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      “Now this is what I call a party.” Hermes rolled his Ducati to a stop at the corner of Dumaine and Bourbon Street as a mass of humans dressed in togas and laurels danced down the center of the road. A five-piece brass band belted out a lively tune as they hung a right at the intersection and continued on their way, and Hermes tapped his foot on the pavement along with the beat.

      He held up his wrist so Agnes and Avernus, the snakes spiraling up his caduceus, could see the revelry. Carrying a full-length staff around in public made it difficult to keep his identity a secret—which old Z insisted all the Olympians do—so he shrank it to wristwatch size and wore it as a bracelet most of the time. “What do you think? Best vacation ever?”

      “It isss an interesting placccceee,” Agnes hissed.

      “But would they sssstill be honoring you if they knew you were retired?” Avernus asked.

      “It’s a good thing they don’t know. Isn’t it, Vern?” Hermes winked, and the wings on his helmet fluttered in excitement as he continued his trip to Esplanade toward the vacation rental he’d booked on FaeBNB.

      It wasn’t difficult to convince the rest of the Olympians their next road trip should be to New Orleans. With parade organizations—AKA krewes—named specifically for the gods, how could they say no to a two-week-long party thrown in their honor?

      Sure, Z was a little ticked to find out there was a Krewe of Poseidon but no Krewe of Zeus. It didn’t help when he learned some minor gods like Iris, Morpheus, and even the hero Perseus had parades but the king of the gods got nada. Hell, Dionysus got two: one for his Greek name and one for his Roman, Bacchus.

      Hermes had tried to explain the streets weren’t wide enough for all that ego, but when dear old dad was about to put his foot down on the whole trip, Hermes changed his tune. He convinced Z the entire carnival honored the king of the gods and the mortals would have warred over who got to be in the Krewe of Zeus. Z bought it, of course.

      Hey, Hermes was good with words. He was the god of language, after all.

      With Poseidon, Dionysus, Athena, and finally Zeus on board, the others had no choice but to follow. So, they all hopped on their bikes—well, all but Hera, who towed her bike behind the SUV so her helmet wouldn’t mess up her hair—and made the three-day trip from Seattle to New Orleans.

      Three days to travel 2,600 miles. Can you imagine? Hermes could have made the trip in twelve hours, keeping his wheels on the pavement the entire way. But the god of speed had to slow it down and ride with the pack at a tortoise’s pace…and everyone knew tortoises were better off as lyres. Just ask Apollo.

      After parking in the driveway, Hermes slipped off his helmet and gazed at the two-story white mansion with green shutters that would be their home for the next few weeks. His wings fluttered again, always anxious to hit the road, and he stroked the golden feathers, smoothing them back against his helmet. “Calm down, boys; we’re staying put for a while.”

      The wings quivered in protest, but the snakes hissed their approval. “Finally,” Agnes said. “I was getting motion sssick.”

      Hermes slid off the bike and took his suitcase from the side pannier. There was no way in Hades his bike could hold two weeks’ worth of clothes, much less shoes and accessories, even with the special touring package. Lucky for Hermes, and all the gods, Z let them keep their magical powers along with their immortality when they shut down Olympus so enchanting the side panniers to hold as much as he needed was a no-brainer. He couldn’t depend on Hera to carry all his stuff in the SUV. Who knew how long it would take her to get here? Besides, he was the cleverest of all the gods. He helped them, not the other way around.

      He walked up the porch steps and found the keys and paperwork in a basket by the front door, just where the landlord said they would be. The house sat in the perfect location, a block away from the French Quarter, but far enough from all the action that they could have some privacy when they wanted it.

      Inside, Hermes’ riding boots thudded on the hardwood floor as he made his way through the foyer. A spacious living area sat to the right, with a maroon sofa and loveseat and six cream-colored chairs positioned around a massive fireplace. Light that baby up, and Hades would feel right at home. To the left stood the dining room, complete with an oblong table with seating for sixteen.

      He scoped out the bedrooms, passing up the master because Z would throw a fit if Hermes claimed that one. At the top of the stairs, the first room on the right had pale pink carpet, pink curtains, and, hell…everything in there was pink. It was like fifty shades of Pepto Bismol. Perfect for Hera.

      The room for Hermes sat at the end of the long hallway. It was decorated in muted earth tones, and the pièce de résistance was the small balcony overlooking the back courtyard. As the god of travel, Hermes couldn’t stand being cooped up inside for long. This would be his place of escape when he needed a rest from the revelry.

      The sound of boots thudding on the porch and deep ricochets of laughter resonated through the house as Hermes set his suitcase on the dresser. The rest of the gods had finally arrived.

      “Took you long enough.” He grinned as he descended the staircase and tossed each Olympian a house key.

      Athena scoffed, brushing her dark hair behind her shoulders. “If you hadn’t left us in the dust the moment we hit I-10, we’d have arrived at the same time.”

      “I couldn’t help myself. All that open road with the swamp on either side…” He sighed wistfully. “What can I say? I have a need for speed.”

      And a need to occasionally put some distance between himself and the other gods and their massive egos. They rode like they owned the road, expecting everyone else to yield to them even when they didn’t have the right of way. The gods might have ruled on Mount Olympus, but now that they lived on Earth—and were supposedly not meddling in mortal affairs—they really needed to let go of their hyped-up self-worth.

      “I have a need to get out of these riding clothes and slip into something more seductive,” Aphrodite purred.

      “Bedrooms are on the second floor.” Hermes gestured to the staircase. “I claimed the master since I got here first.”

      Z’s brow slammed down over his eyes. “It’s bad enough you get a parade and I don’t. You’re not getting the master bedroom too.”

      Hermes laughed. “I’m kidding, old man. The big guy gets the big room. I know the rules.” Though he’d be the first to break them. Any. Chance. He. Got. And why not? He was a glorified errand boy in their eyes. He’d spent his entire existence accommodating them, helping them out when they got into sticky situations, stealing for them when they wanted something they weren’t supposed to have. And how did they repay him? By expecting him to do more, that was how.

      Since they wanted to treat him like a joke, that was exactly what he’d given them, becoming a trickster, playing pranks and using his cunning and wit instead of flexing like a…well, like a self-important god.

      “Hey, Hermes.” Hades shoved a manila envelope toward him. “I need you to take this down to Medusa in the underworld. It’s got to be there this afternoon.”

      See what I mean? Hermes held up his hands, refusing to take it. “I’m not your messenger boy anymore, man. I’m retired, just like the rest of you.” Why did they have such a hard time accepting that?

      “Someone’s got to pay Medusa’s salary,” Hades huffed, narrowing his eyes. “When she agreed to stay in the underworld, it wasn’t from the kindness of her stone-cold heart. She’s doing it to get paid. I’m already two days late sending her check, thanks to your vacation plans, and if she doesn’t get it soon, she’ll quit. Do you really want all those souls finding their way to the earthly realm?”

      Hermes rolled his eyes and tugged his phone from his pocket. His brooding uncle could be so dramatic, and while Hermes really was done running errands for them, he couldn’t resist helping him out. Old habits die hard. A five-second search provided what he needed, so he texted the website to Hades. “Problem solved.”

      “What’s this?” Hades squinted at his phone. “What’s a nog?”

      “N-O-G-S. New Orleans Ghostal Service.” Hermes scanned the website. “Need something delivered fast? We’ll spirit it away in no time. Satisfaction guaranteed.”

      Hades pursed his lips, nodding. “That could work. Thanks.” At least he offered a little gratitude this time.

      As the gods got settled into their rooms, Hermes changed into dark brown slacks and a buttercream button-up. Winged cufflinks completed the ensemble, and he strolled onto the front porch, sinking into a wicker chair while he waited for Athena’s battle plan. The goddess of war and wisdom had an itinerary scheduled for every damned day of Mardi Gras, and Hermes would humor her and follow it for the time being.

      Near the house next door, a group of college-age boys—mere children to a thousands-year-old god—stood on the sidewalk, drinking green liquid from plastic yard glasses. Strands of colorful beads encircled their necks, and many were shirtless beneath, reminding him of Dion in his younger years.

      Dionysus was the first god to jump onboard when Hermes suggested this trip, and he could see why. The god of wine and festivity would feel right at home in a place like this.

      Hermes leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head and extending his legs as he soaked in the scene. Enormous oak trees dotted the median—or neutral ground in the local dialect—and two- and three-story houses lined the thoroughfare, their façades painted in muted shades of yellow, white, and brown.

      The college boys whistled as a woman riding a powder-blue Vespa rounded the corner. She parked on the curb in front of the guys and slid off the scooter before stepping onto the sidewalk and turning toward Hermes.

