them to get here.”

“But there’s no time like the present,” I replied.

I stepped out onto the porch and settled down on the front stairs.

A white flash thundered through the sky above. I glanced upward with a frown.

The Key buzzed in my pocket and I put in an earpiece.

“—atmospheric disturbances,” Hughie said urgently.

“Are you sure that’s them?” Kasper demanded.

“Their timing sucks, if that’s the case,” Eliot said. “We still have to get the beacon up and running. Boss, please tell me that you’re here.”

“Where’s the beacon?” I asked.

“We’re taking it out to the lake now,” Hughie assured us. “I think the Jotuns have started their descent. I can’t explain this, but we’re in for one hell of a storm.”

Aphrodite appeared beside me in a blur of neon-pink hair and pale skin.

She’d found a crop top and a pair of yoga pants that barely left anything to the imagination.

“They’re coming,” the Idol murmured. “I can feel them.”

“Jorm?” I asked.

“You have the Seducer?” the World Serpent asked impatiently.

“Right here,” I agreed. “Kasper, call in a car for Eliot and Hughie. You two need to get underground now. Aph, Jorm and I will get the beacon up and running.”

“You sure you can manage that?” Eliot asked.

“I’ll ask you if I need pointers,” I said. “Move!”

I turned to Aphrodite.

“Feeling fast?”

“I could run to your island and back after a meal like that,” Aphrodite purred.

“Lachie, give me eyes on the truck. And give me a path that steers clear of the others.”

“Done,” the techie said.

The path flared up on my glasses, and I broke into a full-tilt sprint. Aphrodite matched my pace easily as we dived over the outer fence and blew clean through undergrowth. The terrain barely slowed us down as we followed the mini-map to the truck. The doors were still swinging open when we reached it. A shadowy figure in black armor screeched to a halt at the other side of the truck.

Jormungandr snapped effortlessly through the padlock on the back of the truck and hauled the doors open. He gave me a nod of greeting and turned his eyes to the Phalanx suit and the pair of crates beside it. A green light flickered over my HUD. Lights snapped into life on the sides of the mech-like armor.

“You’ve got control of its pathfinding via verbal direction,” Eliot panted.

“Pick up the beacon crates and carry them out to the side of the lake,” I said.

Eliot’s Jotunslayer scooped up the crates beside it and dropped down to the ground. The suspension of the truck groaned as a few tons of weight lifted off it. MAI pointed out another important item in the back of the truck. I stepped past the hulking robot armor and found the Mk VII waiting for me.

Lightning crackled out of my fingertips, tinged with pink energy. I lunged into the truck and found the underweave suit with the skeletal structure for the rest of the armor. It took maybe thirty seconds to tear my way out of my other clothes and zip it up around me. It was skin-tight and the flickering Bolt bled into the lines along the suit.

Ichor-treated alloy magnetized to the Bolt’s field.

Black armor-plates slammed into my body in a wave of whirring clicks. I slid off my eyeglasses, tossed them onto the ground, and caught the helmet before it could attach itself to my skull. I placed it over my eyes, fed the Hoplite VII with the Bolt, and the HUD flickered to life.

“Aaaaand we’re live, ladies and gentlemen,” Lachie said in my ear.

The suit molded perfectly to my will. It didn’t have the bulk of the earlier models. Eliot had somehow managed to smooth it down into even more ergonomic shapes that shifted and moved with the underweave and still provided good protection. It reminded me of Tiana’s custom armor more than the stronger body-armor provided by the earlier models.

Besides, I had a mech-suit accelerating toward the edge of the lake.

Jorm and Aphrodite joined me as I dropped out of the back of the truck.

“Who has the Seeds?” I asked.

“They gave them to Poseidon,” Jorm told me. “He wouldn’t have been my choice to protect them, given his earlier reticence, but I made it clear to him what would happen if he decided to try and breach them before we’re ready.”

It was another mile through woodland until we reached the edge of the lake.

Bullet-sized drops of rain started to crack against the outside of my armor as we joined the Phalanx beside the lake. Sheets of rain crashed out of the sky. Lightning flashed overhead, and Aphrodite’s mouth hardened into a determined line.

“Brother,” she murmured. “Come forth. It’s time.”

The rippling lake surged at her summons.

The blue-haired Idol rose up from its depths with a leather satchel over his shoulder beside the island in the center of the body of water. He put something in his ear, and his voice suddenly found its way into my helmet.