      Her long, dark brown hair was swept back behind her shoulders, and a light coat of shimmery pink eye shadow accented her brown eyes and olive skin perfectly. She wore brown pants with a purple short-sleeved button-up that had the acronym NOGS embroidered on the breast.

      Hermes’ breath caught, and his pulse kicked up as she checked something on her phone. As the messenger god, he held an affinity for those in the courier business, and as a hot-blooded man, he couldn’t deny her beauty. Though mortals rarely ever prayed to the Olympians for assistance these days, he’d be happy to bless this delivery woman with a little extra speed and safety on her journey.

      As she slipped her phone into her back pocket and strode toward the gods’ rental home, one of the college kids caught her by the wrist. “Where you going, sweetheart?” he drawled.

      Hermes leaned forward in his chair as a strange urge to protect this woman he’d never met overcame him. Well, maybe it wasn’t completely strange. She was a courier, one of his people, but this urge felt stronger than anything he could recall.

      “Hmm…” A slow smile curved the woman’s lips, and she placed her free hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I’m going to pick up a delivery. Where are you going?” Her voice was seductive, a purr that could give Aphrodite a run for her money.

      The guy let out a cocky laugh and released her arm, which she immediately slid behind his back. “How about you forget the delivery and come inside with me?” he asked.

      She stepped back and tossed a black rectangular object at the guy’s chest. Was that his wallet? Hermes chuckled. It sure was.

      The guy caught it, a baffled expression contorting his features as the woman dangled his watch in front of his face.

      “How about you learn to treat women with respect?” She dropped the watch into his hand, turned on her heel, and marched toward the gods’ house. Pausing at the foot of the porch steps, she took a deep breath and blew it out hard, shaking her head as if to chase away thoughts of the confrontation.

      Hermes rose to his feet, unable to fight his smile. She was a courier and a thief. Be still my heart.

      “Great form,” he said as she climbed the steps and stopped in front of him. “The wrist flick when you snagged his wallet was a nice touch. Very professional.”

      She opened her mouth like she wanted to say something and then cut her gaze to where the college boys stood moments ago. The sidewalk lay empty, the boys having retreated inside to lick their wounds after being outwitted by a woman.

      “Why did you give it back to him?” he asked.

      “I didn’t need it.” She tugged her phone from her pocket again and swiped the screen. “Are you Cole Black?”

      Cole was Hades’ alias among the mortals. Z didn’t want them to use their real names—anonymity was supposedly best—but Hermes couldn’t bring himself to go by any name other than his own. What was the point?

      “I’m with NOGS,” she continued, pronouncing it like a word rather than letters, “here to pick up a delivery.”

      He laughed. “Surely your employer doesn’t allow you to call your company NOGS. No respectable courier service would go by such a name.” N-O-G-S would be the correct pronunciation. It had to be.

      She pointed at the letters on her shirt. “NOGS.”

      He pursed his lips, wanting ever so badly to press the issue—NOGS was the most ridiculous name he could imagine—but she seemed agitated, almost as if the mere presence of a god didn’t faze her. Intriguing. He stepped toward her. “Who taught you to pickpocket?”

      She cocked her head, giving him a curious look. “No one.”

      “Your skill level speaks otherwise.”

      Her brow arched. “Is Mr. Black inside?” She held his gaze, moving closer and placing her hand on his shoulder…the distraction. Her other hand reached behind him as she brushed past, and, had he been mortal, he might have missed the faint sensation of his wallet lifting from his pocket.

      But Hermes wasn’t mortal—nowhere close—and he did, in fact, sense her trick. Before her lithe fingers could claim their prize, he spun, clutching her by the wrist with one hand, while simultaneously whisking her necklace free and clutching it in his fist. “Nice try, dearest, but no one steals from the god of thieves.”

      “Oh, you’re a god, are you?”

      “In every sense of the word.” He held up her necklace, and her eyes widened briefly before she scowled.

      “Give that back.” She reached for it, but he jerked his hand away.

      “Tell me who taught you to pickpocket.”

      “None of your business. Hand it over.”

      Hermes grinned. Would she speak to him this way if she knew who he really was? Gods, he hoped so. The woman was fierce. She reached for the necklace again, and he shook his head. “Tit for tat,” he teased.

      Was that a growl emanating from her throat? Aphrodite have mercy, where had this woman been all his life? “My father, okay? Now give it back.”

      He gazed at the pendant lying in his palm. A locket. What secrets had she concealed inside? “What’s your name?”

      “Kathryn.”

      “Well, Kathryn of N-O-G-S, your father taught you well.”

      “I’m so glad you approve of my upbringing.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. “May I have my necklace back now?”

      He tossed it to her, but his infatuation with the intriguing Kathryn caused him to miss his mark. The necklace sailed above her head. She jumped to catch it, but as she landed, her ankle twisted; her butt hit the railing, and she tumbled backward off the porch. Whoops.

      “Kathryn!” He rushed toward her, leaning over the rail in time to see her land on her feet as gracefully as a feline. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She clasped the locket around her neck, dropping the pendant down the front of her shirt as she returned up the steps. “Are you Cole Black or not? I’ve got a job to do.”

      “Indeed you do. Cole is inside.”

      “Thank you.” She rang the bell, and Hermes returned to his seat in the wicker chair, staring out across the road, while watching the alluring Kathryn from the corner of his eye.

      Hermes—and all the gods—had been attracted to plenty of mortals over the eons. He’d always had a soft spot for travelers, traders, couriers, and thieves…but something about Kathryn appealed to him on a deeper level. It almost felt as if a thread of his fate had been woven into hers and only now that he’d met her had it been pulled taut.

      Crazy, he knew. As if the Fates would send him a soulmate after all these millennia. No, this was a case of a man being attracted to a beautiful woman. Nothing more.

      Hades answered the door, and Kathryn’s gaze swept over his tattooed arms before meeting his eyes. He was brooding, as usual, but she wasn’t fazed by him either…which made her all the more attractive in Hermes’ eyes. She didn’t cower in the face of raw power, which meant she must be powerful herself. A witch, perhaps?

      “I’m Kathryn from NOGS.” She glanced at Hermes, a playful smile tugging on her lips as if she said it as a word just to irritate him.

      Oh, game on, my little herald.

      She glanced at her phone again. “I’m looking for a Mr. Cole Black.”

      “That’s me. Here’s the package.” Hades handed her the same envelope he’d tried to shove off on Hermes earlier. “And here are the instructions. Do exactly as it says here, and do not, under any circumstances, attempt to follow the receiver inside.”

      Kathryn took the paper and scanned the instructions. “Your secret knock is ‘Shave and a Haircut’? Seriously?”

      Hades tapped the rhythm on the doorjamb. “If you expect her to answer, yes.”

      “Wait.” She shook her head, staring at the page. “I’ve heard of this place. It’s deep in the swamp, past the bokor’s cottage. Someone actually lives there?”

      Hades’ nostrils flared. He wasn’t used to mortals questioning him. “There will be a boat beneath the tallest cypress tree. Take it to the cabin, knock, and wait for her to answer.”

      “The deadline is in half an hour. I can’t⁠—”

      “It’s more important than you can imagine. Get the package there on time, return with a signature confirmation, and I will double your fee…in cash.”

      Kathryn’s eyebrows rose. “You got it.”

      Hades closed the door, and Kathryn turned toward the steps, chewing her bottom lip as she stared at the envelope. “Shit. Hermes himself couldn’t deliver this package on time.”

      That sounded like a challenge. He rose to his feet. “Want to bet?”

      She shook her head. “Excuse me?”

      “Hermes, herald of the gods, protector of travelers, and god of speed, at your service.” He bowed.

      She scoffed and descended the steps. “Right. If you’re Hermes, then I’m Pandora.”

      “You’ve already got boldness and cunning. Let me give you hope.” He followed her down the stairs and stopped in the driveway, gesturing to his Ducati. “I’ve also got the fastest motorcycle ever created. I can get you there on time.”

      She narrowed her eyes at Hermes and then cut her gaze toward his bike. “All right. But if you try anything funny, I won’t hesitate to claw your eyes out.”

      Hermes laughed. He would love to see her try. Seriously, that would be hot. “You have my word. No funny business.”

      Not yet anyway.
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      Kathryn Gataki, a calico cat shifter who unironically went by Kat, wasn’t known for making good decisions. Hopping on the back of a bike with a delusional man who thought he was a god would have come as no surprise to anyone who knew her.

      She did think twice about doing it, and that had to count for something. But with an extra hundred dollars on the line—money that would pay her bills—she threw caution to the wind and accepted the helmet “Hermes” offered her.

      “Will you at least tell me your real name?” She slipped it on her head and swung her leg across the seat, settling behind him.

      “I told you, it’s Hermes.” He winked over his shoulder.

      Well, she supposed it was possible the name was genuine. She did go to school with an Athena growing up, so why not? “Do you have a last name?”

      “Swift, but I only use it when necessary. Most of the time, Hermes is enough.”

      “I bet.” She gripped the sides of his shirt, hesitating to get any closer. He was tall and lean, with a swimmer’s build and tailored clothes that fit him like he was born in them. He had clean-cut, dark brown hair, a short, neatly trimmed beard, and hazel eyes that made her feel like he was looking into her soul every time he caught her gaze.

      He was too hot for his own good…or…for her own good, it seemed. He was either batshit crazy and really thought he was a god, or he was just having fun. If it were the former, she’d be kicking herself for being attracted to yet another weirdo. If it were the latter, it wouldn’t hurt to see how far he’d take the game.

      Hermes started the engine and revved it, the deep melodious rumble drowning out the sounds of revelry from the French Quarter a block away. “You need to hold on tighter than that, dearest. This thing packs a punch.”

      Kat slid her arms around his waist, pressing her front into his back. He was solid and warm, and he smelled like he’d just stepped out of the shower and dressed in freshly washed clothes straight from the dryer. It was a good thing she had a helmet on. Otherwise, she’d have been tempted to press her nose into his shoulder and breathe in his fresh, clean scent. Please don’t be a weirdo.

      “Here we go.” He pulled out onto the street and practically flew toward the highway. Seriously, if the bike had wings, they’d have been airborne.

      Wind whipped against her bare arms as she tightened her grip on his body. A chuckle vibrated from his back, and she could imagine the same flirtatious smile he’d greeted her with on the front porch. Her pulse sprinted, her own lips tugging into a smile as he poured on the speed. What a rush.

      The scenery blurred around them, and he wove in and out of traffic like the other cars weren’t even on the road. She should have been afraid. They had to be traveling at least one hundred miles per hour, but the exhilaration of their pace overshadowed any other rational emotion she might have felt.

      Maybe this guy really was the god of speed. If so, what was he doing in New Orleans?

      When the call came in to make the last-minute delivery, her boss came straight to her. She overheard him tell Mr. Black that he’d send his fastest courier, but what he really meant was he’d send the one most used to shady dealings: Kat.

      NOGS was a courier service for the supernatural, and much like humans, more than a few paranormal bad seeds had planted themselves in The Big Easy. Most of her coworkers were in their teens or early twenties, using the job to pay for college or magic school. They hoped to be done with NOGS as soon as possible, so taking on dangerous clients wasn’t high on their to-do lists.

      This job came with hazard pay—all the shady dealings did—so Kat jumped at the chance to make some extra cash. Rent was due, and she was still paying off her sister’s medical bills.

      At the thought of her sister, her mind tried to sink into the dark place, but she bit her lip and yanked it back to the present. She had a scrumptious man, possibly a god—wouldn’t that be something?—between her legs. Better to focus on that and save the wallowing in guilt for tonight.

      This particular delivery had sketchy written all over it. Her boss gave her the address of the pickup, and that was it. No delivery location. No timeframe. Just the name Cole Black and an address. If she’d known she’d be taking his package deep into the swamp, into an area even the Voodoo Mambo refused to go, she’d have thought twice about accepting the job.

      Of course, that was probably the precise reason her boss neglected to give her the information. Kat was tough. She knew how to fight, and she almost always landed on her feet, thanks to her feline side. But nothing could protect a cat shifter from the black magic surrounding her destination.

      Well, nothing but a god…

      Hermes slowed his bike to a normal speed as he exited the highway and turned down the narrow dirt road. Kat started to ease her grip, but he was still going at least sixty, and the bumps and dips on the uneven path jostled her bones, making her bite her tongue. “Ow!”

      The bike skidded to a stop, and he took off his helmet, the wings fluttering as he set it on the seat in front of him. “Are you okay?” Concern etched lines into his forehead before a mischievous grin lifted one side of his mouth. “Did I go too fast for you?”

      Kat took off her helmet and shook out her hair, trying to ignore the way his playful smile made her stomach flutter. What had she gotten herself into? “The speed was exhilarating. I bit my tongue when you hit a bump.”

      “Will you survive?”

      She laughed. “I think I will.”

      “Good. We’ll have to walk from here anyway. The path is getting too narrow.” He slid off the bike and offered his hand.

      She took it, not because she needed his help, but because she already missed the feel of his sculpted muscles pressed against her. She hadn’t allowed herself an ounce of pleasure since her sister died, but she’d be one foolish feline to deny the way her body responded to being near him…especially her below-the-waist area. Down, kitty. You don’t know anything about this guy. Though, she wouldn’t mind starting with what was underneath those perfectly tailored clothes. Purrr…

      Hermes cocked his head. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah. Why?” She tucked her hair behind her ear.

      “You were making a weird sound. Were you vibrating?”

      Oh, crap. Way to let the cat out of the bag. “No, I was not. I just had a…tickle in my throat I was trying to clear.”

      She let out a nervous laugh and took off down the path. Her dad was an honest-to-gods cat burglar. He shifted into feline form to sneak into homes and hotels to steal. Not the best role model for an adolescent, but Kat was fifteen when her human mother passed away from the same cancer that took her sister last year. She was lucky her estranged father took her and Camilla in at all. Cami was only five at the time, and she wasn’t even his daughter.

      He was good to them, though, and he taught them plenty of street smarts. And Rule Number One was never reveal your magic. You’d be surprised the information a cat could glean when no one knew she was a shifter. She’d have to be more careful around Hermes. Something about him brought out her animal side.

      Her chest started to rumble again, but she shut it off and continued her trek down the dirt trail into the swap.

      “What kind of supe are you?” Hermes jogged to catch up.

      “Who says I’m a supe?” She cut her gaze toward him but kept walking.

      “You work for a supernatural courier service. A human wouldn’t have the balls to make the kinds of deliveries you do.”

      She stopped in her tracks and turned to face him, fisting her hands on her hips. “The balls? Are you insinuating that men are braver than women because a couple of peanuts in a flesh sack dangle between their legs?”

      He laughed, and a single dimple formed on his left cheek, right above his beard. “Not at all. Forgive my crude analogy; hanging around a bunch of bikers is starting to rub off on me.”

      I could rub you off. I bet I could make you scream my name too. Gah! What was it with this guy? Her hormones hadn’t worked this hard since…well, she couldn’t remember that far back.

      A cold shower was in order as soon as she got home… After a round with Big Joe, her trusty vibrator. She made a mental note to pick up batteries on her way to the apartment.

      Hermes fought his grin, but mirth danced in his hazel eyes. He tilted his head, giving her a quizzical look, and her stomach dropped down to her toes.

      Holy catnip. She didn’t say any of that out loud, did she? Surely she didn’t tell this gorgeous specimen of a man, whom she’d just met, that she would jerk him off. Yes, his smile—and everything about him—was disarming, but Kat had an arsenal of experience.

      When he didn’t say anything, she cleared her throat and replied, “You’re forgiven. Don’t let it happen again,” and she continued down the path.

      “You’re really not going to tell me what kind of supe you are? I told you I’m a god.”

      God of lust, maybe. “Perhaps I’m human.”

      “I doubt they’d send a human to make a delivery for a god.”

      Twigs crunched beneath her shoes, and a crow cawed from somewhere in the trees. “Cole Black is a god now too? He doesn’t look like a deity. What’s his dominion? Tattoo parlors?”

      He chuckled. “With that kind of sass, you must be a witch.”

      “Sure, let’s go with that.”

      The ground softened the deeper into the woods they trekked, the solid earth turning to mush, as if they were walking on a sponge. When they neared the bokor’s cottage, the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Luckily, the hair on her head didn’t react the same way. If she were in cat form, she’d have been a fluffball.

      “Who lives there?” Hermes asked, and she realized she’d stopped to stare at the dilapidated shack. Peeling white paint had turned green with age, and the front porch sloped downward as if the ground were trying to swallow the place and take the resident to hell where he belonged.

      “A bokor. He’s a Voodoo practitioner who dances with the devil. Black magic, murder, mayhem. We should keep moving.” Kat shivered as she picked up her pace. Hansel and Gretel may have been a German fairytale, but the bokor here was keeping the story alive. Only, his adventures didn’t involve children and ovens. He’d take anyone at any age, and he preferred bonfires. This was why she was getting hazard pay to deliver a damn envelope.