“What are you waiting for?” he demanded. “They’re coming.”

“We figured,” I told him. “I need a pathway for these crates without getting them wet.”

“Throw them, then,” Poseidon said.

“There’s delicate components inside.”

“You mortals really like to whine, don’t you?”

He lowered the satchel down onto a flat stone in the center of the island, rolled his eyes, and raced to the bank on the island. His hands clapped together in time with one of the blasts of lightning overhead. The water on the lake surged for a second, and then a frozen pathway crackled over the surface of it.

I couldn’t help but recoil at the sudden ice.

“That was him,” Aphrodite assured me. “Come.”

“Wait,” I told the Phalanx suit.

Jormungandr lifted up one of the crates, balanced it on his shoulder, and moved out over the ice without hesitation. I followed suit and worked to keep my balance on the slick surface of the new pathway. Two hundred yards and we’d reached the island. I lowered down the crates, pulled them open, and dropped to one knee to glance over the pieces inside.

“Eliot,” I said. “Walk me through this.”

“It’s designed to be pretty simple,” he assured me.

“But he’ll still need the help,” Poseidon snarked.

I resisted the urge to kick him into the lake and followed Eliot’s instructions.

The engineering genius knew how to keep things simple. The beacon reminded me of a basic radio dish. The only part of it I struggled with were the rods that went into the grass around the Seeds. Eliot kept telling me to pin them in different places while he messed with something on the other end of the call.

“Got it,” he said finally. “Tell Aphrodite to work her magic.”

“Aph, you’re up,” I said.

The Idol gave me a fierce smile, dropped to her knees, and reached underneath the beacon. Her fingers brushed against the ancient vials. Pink energy bled into the glass vials and flashed up into the beacon’s receivers above. Jormungandr let out a small hiss of satisfaction and turned his armored face up to the sky.

“Finally,” he growled. “I’ve been waiting centuries for this.”

“Standby, people,” Kasper said. “How close are they?”

“I think they’re already in the atmosphere,” Hughie said grimly. “We just have to wait for them to pick up on the beacon, and I think that the party will come to us.”

“How long?” Kasper asked.

Aphrodite and Poseidon exchanged a glance.

“Not long now,” Jormungandr assured me. “I can feel them. They’re coming.”

I let a long, slow breath out of my system and started out over the melting ice on the surface of the lake. The Phalanx turned to face me as I got closer to it, and its carapace hissed open as I hopped up toward it. I landed inside my newly-built Jotunslayer, took manual control of the walking tank, and scanned the skies.

The waiting was always the worst part.
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The pink flares of light from the center of the island went on for another fifteen minutes.

I stood there and listened to the rain pounding against the outside of the Jotunslayer. The black storm clouds overhead cut almost all the light from the scenery around us. We didn’t have to try when it came to night vision, but the rest of the team on the outer reaches of the danger zone didn’t have our biological advantage.

Hughie broke the silence over the comms first.

“Contact,” he said. “We have contact—!”

A burst of static crashed through the comms and sent a sliver of dread down my spine. My inner and outer suits seemed fine, but communications vanished. I tried switching to different channels, but something in the air crackled.

A stadium-sized craft appeared above us like magic.

My brain practically seized up as it appeared half a mile overhead. It melted out of existence like some kind of horrific magic trick. Spiked edges and a cathedral-like structure sat over a wide, uneven craft. The proportions were all wrong and looked frozen.

The Jotun landing craft looked like it had been torn up from some frozen hellscape and dropped into mid-air straight over the top of the beacon. The Jotunslayer locked in on it, scanned everything, and started flashing communication errors all over my HUD.

I was deaf. I couldn’t hear anything. I couldn’t communicate with anyone else.

I needed speed more than I needed the armor. The Phalanx could move like a runaway train, but it needed the momentum first. We didn’t have time for momentum. The comms were down, which meant that painting a target for the air support was completely off the table until we found a way to get our comms back online.

I hit a manual release on the armor, and the carapace hissed open. I came out of the cockpit like a rocket, hit the ground, and lightning crackled through my armor to give it some extra juice. The gigantic flying fortress shivered, as if it’d just felt the Bolt, and started to lift up into the air.

I hit the water. It coalesced around me like a living thing, hardened under my feet, and tossed me effortlessly across the surface like a toy. I spun through the air and braced myself for landing. Jormungandr caught my ankle as I sailed past him.