      “Maybe we should say hello and leave an offering as we pass? It’s nice to see a religion where people still worship their deities.” Hermes started toward the cottage, but Kat grabbed his arm and dragged him away.

      “This isn’t ancient Greece. Trust me, you do not want to say hello to a Voodoo man who practices the dark arts.”

      “Another time then.” He flashed that killer smile and followed her toward the small boat docked at the edge of the swamp.

      Towering cypress trees created a canopy over the rickety pier, their branches dappling the sunlight that reached through to the soft ground, and the scents of mud and decaying foliage drifted on the air.

      She put one foot on the pier, testing it with her weight. It gave slightly, but it felt sturdy enough to hold her, so she padded across it. Hermes stood on the bank as she stepped into the wooden boat.

      “You’re coming with me, right?” she asked.

      “Do you want me to?” Something about the way he said it made it sound like he was asking about more than the boat ride. How could a man be so intense and yet so casual at the same time? He wasn’t a big guy, but he exuded strength and power. He was quick with a smile, yet he held an underlying seriousness, like an old soul.

      Hermes was an enigma, but she refused to get sucked in by his mysterious charm. Well, she refused to let him know he was pulling her in, anyway. “You’re my ride home, so yeah.” She gestured to a seat in the boat as if she were impatient. She wasn’t. His superbike had gotten them to the swamp with plenty of time to spare, but she couldn’t let her interest in him show.

      Her father’s Rule Number Two: Don’t trust anyone. People—even gods—always had an angle. She highly doubted he was helping her out of the kindness of his heart.

      “You are an intriguing woman, Kathryn of N-O-G-S.” He dusted off the seat in front of her and sat down.

      “It really is pronounced NOGS…and Kathryn is fine.” She yanked the cord on the outboard motor to start it and then steered them out into the swamp. “Is this boat always unlocked? It would be easy to steal.”

      Hermes gave her an appreciative nod. “I like the way you think, Kathryn.” The emphasis he put on her name made her shiver. He said it like the word belonged to him. “This boat is cloaked in magic. Only those Hades wants to see it will ever know it’s there.”

      She blinked. “Hades? God of the underworld, Hades?”

      “Oops.” Hermes shrugged. “I should have said Cole, shouldn’t I? We started this motorcycle club more than a year ago, and I still have trouble keeping up with everyone’s pseudonyms.”

      She chewed her bottom lip, narrowing her eyes and studying him. Could he be serious about this god business? It would explain how fast he got them here and why he wasn’t the slightest bit scared at the mention of a bokor. It would also explain why her feline was trying to convince her she was in heat. Down, girl. I mean it.

      “I counted twelve motorcycles in the driveway at your house,” she said.

      Hermes nodded. “One for each Olympian.”

      “For each… You’re saying Zeus, Ares, Aphrodite…all the gods are staying in that house with you?”

      “Z, Warrick, and Addie. Yes, they’re all there.”

      “And Cole Black is Hades? I’m making a delivery for the god of the dead, and the god of thieves is helping me?”

      “I’m also the god of language, travel, and speed, among other things. Nothing so important as the sun or moon, but…” He clenched his jaw like the thought bothered him. “Yes, that is exactly what’s happening.” He pointed to a dock in the shade of a willow tree. “There’s our destination.”

      She navigated toward the pier. “Wait. Aren’t you the messenger god too? If what you’re saying is true, why didn’t you deliver this package?”

      He tossed a loop of rope around a cleat, securing the boat to the pier. “I’m on vacation. We all are.”

      “Then why are you helping me?”

      “It’s my nature to help people.” He paused, cocking his head as he studied her. “And you fascinate me.”

      She sat in the boat as he climbed onto the dock. There was no way this guy could be telling the truth. He wasn’t Hermes. His real name was probably Herman or Herbert or something, and he called himself Hermes to be cool. This was insane.

      Or was it?

      Dad’s Rule Number Three: Trust your instincts. She had no idea why, but her gut told her he was telling the truth. “The Olympians came to Mardi Gras for vacation?”

      “Indeed, we did.” He offered his hand, and she accepted, allowing him to steady her as she stepped out of the boat.

      As they made their way to the bank, he gestured to a shack in the trees. The tiny building was made of unpainted wood, and it had a splintered front door. Seriously, this thing was no bigger than an outhouse. It could have held two people standing, one sitting. Surely she wasn’t delivering a package to someone on the john.

      “Please tell me this isn’t a magical roll of toilet paper.” She pressed the envelope to her chest, feeling it as if it would suddenly be squishy like Charmin.

      Hermes just laughed, so she strode to the door and did the secret knock. Would Hades really be so careless as to use the most common rhythm, though? That would be the first thing people tried if they knew they needed a special knock.

      She stepped back, but no one answered the door. “What is this place, anyway? I don’t think they’re home.”

      “Try the knock again. Maybe she didn’t hear you.”

      “You’re kidding, right? The building can’t be more than ten square feet. How could she not hear me?” She tapped out the rhythm to humor him, but again, no one answered. “So much for meeting my deadline. I’ve got five minutes to deliver this to a person who isn’t even home.” She reached for the doorknob.

      “I believe your instructions said not to go inside under any circumstances.”

      Kat hesitated, but she turned the knob anyway. What could she say? She didn’t like being told what not to do. “It’s locked.”

      Hermes stepped toward her, pursing his lips as if he wasn’t sure of his next move. He narrowed his eyes, looking thoughtful for a moment before he spoke, “I have a key.” He unhooked his bracelet, and it magically morphed into a golden staff complete with wings and two snakes spiraling up the stick.

      A caduceus. Hermes’ caduceus. Holy hairballs.

      “What is this place?” Her voice came out as a whisper.

      “Give me the package. I’ll take it inside and get the signature you need.” He took the envelope from her trembling hand. “You seem like a woman who can keep a secret.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded.

      Hermes pressed his lips into a thin line. His gaze was intense, but he finally nodded in resolve. “If Medusa had answered the door, she may have invited you in. She adores the flesh. That’s why your instructions said not to go inside.”

      “Medusa? I don’t understand.”

      “Wait here.” Hermes tapped his staff against the door, and it swung open. “This is an entrance to the underworld. Don’t make me regret telling you.” He stepped through the door, and it slammed shut behind him.

      Kat’s mouth hung open as she stared at the closed door. An entrance to the underworld? Right outside New Orleans? No fucking way.

      Pressure built in the back of her eyes, and she clutched her locket—her sister’s locket—in her sweaty hand. There had been an entrance to the underworld right under her nose all this time!

      She gripped the knob and slammed her shoulder against the splintering door, but the damn thing was as solid as steel. “Come on. Open up.” She jiggled the latch, ramming her other shoulder into the door with all the force she could muster. It still didn’t budge.

      Dropping to her knees, she examined the metal handle, looking for a lock to pick, but it was smooth. There was no sign of any locking mechanism, which would have made total sense if she’d paused to think about it. It was a door to the fucking underworld. It was locked with magic, obviously.

      And Hermes’ staff was the key.

      Her mind spun, the plan hatching inside her brain without her even consciously thinking about it. If she could get that key, she could get inside. If she could get inside, she could find her sister in Elysium and rid herself of the guilt she’d been carrying around her neck like a lead collar for the past year.

      She could take her the locket and finally apologize for ignoring her pleas. All Cami had wanted was her damn necklace. It held a picture of Kat on one side, their mom on the other. If Cami had been wearing it when she died, she’d have it with her in her spirit form in the underworld. But Kat had been too selfish to go out in the rain and get it from the car, where she’d left it after her last doctor appointment.

      Cami had been sick for a year, and Kat had spent every waking moment taking care of her, trying to nurse her back to health. She’d driven her to doctor appointments, brought in Reiki healers, and seen specialist after specialist, racking up a massive amount of medical bills. She had all but given up her own life for her sister, and in one act of selfish rage, she’d undone all the love she’d given Cami during her illness.

      Her last conversation with her sister rolled through her mind as she sank onto a fallen tree trunk. She’d been tired after working all day, taking Cami to the doctor on her lunch break, only to return to work right after. Rent was due, and she didn’t have enough money to pay it and the electricity. Her boss had yelled at her for being late on a delivery; her nerves were shot, and she wanted nothing more than to take a hot bath and go to bed. As Kat had tucked her sister into bed, Cami had grasped her neck, her frail fingers shaking as she slid her hand down to her chest.

      “I left my locket in the car,” she’d said. “Will you get it for me?”

      “It’s raining,” Kat had replied. “I’ll get it in the morning.”

      “Please? I like to keep you and Mom close while I sleep.”

      The fatigue and stress had gotten the better of Kat, and she’d snapped, saying words she could never take back. “You’ve got me close to you every fucking day. My entire life revolves around you. I’m working this crap job that doesn’t pay shit because you don’t want me to steal, and I’ll be stuck paying your medical bills long after you’re gone. I think you can manage one night without your precious locket. Give me a fucking break!”

      She remembered it like it was yesterday, the awful words forever burned into her mind. She’d ignored her sister’s dying wish and had been a complete and utter bitch. The fact she didn’t know Cami would die that night didn’t matter. Hell, maybe her tantrum was what killed her.

      Kat had tried everything she could think of to apologize. She’d hired more than a few psychics to summon Cami’s ghost, but her sister had already moved on. After the seventh one couldn’t contact her, Kat had given up that route and looked into hiring a necromancer to bring her back.

      She’d have to pay an arm, a leg, and her left boob to acquire their services, though, and she was doing good to make ends meet. Not to mention—as her roommate convinced her—dragging Cami back from Elysium so she could apologize would be selfish. Who knew what a spirit would go through making the transition back to this realm against their will?

      Kat would have to go to Elysium herself to make amends.

      The question was…how would she get the staff? It was unlikely a god would let a mortal borrow a magical artifact, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask. Of course, her father would tell her just to take it, but she’d made a promise to Camilla. Kat swore she’d get her life straight and never steal again. She couldn’t break one dying wish to fulfill another.

      But she had to do something…
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      “It’s about time you came out of the pit, Medusa. I was beginning to think you didn’t want to get paid.” Hermes handed the gorgon the envelope, and she snatched it out of his hands.

      “I was beginning to think I wouldn’t get paid. It wouldn’t be the first time a god betrayed me.” She signed the receipt and shoved it back toward him while the snakes on her head hissed up a storm.

      Hermes took the paper, and Agnes and Vern hissed in return. Medusa’s snakes never did get along with his, but who could blame them? They fed off her bitter, angry energy since they were attached to her scalp and all.

      “The world is safe for another month?” He winked, which earned him an irritated glare.

      “As long as I keep getting paid. Now, get out. I’ve got a tortured soul to punish.”

      He took his time on the return trip to Earth, mulling over Kathryn of NOGS and the strange emotions stirring in his soul. He had enjoyed the way her soft curves felt pressed against his back on the drive over way more than he should have. It had been a while since he’d indulged in the pleasures of the flesh. Perhaps he should give in to the temptation and seduce her.

      He paused on the bank of the River Styx and kicked a stone into the obsidian water. The moment the rock pierced the surface, the water sizzled, steam rising in a column as it disintegrated the stone.

      “What’sss wrong?” Vern slithered in a circle around the staff. “Medusa get under your ssskin?”

      “Nah, she’s all bark and no bite.”

      “Until she turnsss you to ssstone.”

      He booped Vern on the head with his index finger. “Which is why I don’t look her in the eyes, my friend.”

      “Don’t be ssstupid, Avernusss,” Agnes said. “He’s brooding over the woman.”

      “Brooding?” Vern whipped his head toward Hermes. “Why brood? Just turn on your godly charm and ssseduce her.”

      Agnes scoffed. “Typical male responssse. His trouser snake already standsss at attention around the woman. He doesn’t need any help from you.”

      Hermes shook his head. “No worries, Agnes. Seduction isn’t the way to go with Kathryn.” Sure, he wanted his fingertips to memorize every dip and curve of her voluptuous body, but he wanted to start by learning her mind. Getting to know her soul.

      She was cautious, not fawning over him the way most women did, and he liked that about her. Being in the presence of a deity didn’t intimidate her or make her go wild with desire.

      He’d told her too much, shown her more than he should, but he couldn’t help himself. For the first time in his existence, he strangely felt the need to prove himself to a mortal. To…dare he say it? To impress her. Zeus almighty, what in Hades’ realm is wrong with me? He’d spent enough of his life trying to prove his worth to the Olympians…and to himself. Get caught stealing in your first act as a god, and you never live it down. Now he found himself with the insatiable need for Kathryn’s approval too.

      After making his way to the exit, he ran his hand through his hair and held his caduceus up so the snakes could see him. “How do I look?”

      “Like a cougar ready to pounccceee,” Vern said.

      Agnes shook her head. “Like a Greek god.”

      “Good.” He tapped the staff against the exit door and stepped into the Louisiana swamp. Agnes and Vern returned to their positions and stilled, appearing to be made of solid gold like the rest of the caduceus. They only ever spoke to him.

      Kathryn sat on the trunk of a fallen tree, and she shot to her feet when his gaze met hers. As she smiled, his heart slammed once against his chest before melting into putty. Good gods. He was in trouble.

      “Delivered and signed, right on time.” He offered her the receipt. “Here’s your signature confirmation for Hades…I mean…Cole.”

      “Thank you.” She took the paper, but her gaze locked on his caduceus. “Is that really the key to the underworld?”

      He straightened his spine. “Indeed, it is. In addition to my many other duties, I’m also a psychopomp. I can deliver souls to their final destinations.”

      “Wow.” She moved toward him, but the look of awe in her eyes wasn’t for Hermes; it was for his staff. No, not the one in his pants, unfortunately. “Are there others?” she asked.

      “Sure. All the reapers have keys, but none are like this.” What would it take for her to look at him that way? Why did he need her to?

      “Can I touch it?” She caught her bottom lip between her teeth.

      Now his trouser snake really was standing at attention. This woman was magnificent. He hesitated. Of course, he hesitated because no mortal had ever touched his staff. Well, not the one in his hand. He really needed to drag his mind out of the gutter.

      Z would blow his top if he found out about this, but Hermes couldn’t help it. He wanted, no, needed to please Kathryn. He held the caduceus toward her, and she ran her fingers across the golden wings. The moment she touched it, her arm hairs stood on end, her body reacting to the magic.

      Oh no. The magic. Her hand grazed the ball on top of the caduceus, and her lids fluttered before slamming shut. He’d forgotten to warn her about the other magic his staff possessed. The sphere put people to sleep when they touched it. Whoops.

      He caught her around the waist before she could eat dirt and tapped the staff against her arm, instantly waking her.

      “Whoa.” She blinked, resting a hand on his chest and gazing into his eyes for a moment. Then she sucked in a sharp breath as if she’d just realized his arms were wrapped around her, and she stepped away, looking at him accusingly. “What did you do to me?”

      “I didn’t do anything. It was⁠—”

      “Cut the crap, god-man.” She crossed her arms. “One minute I was looking at your caduceus, and the next I was in your arms. Is that why you volunteered to bring me out here? Because you thought you could get into my pants?”

      Her words stung, but he kept his expression neutral. “You have my word I was not trying to seduce you.”

      “No? What happened, then?”

      “You touched my ball.”

      She scoffed. “I did no such thing. How dare you insinuate I would go anywhere near⁠—”

      “This ball, dearest.” He pointed to his staff. “It puts people to sleep on contact.”

      “Oh.” She pursed her lips, cutting her gaze between the caduceus and him.

      Agnes and Vern would never let him hear the end of this. It was probably taking all their strength not to break character and laugh at him. He transformed the staff into a bracelet and hooked it around his wrist. “We’d better get you back to Cole so you can get your bonus.”

      They walked side by side up the trail toward his bike, Kathryn brooding and Hermes fighting his smile. She had spirit. Any other woman would have swooned to find herself in the arms of a god, but not Kathryn.

      “I’m sorry for accusing you,” she said as they approached his Ducati. “The stories I’ve heard about the gods suggest you’re all horny as rabbits, so I assumed…”

      “Who’s to say we’re not?” He stopped and faced her. “I would never disrespect you in such a way, Kathryn. I merely caught you before you fell.”

      A tiny smile curved her mulberry lips. “Thank you, and you can call me Kat. That’s what my friends call me.”

      “Are we friends now?”

      “I’d like to be.”

      “As would I.” He turned and continued down the trail. Friends was a good start. An appropriate place to begin with someone this captivating. He could control his “horny rabbit” urges until she was ready for them.

      “Do you ever take living mortals into the underworld?” she asked.

      “Why on earth would a mortal want to visit Hades’ realm? They’ll get plenty of the place once they die.”

      She shrugged. “A field trip, maybe?”

      He laughed. “Absolutely not…unless it’s been ordered by Zeus, Hades, or Poseidon. What those three say, goes. Otherwise, the living stay in their own realm. It’s one rule that can’t be broken.”