My momentum stopped.

All the inertia, all the force from Poseidon’s little boost, vanished as abruptly as it started.

Jorm dropped me onto the ground beside him. Aphrodite continued to pour energy into the beacon beside us, and Poseidon stared up at the massive structure that blotted out the sky above us.

A smirk touched the Idol’s young-looking face.

“We need to restore communications!” I shouted. “How are they messing with our comms?”

“They have a sorcerer of their own,” Jorm told me with a fierce laugh. “Ah, I miss the Allfather’s favorite sport. Never a dull moment.”

“Where are they?” I demanded.

Jormungandr pointed at the enormous ship above us.

“On the deck of their ship,” he said. “I can feel him from here. Can you not?”

I shook my head in dumb wonder and tried to get my head back into the game.

“I’ll teach you. Let us find him together, brother.”

“How are we getting up there?” I demanded.

“Sea god,” Jormungandr said. “Make us a bridge.”

Poseidon wrinkled his nose at the title and lifted his hands.

Water erupted up from the lakebed like a volcanic eruption. It reached hundreds of yards up into the air and snagged against the edge of the Jotun landing craft. The twin streams of water froze instantly at the point of contact with the ship. The Frost Giant’s craft pitched suddenly as the two frozen anchors cut it off from rising any higher. The World Serpent let out a roar of pure berserker excitement, tore two knives off his bandolier, and lunged up toward the sheet of ice that rose hundreds of feet up into the air. He clawed his way up it like some kind of ravenous animal and left poisonous green scars in the ice behind him.

“Go, lover,” Aphrodite told me. “He will need you.”

“I think we’ve got them locked,” I said. “You sure you need to be here now?”

“I’m calling to the other two,” she said through gritted teeth. “You wanted them all in one place, yes?”

The other two?

I drew the combat knife from my hip, snaked the kopis out from the small of my back, and channeled Ares’s power from my reserves. Augmented steel slammed into the ice, and I followed the same pattern of movement as Jormungandr. Unlimited stamina and pure determination drove me clean up the side of the ice wall until I was right beside the knife-wielding maniac.

I’d never seen the World Serpent this excited.

He’d been controlled during our duel.

But Earth’s old protector now looked like a junkie chasing a fix.

I kept pace with him and kept my mind focused on the task at hand. The ice trembled underneath us as the Jotun’s ship tried to wrench itself free of the icy manacles around the edges of it. Jormungandr and I reached the side of the ship in less than two minutes. Craggy spikes of ice and steely-like material jutted off in strange directions from the walls.

They looked like steps to me. I hauled one of my blades out of the wall, hung from the other one, and sheathed the dagger. One swing of my hips and I managed to clamber up onto the jutting foothold beside me. Jorm lunged up after me like a starving lion. I caught his wrist before he could plummet back to the lake below, and swung him over to his own handholds.

The World Serpent should’ve weighed at least 300 pounds in his armor.

He could’ve been made out of lightweight carbon fiber. Odin’s assassin barely weighed a thing. 

He tore his helmet off his head with the sound of screaming metal and let it drop.

“Come, brother!” His voice had a manic edge to it which made the hairs on my neck stand up. “They await us above!”

“Take it easy—“

He jumped upward, swarmed up to his feet, and kept going. The pure weightlessness around him started to bother me a little. I tried keeping up with his pace, but he drew ahead of me and hit the top edge of the ship before I could. I forced myself to keep my eyes up, not look down, and keep up with the insane lunatic Odin had sent with me. My fingers finally tightened around the top edge of the gigantic mass of steel and ice.

The thin, tearing screams of Jotuns met my ears.

I hauled myself up and over the edge and onto a wide, street-like space. Tall masses of steel that bore only a slight resemblance to actual places of living spiked up around the curbs of the street. The screaming came from my right. A black blur in the midst of a forest of flying daggers carved through Jotuns like a buzzsaw. Green-tinted limbs spun away from their owner’s bodies, creatures dropped to their knees, and others formed blades out of their own icy clouds to do battle with the World Serpent.

Lightning charged my armor, and I flung myself into battle alongside the greatest of Odin’s Fallen. My suit billowed out, rippling heat haze to combat the freezing clouds. My kopis took limbs and heads, and I sent rippling streams of lightning down through my blade to slice through icy shields and steely armor.