      “What if a mortal took your caduceus? Could they use it to get in and out?” She was full of questions, wasn’t she? Hermes could appreciate her inquisitive nature.

      “They could get in, sure. Getting out might be an issue. The underworld is like a labyrinth with dead ends and plenty of pitfalls that could trap someone there for eternity. I wouldn’t advise trying it, not that anyone could take it from me. No one⁠—”

      “Steals from the god of thieves?”

      “Precisely.”

      “What if someone did, though? What would the punishment be for stealing from the god of thieves?”

      “Good question. I suppose, if a mortal actually pulled it off, congratulations would be in order. How could I be angry with someone who bested me at my own game?”

      He slowed as they reached the so-called bokor’s cottage, and an elderly man with leathery skin and bloodshot eyes stepped onto the slanted porch. He had a scruffy gray beard and hunched posture, reminding Hermes of the troll in the Three Billy Goats Gruff story.

      Kat stiffened, sidling next to him and clutching his arm. Whether it was because she wanted his protection or she was trying to hurry him along, he couldn’t tell.

      “Who dares trespass on my land?” The bokor’s voice was gravelly, which was also very troll-like.

      “He certainly fits the classic fairytale villain image to a T, doesn’t he?” Hermes whispered in Kat’s ear before addressing the man, “It is I, Hermes, god of travelers. What offering have you for me, old man?” Hey, if the bokor wanted to be stereotypical, so could he.

      “Hermes, don’t.” Kat tugged on his arm as the man held up his hands and whispered something under his breath. “He’s about to curse us.”

      “I’m a god. He can’t curse me.”

      “Well, I’m not.” She widened her eyes and tugged him harder.

      “Good point.”

      A ball of energy formed in the bokor’s extended hands, and just as he threw it at them, Kat screamed. Hermes grabbed her around the waist once more and whisked her away in the blink of an eye—he was the god of speed, after all—setting her down in front of his Ducati.

      “How did you…?” She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply as she shook her head. “You’re a god. Never mind.”

      “My apologies for provoking him. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He took her helmet from the enchanted side pannier and handed it to her.

      “I wasn’t scared.” She pulled it onto her head, buckling it under her chin. “Not much anyway.”

      “Ready to go?” He put on his helmet and swung his leg over his bike, settling in the seat.

      “Can I drive?”

      He laughed. “You want to make it back alive, don’t you?”

      “I suppose.” She climbed on behind him.

      “No one has ever dared drive my bike, not even the other gods. It’s simply too fast.”

      “Can’t blame a girl for trying. Thanks for bringing me out here.”

      “My pleasure.” He had enjoyed her company more than he thought imaginable. So much so that he’d been careless. “Do me a favor, dearest, and don’t let the other Olympians know I allowed you to touch my staff. It’s forbidden.”

      She wrapped her arms around his waist. “But I’m allowed to touch you?”

      “Only with my permission, which you have, dear Kat. Anytime you want.” He started the motor and sped back to his house.
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      Kat couldn’t fight her smile as she climbed the stairs to her shared apartment. Cole…er…Hades had made good on his promise to double her delivery fee in cash, and she was able to pay her share of the rent plus have a little extra to splurge. On the way home, she bought a bottle of red wine for herself and a liter of O-negative for her roomie, Deirdre.

      The sun had just set, so she let the door swing wide open since she didn’t have to worry about frying her vampire friend. Deirdre lounged on the couch with two satyrs playing video games—her boyfriend Nick and an older, gruffer-looking guy Kat had never seen. The distinct scents of body odor and barn animals reached her nostrils, and she cringed. Please don’t let this be another setup. Cats and goats were not a good match. She’d told Deirdre this several times, but the vampire refused to accept it.

      “Hey, Kat.” Deirdre rose to her feet and rested a hand on her hip. She wore a pink catsuit with knee-high patent leather boots, and her blonde hair hung in ringlets down to her shoulders. Her blue eyes sparkled with her smile, and she had the kind of cheerful personality that could make even the gloomiest ghost happy. Who knew the undead could have so much life?

      Her gaze locked on the bottle of blood in Kat’s hand, and she strode toward her. “What are we celebrating? Did you get a promotion? A new job? Wait…did you get laid?”

      Kat laughed and closed the door. “I paid the rent.”

      Deirdre pouted her lower lip and followed her into the kitchen. “That’s not fun. Important, I guess, but not fun.”

      “And I suppose the smelly satyr on the couch with Nick is your answer to my no fun problem?”

      “Peter?” Deirdre curled her lip. “C’mon. Even I know better than to try and set you up with Big Billy Goat Gruff. He’s way too old. Have a little faith in me.”

      Kat took two wine glasses and filled them with their respective drinks. “Good. Because I met someone…”

      “Ooh! Someone you’re interested in? That’s new.” She sipped the blood and closed her eyes. “Mmm… Thanks for this.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “So, what’s he like?” She motioned with her head toward the dining table and settled into a chair. Nick and Peter kept their gazes glued to the television, their thumbs furiously jabbing the controllers as they murdered CGI zombies on screen.

      “He’s a god.” Kat sank into the seat next to her friend.

      “Uh-oh.” Deirdre winked. “Already joined him in the sack?”

      She took a drink of her wine, reveling in the way it warmed her throat on the way down. “No, I did not sleep with him. I met an actual god. Hermes.”

      Deirdre’s brow furrowed. “You mean the man who’s dressing as him in the parade? I thought the Krewe of Hermes didn’t roll for a few more days.”

      “It doesn’t, but I’m not talking about him. I met the real deal. The god from Olympus himself. He helped me deliver a package to the underworld.”

      Deirdre laughed, but when Kat arched a brow, she said, “Wait…you’re serious?”

      “I am.”

      Peter’s spine straightened, his head cocking as if he were eavesdropping. Maybe eavesdropping wasn’t the best word. Their entire living and dining area consisted of one open room, so it wasn’t like he was listening with his ear pressed to the door, but still.

      Kat bit her lip. Maybe she shouldn’t have said that in front of the guys. Then again, they were satyrs. If any species of supe was familiar with—and believed in—the gods, it would be satyrs.

      “You seriously went to the underworld?” Deirdre gasped. “I hope they paid you extra for a trip like that.”

      “I got hazard pay, and Hades gave me a big fat tip, which I used to pay the rent and buy our celebratory drinks.”

      The vampire’s mouth fell open. “You met Hades too?”

      “I did.”

      “Are you sure you’re not yanking my chain? I mean, the gods aren’t really real, are they? They’re just legend.”

      “Hermes did things only a god could do.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “He let me touch his staff, and I could feel the magic in it.”

      Deirdre arched a brow. “I bet you could.”

      Kat laughed. “I’m talking about his caduceus.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure.” She winked. “What’s Hades like? Is he hot? I bet he’s smokin’.”

      Nick cleared his throat and paused the game.

      Kat shrugged. “If you’re into brooding alphas with lots of tattoos, sure.”

      “Who isn’t? That’s exactly my type. Just look at Nick.” She blew a kiss to her boyfriend.

      Kat wasn’t. She didn’t have a type, but if she did, Hades most definitely wasn’t it. Honestly, she hadn’t been attracted to anyone in more than a year…until today. Hermes was confident…borderline cocky…but he lacked the macho alpha male crap that always turned her off. He seemed genuine, jovial even. And the way he looked at her made her feel seen.

      But he had something she needed. She’d have to lay her romantic interest in him aside if she wanted to complete her mission. “I need some advice.”

      “Don’t play hard to get. If you want him, go after him. Supes like you don’t live forever, and you’re getting awfully close to forty. No offense, hun, but you don’t have time to waste.”

      Kat closed her eyes for a long blink. “That’s not what I meant, Dee. I need to figure out how to steal his caduceus.”

      Deirdre blinked. “Come again? You’re going to steal…from a god?”

      “Hear me out.” Kat lifted her hands in defense. “Hermes is a psychopomp, and his staff is a key to the underworld. If I can get my paws on it, I can get into Elysium, find Camilla, and apologize. I can give her the locket so she’ll be at peace.”

      Deirdre sipped her blood, watching Kat over the rim of the glass. “I’m sure she’s at peace without it.”

      “So I can be at peace too.”

      Her roomie let out a low whistle. “You’ve been hitting the catnip a little too hard, hun. I know you’ve supposedly got nine lives and all, but…stealing from a god? Are you insane?”

      “This guilt has been driving me crazy for a year. You talked me out of hiring a necromancer, but I’ll be the one crossing into another realm this time. I have to do this.”

      “Why don’t you just ask him to take you? I’m sure if you batted your lashes and turned on your feminine wiles, he’d say yes.”

      “He said he can only take a living mortal to the underworld if Zeus, Hades, or Poseidon order it, and there’s no way in all of Olympus I could convince one of them. I have to take it from Hermes.”

      Deirdre tapped a finger against her hot pink lips. “He’s a god, right? What if you gave him an offering in exchange for his services?” She wiggled her brows. “There’s one thing you can offer him that’ll be fun for you too.”

      Kat rolled her eyes. “I’m sure he can get any woman he wants with a snap of his fingers. Sex with me won’t be enough to convince him.”

      “It wouldn’t hurt to try…”

      “Kat’s right. She has to take it.” Peter stood, and his hooves clomped on the hardwood as he walked to the table. Unfortunately, his unpleasant aroma intensified with his approach.

      Kat tried not to inhale too deeply as she shot Deirdre a pointed look. “See? But I need a plan. No one has ever successfully stolen from Hermes.”

      “He told you that himself, didn’t he?” Peter scratched his rump before sinking into a chair. Gross. “Old Hermes has always been full of himself.”

      “Most gods are.” Nick laughed and joined them at the table, dropping into a seat beside Deirdre.

      “Y’all know the gods?” Kat asked.

      “Hermes and I go way back.” Peter’s grin revealed yellowing teeth. “You seem smitten with the god of thieves. If he’s equally as enamored, I’m sure you’ll have no trouble getting his staff.”

      Kat leaned away from him warily. “Any ideas that don’t involve me sleeping with him?”

      “I still think you should ask him,” Deirdre said.

      “He won’t do it.” Peter shook his head. “Gods never allow mortals to use their instruments.”

      “Unless they’re attached below the belt.” Nick snort-laughed.

      Kat chewed the inside of her cheek. Maybe her roomie was right. “If I go to the underworld alone, I won’t be able to get out. Hermes said it’s full of pitfalls and traps.”

      “Of course he did,” Peter said. “He’s got a god-sized ego, just like the others, even if he claims he doesn’t. He wouldn’t want you to know how easy his job is.”

      She leaned her elbow on the table. That sounded about right. If everything she’d learned about the gods and their perceived self-importance were true, it made sense. Hermes did seem like he was trying to impress her. “But I promised Camilla I’d never steal again.”

      Peter pursed his lips, looking thoughtful. “It’s not stealing if you give it back when you’re done. I believe that’s called borrowing.”

      That was true. She could borrow his staff, give the necklace to her sister, and then return it before he realized it was gone. That wouldn’t be breaking her promise. But if she got caught…

      “I don’t want to anger a god. What would he do to me if he found out?”

      The old satyr waved his hand dismissively. “Hermes never gets angry. If anything, he’d be impressed.”

      Hermes had told her that himself this afternoon, hadn’t he? That he’d congratulate the mortal who could best him at his own game. Her knee bounced beneath the table as the gears turned in her mind. She could do this. It would be like one last hoorah before she hung up her sticky paws for good.

      She looked at Deirdre, adrenaline coursing through her veins at the idea. “I’m going to steal Hermes’ caduceus.”

      Deirdre shrugged. “Okay. What’s your plan? Sneak in when no one is home and grab it?”

      “He keeps it with him everywhere he goes. Most of the time, he wears it as a bracelet. It only turns into a staff when he takes it off.”

      “That should be easy enough to lift. I’ve seen you take plenty of jewelry off people without them knowing. It’s such a fun party trick.”

      “That won’t work. I tried to lift his wallet, and he caught me.”

      “But you’re such a good thief. No one ever catches you on that one.”

      “He’s the god of thieves. I’ll have to go undercover. I’ll shift to cat form and prowl the premises. With any luck, his bedroom window will have a ledge, and I can watch him. He must take the damn thing off to shower at least.”

      “So you are going to sneak in and take it?”

      “Cat burglar style.” She could do this. Of course she could; it was in her blood. Why had she ever doubted herself?

      Peter smiled and crossed his arms, leaning back in the chair. “May I offer a bit of advice?”

      “I’ll take all the help I can get.”

      “If touched, the sphere on the top of his staff will put a person to sleep instantly.”

      “I know. I accidentally touched it this afternoon.”

      Peter arched a brow. “If he catches you in the act, it works on gods as well.”

      “Hot damn.” Her plan was ready. She lifted her glass in a toast. “Reconnaissance this evening, and tomorrow night, I’m ‘borrowing’ Hermes’ staff.”

      “Can I come with you?” Deirdre asked. “I’ve never tasted ichor, but I hear it’s divine.”

      Kat laughed. “Seriously? You call me crazy for wanting to steal from a god, but you think it’s okay to try and drink from one?”

      “A girl can dream.”
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        * * *

      

      Hermes had made it back to the rental house with Kat just as the gods were leaving for the first event on Athena’s itinerary: a parade. Kathryn had received her bonus and went on her way as if the delivery she’d made was par for the course and not an errand for the gods.

      He’d almost asked if he could see her again, but for the first time in his existence, he feared rejection. Sure, other gods had been rejected over the millennia, but not Hermes. He didn’t want to end up like Apollo, relentlessly chasing after a nymph for eons, so he simply waved goodbye as she walked away. He’d find her again, and then the games would begin.

      Truth be told, his fear was unfounded. With his good looks and jovial personality, everyone liked him. Of course, the Olympians treated him like he was their little brother rather than an equal, and it worked for him on Olympus. Not here, though. He was attempting to set up boundaries on Earth, and he’d started when he refused to deliver Medusa’s paycheck to the underworld.

      He paused and scrunched his brow. He had refused, but then he’d done Hades’ bidding anyway, hadn’t he? Gods dammit. Well, it was a start.

      He pushed the thoughts aside as the Olympians gathered with the mortals on St. Charles Avenue to watch the festivities. The looks on the other gods’ faces made Hermes smile. Every one of them appeared happy, even if they were trying not to show it.

      Well, every one of them except Hades. He was still grumbling about Hermes entering the underworld in a mortal’s presence.

      “You seriously whipped out your staff and used it right in front of her?” Hades’ voice boomed above the noise of the crowd, and his glowering gaze could have turned a mortal to stone. Not literally. Only Medusa had that power, but Hades was scary enough when he wasn’t mad. Right now, he looked terrifying.

      A drunk woman giggled as she approached Hermes. She reached a hand toward him like she wanted to pet him, but when he cocked his head, she put her hands on her hips instead. “I’d like to see you whip out your staff.” She licked her lips as her gaze dropped to his pants.

      “Perhaps another time, love.” Hermes winked, and she shivered…a typical reaction for any mortal woman.

      Well, any woman except Kat.

      “I told you Medusa wasn’t answering the door,” Hermes said as the woman walked away. “You said yourself she’d quit and allow the damned souls to escape if she didn’t get paid. What was I supposed to do?”

      Hades clenched his teeth. “Tell the courier to keep knocking. Medusa would have answered eventually.”

      “Then the delivery would have been late, and Kat wouldn’t have earned her bonus.”

      He crossed his arms, flexing his biceps. “So? Why do you care?”

      Hermes shook his head. He couldn’t explain why. He didn’t know the answer himself. “She’s trustworthy. No need to worry.”

      “She better be. You’re lucky I haven’t told Z about this.”

      “You can tell him.” Hermes shrugged. Z might scold him like a naughty child, but that would be the extent of his wrath.

      “Tell me what?” Zeus moved toward them and crossed his arms, matching his brother’s posture.

      Hades puffed out his chest and flexed even harder. “Hermes has a hard-on for the delivery girl, and he whipped out his staff right in front of her.”

      Zeus laughed. “She was impressed, I hope?”

      Hades grunted. “His caduceus, Z. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” Hermes said.

      Zeus scowled, the air around him growing electric as his biceps bulged. “This isn’t a joke, son. I demand anonymity for a reason. I swear to Gaea, if your mortal causes us any trouble at all, I will not hesitate to strike her down. The last thing we need is word getting out that we actually exist.”

      Jeez, talk about a look that could turn people to stone. That threat against Kat’s life sounded way too real…and it sat heavy in Hermes’ chest like a lump of lead. He swallowed hard before composing himself, putting on his happy-go-lucky smile. “Relax, old man. I’m an excellent judge of character, and I can guarantee Kathryn won’t cause any trouble.”

      He clapped Z on the shoulder, giving it a squeeze to reassure him. “I simply helped a messenger with her job. It’s what I do.”

      Zeus’s hard glare softened slightly. “I suppose it is. I assume you didn’t let her use your staff. Not your caduceus, anyway.”