For every Jotun I took apart, there were more to cover their backs.

“Jorm!” I bellowed. “We need to find the wizard!!”

The World Serpent tore his dagger out of one throat, whipped it across another, and smashed a kick straight through a kneecap. I avoided a clumsy swing from the crippled giant, took its head with a sweep from my blade, and punched it with a Bolt-charged blow that blew the Jotun clean in half. The creatures limped and crawled away from us. I managed to catch Jorm by the shoulder.

The assassin twisted like lightning.

I saw his intent before he even knew what was happening.

My fingers snared his wrist before he could ram a dagger up under my chin.

Nostrils flared and steam billowed up off the Fallen. Crazed, excited eyes bored into mine, and I silently willed him to relax a little. It took a full three seconds for Jormungandr to come back to himself. He released the pressure on his blade, caught it with his other hand, and tucked it into his bandolier with a delighted laugh. 

“You’re slow, brother! You’ll have to be faster if you want to outpace me.”

“I’m only slow because we’re here for a reason,” I reminded him.

A horn sounded off deeper on the ship’s deck.

Glittering red eyes appeared in the dark cracks of the buildings around us.

“The giant cutting off our comms, Jorm,” I said. “Where is he?”

“You’re not using your gifts,” he said.

“The helmet—“

Jorm twisted, caught hold of my armor, and tore it effortlessly off my face. He swung his hand up to slap me. I blocked the shot, realized too late that it was a clean feint, and his armored gauntlet smacked against my face. I rocked back a step, recovered, and drew my pistol out of pure reflex.

Satisfaction gleamed in the World Serpent’s eyes.

“Better,” he said.

The helmet of the Hoplite Mk VII clattered to the frozen ground at his feet.

“You are not a god of metal and pure soul,” Jormungandr told me with a sudden, eerie calm. “You are as human as I am. We took what the gods arrogantly assumed belonged to them. We struck them down with it to restore order. And, brother, we have earned our place in Asgard and the halls of Valhalla.”

Jormungandr spread his arms out and turned to the street of reforming corpses and watching eyes. His voice rang out loud and clear and bounced off every strange tilted surface on the deck.

“We. Are. HUMANITY!”

The World Serpent glanced over his shoulder and bared his teeth at me.

“It’s time,” he said. “Cast off your shackles. You were made for this. Made from metal and from flesh. Those Makers that left you and me behind—they kept us hidden amongst our fellow man for days just like this one.”

My Idol-Vision went click in the back of my head.

“Show them who defends Midgard, brother.”

The cold, frozen walls of the invading flying city turned into a wash of blue crystal in different shades. The pure and vicious rationality stabbed out of the walls like a forest of frozen trees. Tides of darker and lighter blue flooded around me in waves. The power was immense, freezing cold, and I could almost hear voices telling me to give in.

There was so much intelligence here. So much technology.

So much soulless, vicious capability.

Jormungandr was a single pillar of flaming rubies beside me. The last shreds of blue had vanished from his aura and his soul, and it took me a second to realize that there was a reason that he’d whipped himself into a berserker frenzy. He’d wanted to chase any kind of rationality out of his mind and focus on the reason that he was here.

To send the Jotuns to whatever afterlife they believed in.

We weren’t here to negotiate. We weren’t here to play with the kid gloves on.

We were here to make the Frost Giants regret even looking at our planet from beyond the stars.

That snakelike smile stretched across the World Serpent’s face as he saw realization take hold. My cheek still stung where he’d hit me, and I allowed it to grow into a roaring furnace of fury and passion and hatred. I could almost hear Ares’s laugh in the back of my mind somewhere.

“Thanks,” I said quietly.

“I will clear you a path and bring you your weapon,” Jorm said.

The fallen Jotuns behind us began to regenerate. I saw the long, gangly creatures reattach their limbs. Cold washes of power flooded out from their souls and touched the air around them. I could see each and every particle of their emotional states flooding their bodies through the hazy clouds of snow. I narrowed my eyes as I swept my gaze over the strangely-intangible streets before us and found a single dark-purple blip of color on the deck.

I didn’t need to check in with Jorm. I knew that it was our target.

“What weapon?” I asked.

“Come, brother!” Jormungandr shouted. “Let us show the Jotuns the meaning of fear!”

The two of us tore forward in blazes of red and green and black. My Idol-vision was a wash of color, but it connected my mind to my soul. I could feel the throb of power that I’d picked up from the humans around me over the last few days. Athena’s reflexes spun through the whirling hatred and strength that Ares gave me. I blocked blows from monsters beyond the stars that had greater reach than I did.

Eliot and Hughie’s armor protected me from their freezing magic.

Zeus’s Bolt lunged to my will over and and over again. The pink tinge vanished in favor of a blood-red crackle that obliterated any snarling creature that it touched. I tore arms off shoulders and punched trash-can-sized holes in monsters with my sword. Jorm walked through the wintry barrier of bodies like a venomous weedwhacker. His blades hung suspended in the air around him by some kind of alternate gravity. Any Jotun who came close to him fell back with poison blazing through their veins.

The grasping green roots didn’t just attack their bodies.

I saw the venom crack apart the invisible bonds of their souls.

Every step and every short, sharp engagement could’ve taken a second or an entire year. I didn’t know because it didn’t matter. The pure, savage joy of finally letting loose and not pulling my punches overwhelmed me. Souls shattered, and bodies cracked under the edge of my blade.

I think it was there that I first tasted what it might be like to be a god.

I finally broke through a shield wall of Jotuns, scattered their shredded pieces over the ground, and bulldozed my way toward the single purple figure in the center of the deck. I wandered through blasted cathedral-like buildings with benches run over with snow.

Dark metal pillars and shrines to gods with no name stretched up around me.

My prey had set up shop in the center of some kind of town square from a frozen apocalypse.

The figure went still as I stepped into the middle of the square. I drew the pistol from my hip, tucked my blade under my arm for a moment, and reloaded the weapon with fresh anti-Jotun rounds.

The Jotun magician spoke in a grinding tone.

In English.

“The Allfather gave you his favorite toy to play with.”

I tilted my head at the accusation and studied the glowing figure before me. Threads of his soul slid through the air and fixed themselves to five different black obelisks in the space around us. The streets were washed out and colorless as the snow itself.

“I don’t know anything about a toy,” I said honestly.

The Jotun hissed at me. Barbed violet spikes erupted from his aura like a porcupine trying to protect itself. The strands of power thickened at the movement, and I marked out each one of the obsidian pillars around me in my mind.

“We have watched you, mortal,” the Jotun snarled. “For centuries. Waiting. For one such as you to arrive, to slay the ancient gods of Midgard and open a way for us to take a new world.”

“Sorry to be the bearer of bad news,” I said. “But Earth isn’t taking on new management.”

“You have seen our power,” it said. “You know what we could bring to your realm.”

I raised my sidearm and fired it into the nearest obelisk. The darkness fractured. Shards flew away from it, and the monster before me recoiled in pure disbelief. I turned my hips, found the next one, and cycled another venom-coated round into it. I snapped the strands of power away from the Jotun one at a time until it sagged down onto its hands and knees.

Red power flooded up from my aura as I slid the pistol back into its holster.

“Jorm!” I bellowed.

I heard his voice in the distance.

“Move, brother!”

I snapped away my Idol-vision to get a better idea of my terrain and lunged backward out of pure instinct. The auras and the microscopic crystals of magic vanished. Tall, twisted spires of black steel and white frost jutted out like buildings around me. A single Jotun with violet eyes lifted itself up off the steel floor with pure hatred grinding through its words.

“You will not see reason, then,” the Jotun hissed.

“I think you chose the wrong planet,” I told him.

The ground trembled under our feet. Crunching, grinding explosions tore through the ship under my boots. My gut told me to move again, and I launched into a dive just as the ground behind me gave way.

A scratched, beaten-up, hulking suit of armor wrenched itself up and through the deck of the gigantic ship. The Phalanx armor straightened up, turned to face me, and it took me a second to realize that our comms were back online. Tinny voices shouted at me from the mech suit.

A purple-tinted blade of pure ice coalesced in the Jotun’s hand behind the Jotunslayer.

“What,” the Jotun demanded, “is that?”

“Let me show you,” I said.

“I think not.”

I sprinted toward the suit. The Jotun tore forward with a screeching shriek to intercept me.

The ground vanished from underneath me, and the Phalanx armor unfolded its carapace.

I drew my sidearm mid-jump, punched two holes through the Jotun’s left eye, and threw its strike off-target. I landed in the Phalanx suit, twisted and dropped into the restraints that read my movements, and the carapace closed around me.

Lights and sound and the HUD flared up at my presence.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s dance.”
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My HUD centered around the Jotun. It circled around me with fury glowing in its eyes.

“You should have stayed in your hole, mortal,” the Jotun spat. “We might have let you live.”

“And you should’ve stayed on Jotunheim,” I countered. “But it looks like neither of us get what we want.” I raised the suit’s fists in a boxing stance and advanced forward. “Your little flying fortress is going to the ground soon enough. And then we’re going to hunt each and every last one of you down.”

“You did not succeed last time,” the Jotun wizard said.

It lashed out at me with the slender blade. I slipped the blow, and it caught my suit on the shoulder. Freezing ice latched onto the shoulder, boiled off into steam almost instantly, and forced the Jotun to re-think its gameplan. I tucked my shoulder in and bum-rushed the Giant with as much speed as I could manage.

My target skated across the frozen floor and wheeled out of range.

I spun halfway through my slide, dug a hand into the floor to cut my momentum short, and glanced up to see a small hailstorm of purple shards tear through the air toward me. The Phalanx suit evaporated them with small, tight bursts of pure heat as they approached. The Jotun raised its hands and kept up the stream of blistering ice until I’d had enough and activated my own hailstorm of bullshit.

I hit the green button and filled the air with poisoned flechettes.

The Jotun tilted its head as I bullied my way through his violet blizzard. Two more slender blades of ice crackled into life into his hands. He danced away from my leading jab, caught the Phalanx in the knee and triggered the first blast of heat. The sword melted, but the Jotun was waiting for his opening and slammed the second point into the mech’s leg. The Phalanx sagged and warning lights erupted on HUD. I tried to stagger forward but the sensor around my leg seized up to simulate my movement capability.

Shit.

The mech staggered forward and landed on its hands. I curled my fingers into fists, saw the Jotun ghost around to my right, and waited for him to move in and strike me down. The alien didn’t try to take advantage of my apparent weakness. My eyes slid over its form for any sign of an advantage. Deep purple robes made its gender impossible to tell.

Deep, vicious wrinkles made its face look like that of a withered corpse.

But it was the purple eyes that set the creature apart from the other Jotuns I’d seen.

“What, too chicken to take a shot at my back?” I taunted.

The Jotun let out a chuckle that sounded like a death rattle.

“Whatever sorcery this armor is enchanted with has teeth,” it replied. “You will not goad me into a trap, mortal. I am Thrym. The Last Frost. I have laid waste to worlds beyond your stars and snuffed out life eternal beyond the reaches of Yggdrasil.”

“And I am David Montague,” I said. “Wielder of the Bolt of Zeus. Slayer of the protectors of Midgard. Child of the Titans.” A movement caught the corner of my eye and I forced myself to stay completely focused on the Frost Giant across from me. “I fought Sigrid of the Valkyries to a standstill and challenged the Allfather in his own halls.”

Thrym let out a deep, almost orgasmic sigh.

“Then you are a worthy foe indeed, mortal,” it whispered.

Its eyes glowed with an eerie light. Ice latched onto the limbs of the armor and triggered the automatic heat shield. Over and over again. I moved to straighten up just as the Jotun hit me with an ice-hammer the size of a Buick.

It shattered, and the pure force of the blow smashed the Jotunslayer face-first into the ground. I got an arm up, shook it free of the frost, and saw the battery for the Phalanx start to flash with warnings about power levels. I gritted my teeth, unleashed the Bolt from inside the cockpit, and silently prayed that Eliot had been right about the conductivity levels.

Red lightning shattered the ice around the suit and the power levels surged.

I hauled the Phalanx up into a limping lunge and slung the suit into a clumsy tackle. Thrym effortlessly sidestepped the attack with a disappointed grunt. Something whipped through the air and hit him squarely between the shoulder blades.

Jormungandr limped into the space with a triumphant grin on his face.

I dug deep into myself, let out a massive surge of power, and rammed it into the armor around me. The power levels cranked up and went deep into the batteries. I didn’t know what that kind of power would do for the suit in the long term, but I had an edge now.

I was going to use it for all it was worth.

The suit hissed open, and I jumped out of it trailing a streak of scarlet lightning.

Thrym reached behind itself and tore the dagger free. Its narrow eyes widened as it licked the blade and threw it away with a cry of sudden terror. I whistled to catch his attention, drew my blade from the small of my back, and dug my pistol out of its holster with my other hand.

Sickly-green venom leaked into the monster’s skin.

“Kill the Jotun,” I told the Phalanx suit.

MAI had kicked back in since I’d taken down whatever had been jamming the signals. I’d muted any of the conversations I could reach inside the cockpit to fight Thrym. The Frost Giant’s leader pivoted out of the way with that ice-skater’s finesse and sent a hailstorm of ice shards in my direction. I lifted up an arm to protect my face, charged myself up with lightning, and charged in to close the distance.

Jormungandr nicked the Jotun’s hamstring with his blade and skidded away from a counterattack. I lifted my pistol and walked shots up the Jotun’s torso with a staccato rhythm. The Jotun twisted around yet again to reacquire me. A thunderous blast of Muspelfire hit the towering figure in the back of the knee and vaporized its leg.

Jorm and I closed in on our fallen prey like avenging angels.

The monster threw an arm out to hit Jorm. I caught its wrist mid-strike with my kopis and sent a blast of lightning down the length of the blade. Its hand spun away, leaving Jorm unharmed, and the World Serpent rammed two daggers down into the creature's feet to keep it stuck in the ground. A spike of ice ripped itself out of the ground and whistled toward my throat. I tucked my chin into my chest and warded off the projectile with a grunt.

Jorm tackled me from the side and threw me into a slide across the steel street.

Eliot’s Jotunslayer closed in on the fallen, pinned creature, and hit it with a two-fisted punch of Muspelfire. Thrym’s jaw dropped open into a howl. The flame consumed it before the creature could even make a sound. The Phalanx suit went still as it ran out of instructions.

I untangled myself from a grinning Jormungandr and felt a flood of terrified relief wash over my body.

I’d never fought a foe with that kind of magic. Or knowledge. Or rap sheet.

“The work is not over yet, brother,” Jorm warned me.

“Got a comms unit?” I asked him. “You tore mine apart in the helmet.”

He reached down into his bandolier and produced one with a laugh.

“I like spares,” he said.

“No shit,” I said with a bark of laughter.

I tucked the unit into my ear, and it interfaced with my suit of armor.

“BOSS!” Kasper roared. “Fuck, thank Christ—“

“Where the hell are you?!” Tiana demanded.

“Quiet!” I said firmly.

The wash of voices suddenly came to a stop.

“We’ve taken out the pilot of the ship above the lake,” I said. “Have you got the air-force on the line? There should be three more of these things around us.”

“They’re already painted and marked,” Hughie said urgently. “You need to get clear, because they’re not going to wait much longer for you. They’re weapons-free and moving in now.”

My eyes widened and I scrambled up to my feet.

“It’s about to get hot here,” I warned Jorm.

“Ah, the missiles,” he said. “Yes, I imagine it will. Come.”

He accelerated into a full sprint in a few strides. Pure instinct made me tuck my head down and bolt after him with everything I had left in the tank. The suit stiffened, turned, and tore after me as Lachie took remote control of its OS. Steely streets and ice-covered spikes turned into a blur around us as I struggled to keep up with my fellow superhuman.

“Where are we going?” I demanded.

“I would have thought that was obvious,” Jormungandr told me. “Down.”

“Wait a second—“

The World Serpent caught my arm in an overhook as I tried to slow down. We shot out of an alley. Jorm used his superior momentum and strength to drag me toward the yawning edge of the Jotun landing craft. My hindbrain did the math and realized that I didn’t have the time or the strength to fight him. I bent my knees and launched the two of us into the air.

We sailed into empty space just as the F-35s did a drive-by of the flying city.

I barely saw the missiles fly free from underneath the fighter jets, but I sure as hell saw the entire place detonate in a fiery mass of blue-green flame. The shockwave alone smashed into Jorm and I as we fell and sent us spinning out into freefall. A howl of anticipation ripped free of my throat as the forest below rushed up to meet us.

The pure insanity of the jump had scrambled my brain enough to forget something.

Jormungandr had his own talents. He narrowed his eyes at the ground below us and a four-hundred yard circle of trees suddenly flattened out like a giant invisible ball had crashed into the ground. My gut lurched as an invisible force caught the two of us and decelerated us.

We hit a flattened carpet of crushed woodchips and vegetation like it was a trampoline.

I finally unclenched every single muscle I owned once my instincts finally assured me that I wasn’t dead. The blackness overhead had turned into a fireworks display of plummeted pieces of flying city.

“Aph—“ I began.

“She’s clear,” Poseidon grunted. “As are we.”

“Good hits!” Kasper whooped. “Eliot, you’re getting a raise!”

“We’re not out of the woods yet,” I reminded them. “We’ve still got to hunt them down before they can clear out and disappear.” I hauled myself up to my feet, reloaded my sidearm, and drew in a deep breath. “Come on, Jorm. We’ve still got work to do.”

It took hours to track down the Jotuns in the trees.

The SP guys were the difference between us losing them and finding them. They tracked down the monsters in the trees with brutal efficiency. Muspelfire grenades incinerated the last of their remains. I found myself moving between different teams. Tiana and I ran afoul of a five-man gang of fully-healed Jotuns. Hawes and two of his friends appeared like ghosts, rolled grenades through their feet, and made it child’s play to turn them to ashes.

The rest of the night turned into a blur.

Hundreds of acres of Tiana’s property burned in the background and filled the air with the smell of smoke. Rotating fire watches and local trucks came through to help with the wreckage. Heavily armored trucks loaded up with serious-looking men in black fatigues arrived to help with cleanup and civilian liaison. Montague Manufacturing’s team of truckers and pilots helped airlift some of the unfortunate wounded and the handful of casualties out of the war zone.

The sunrise found me sitting on Tiana’s porch stairs with a cup of coffee in my hand.

A familiar figure appeared before me for a moment, and it took my brain a second to process exactly who it was. Mr. Blank’s unsmiling face stared down at me, and I kicked my brain back into some kind of functioning gear again.

I didn’t need to sleep.

But I sure as hell needed to rest.

“Hi,” I said. “It’s been a while.”

The man had come alone. He hadn’t brought any of his flunkies with him. The rest of my team had either left on a jet, crashed anywhere that they could find space, or were already back in the Bullseye for debriefing.

Someone might’ve told them to scatter before the bean-counters had arrived.

“You know that we need to debrief you,” Mr. Blank said. “The President has asked specifically for you. By name. There’s already news on the feeds about aliens in Kentucky. People want to know the truth.” He adjusted his glasses and stared at me even more closely. “And we need you to know the consequences of telling them what it is.”

I sipped coffee and looked past him at the bombed-out remnants of the forest.

“You’re going to buy our silence with those pardons,” I said finally. “That’s what you’re trying to do. And you’re always going to have that particular guillotine over our heads in case someone tries something smart. Like making comments about particular corrupt individuals about to go down for insider trading.”

The sociopath’s eyes widened, and I smiled at him.

“Olivia Durstin called,” I said. “Did you know that she kept a diary of the kinds of people that used to come to her daddy’s parties? We’re talking senators, military contractors, a whole smorgasbord of delightful and connected individuals with money.”

“I don’t know what you’re getting at,” Mr Blank said.

“Well, the President is on that list,” I said.

A very long, very tense silence settled in between us.

I finished my coffee and met his eyes again.

“You wouldn’t dare,” the nameless man said.

“I wouldn’t,” I agreed. “The same way that you wouldn’t throw me under the bus for stopping an alien invasion purely out of my own pocket. The same way that you wouldn’t prosecute the people who knew the risks and what they were getting into and chose to do the right thing anyway.”

Mr. Blank continued to watch me in stony silence.

“I don’t want any trouble,” I said. “I’ve had enough of all of this. I’ve got a plane to catch out of the States, and I plan on staying gone for a while. Until things cool down and saner heads prevail. That kind of thing.” I straightened up with a sigh and placed the empty mug on the railing. “You should know something, though. It’s a big universe out there. And there’s some beings who have a pretty serious interest in Earth.”

“That’s why you need to be debriefed.”

I tucked my hands into the pockets of my borrowed jacket and shook my head.

“No, I’m good,” I said. “I’ll call you when there’s an issue you can’t handle. Until then, we can both lower the guns we’ve got pointed at each others’ heads. No-one gets prosecuted, no rumors get started on the feeds, and I move my company offshore for a while.”

“Where?”

I smiled at him.

“I hear Greece is nice this time of year.”

End of Book 3
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