      “Of course not.” She stroked it, but nobody needed to know that little detail.

      Hades’ face reddened. “She knows where the entrance to my realm is. That’s reason enough to strike her down immediately.”

      Holy hellfire. What had Hermes done? He needed to smooth this over quickly before his infatuation with the alluring Kathryn turned deadly. “Take it easy. You’re the one who sent her there in the first place, remember? If anyone should be in trouble for introducing a mortal to the underworld, it’s you.”

      A growl rumbled in Hades’ chest. “And whose idea was it to use the courier? If you hadn’t put up such a hissy fit about making the delivery, none of this would have happened.”

      “Nothing did happen. She knows it’s the entrance, but the area is guarded by some Voodoo man who strikes fear in the hearts of mortals. You should have seen how she clung to me when we passed his dwelling. She was scared shitless; she won’t be returning.”

      “But—”

      “And the door is locked by your own magic. Are you worried a little witch might be able to break in? And what would she do if she did? The underworld has nothing to offer the living.”

      Zeus rubbed his chin as he watched the exchange. “Hermes has a point. She’d have to wrangle a reaper to get inside, and I can’t think of a reason why she would want to in the first place.”

      Hades’ eyes glowed briefly before he regained his composure. “Fine. Have your fun with the mortal but know her life is on the line. If anything goes wrong, I’ll take her to the tarpits myself, whether Z strikes her down or not. I might even take you to Tartarus along the way.”

      “Agreed.” Zeus nodded. “At the first sign of trouble, the mortal is burnt toast. Do what you will with her, but don’t bring her to the house. She might figure out our secret with so many gods in one place.”

      Whoops. He’d already spilled their secret, but no one needed to know that either. He could trust Kat; he felt it in his soul.

      Hades huffed through his nose and walked away, and Z made his way to a hotdog vendor.

      “Hermes, this was the best idea you’ve ever had.” Dionysus slung his arm around Hermes’ shoulders. His breath smelled of red wine, and the glassy look in his eyes said he’d hit the bottle long before they claimed their spot on the parade route.

      “Enjoy yourself, my friend. The mortals still love the god of wine here.”

      Hermes pushed his conversation with Z and Hades out of his mind and turned his attention to the parade, marveling at the mortals’ ingenuity. Massive floats, at least forty feet long, rolled down the center of the street. Many were adorned with glittering papier-mâché flowers and animatronic animals, but the one that lit up Dion’s eyes was covered in grapevines. Plump purple fruits the size of beach balls flowed over the sides of the trailer, and a twelve-foot-tall bottle of wine served as the centerpiece.

      “This is fabulous.” Dion took a swig from his can. “If mortals took the time to worship us like this year-round, we might still be on Mount Olympus.”

      A marching band followed the wine bottle float, and Hermes joined Dion in a dance as the mortals blasted a jazzy tune. Then, the next float arrived…

      “Hold up.” Dionysus froze. “Is that what they think I look like? I swear to Zeus, I’ll smite them all. Watch me turn their wine into toilet water. We’ll see how they like that!” He started to climb the fence separating the parade from the spectators, but Hermes pulled him down.

      “C’mon, man. It’s not that bad.” He held in his laugh. It was that bad. It really was.

      In reality, Dion had a full head of thick, dark brown hair and a well-toned, muscular physique. He was a handsome man, like all the Olympians, but the massive sculpture the mortals had created to depict the god of chaos was anything but. He was nearly as wide as he was tall, and the double—no, triple—chin reached all the way to his chest. His toga barely covered his round belly, and his laurels rested atop a hairless head.

      “How can you say it’s not that bad? I bet your parade won’t feature you as a fat, bald man.”

      Probably not. Even after all these millennia, the mortals’ view of Hermes hadn’t changed much. They still liked to render him with winged sandals, which he never wore anymore, but he was otherwise shown as a lithe, agile athlete.

      “Check out your facial expression, though. Look how happy they made you. And those nymphs dancing around your feet up there seem just as entranced with you as they are in real life.”

      “Yeah. I guess that’s true,” Dion grumbled.

      “We haven’t shown ourselves to the mortals in eons. It’s natural for them to get a few things wrong about us.” But thank goodness there wasn’t a parade for Zeus. Hermes could only imagine how the big guy would react if they got his image as wrong as they got Dion’s. He’d probably strike it with lightning and set the whole procession ablaze.

      “You’re right.” Dionysus nodded. “At least they tried. I’m going for another drink. You want one?”

      “Nah. I’m good.” His mind was too preoccupied with thoughts of Kat, and he didn’t want to dull the experience with wine.

      In addition to being a yes man—which he was trying to change—Hermes had always been a now man, living in the moment, not concerning himself with what the future may hold. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that something else was at play here, and he found himself imagining a future with the alluring Kathryn of NOGS.

      He shook his head. He hardly knew the woman. And yet…

      A visit to the Fates was in order. He had to know if his destiny was tied to hers, or if he just needed to get laid and get over himself. As luck would have it—and Hermes was the god of luck, so it was always on his side—the Fates had set up shop in the French Quarter when Zeus ordered the closing of Mount Olympus.

      Why wouldn’t they? The old hags fit right in with all the witchcraft, Voodoo, and magic in this city.

      He slipped away from the crowd… Well, it was impossible to get away from the crowds during Mardi Gras, but they did thin out the deeper he got into the Quarter. He steered clear of Bourbon Street, choosing instead to walk down Royal at a mortal’s pace. Quaint two- and three-story buildings painted blue, yellow, or brown lined the street, and eclectic shops and art galleries occupied the first floors. Cheerful wreaths and masks in purple, green, and gold—the colors of Mardi Gras—adorned the windows, giving the area a festive feel.

      Most of the stores he passed were closed for the evening, but A Twist of Fate was always open. The Fates never slept. How could they? They wove the fabric of the universe. Without them, the world would fall apart.

      He paused outside the wooden front door to read the sign. “A Twist of Fate. Potions, lotions, and the world’s most accurate tarot readings.” Hermes laughed. Mortals definitely got their money’s worth when they had readings here.

      A bell chimed as he stepped into the shop, and the scents of patchouli and sage greeted his senses. Clotho sat behind the counter, but she didn’t look at him when he walked in. She didn’t need to; this Fate was blind, but she saw everything. She wore a frumpy black dress with a strand of glass beads around her neck, and her thinning hair was combed over like a middle-aged mortal with self-esteem issues.

      “Hermes of Olympus.” Her voice sounded scratchy and deep, like an old witch’s. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

      “Greetings, Clotho. Are your sisters here? I need some information.”

      “Yes, yes. We’re always together.” She rose from her seat and motioned for him to follow her into the back of the store. “You caught us on a slow night. The tourists would rather spend their money on booze than a glimpse into their futures this time of year.”

      “I bet.”

      Clotho drew aside a beaded curtain and gestured for Hermes to enter the next room. Inside, he found Lachesis and Atropos sitting at a wooden table. Lachesis shuffled a deck of tarot cards, and her sister flashed him a gnarly smile.

      “Greetings, god of thieves. We’ve been expecting you.” She waved a hand at a chair, and it slid out from beneath the table. “Sit, sit.”

      Hermes accepted the seat, and Clotho joined them. “What can you tell me about Kathryn of NOGS?” he asked.

      Lachesis laid out a spread of cards, nodding as she examined them. “Your heart has opened,” she said.

      “Strange emotions are stirring…” Atropos added.

      “In your soul,” Clotho finished the sentence. The Fates were sisters, but not in the traditional sense. They almost seemed to share a psyche, always knowing what the others were thinking and talking in creepy rounds like this. It must have been quite a show for the mortals to watch them work.

      “I know what’s happening in me. I need to know about her. Is she my destiny?”

      Lachesis turned over a few more cards and licked her cracked lips. “The thread was spun many moons ago…”

      Clotho tapped a card. “Before she was born…”

      “It’s up to you to weave it into place.”

      “I knew it!” Hermes’ heart swelled with joy. He’d watched thousands of mortals find their soulmates over the millennia, and now it was his turn to experience such bliss. “Why did it take so long?”

      Clotho arched a brow over her milky eyes. “Do you dare…”

      “Question the Fates?” Atropos lifted her magical scissors—the ones she used to cut a thread, thus ending a mortal’s life on Earth.

      Hermes’ throat thickened at the warning. He couldn’t live with himself if he was the reason Kat’s life was cut short. Hades and Zeus had already threatened him. He didn’t need to add a third peril into the mix. “Of course not, ladies.” He turned on the charm. “I would never question your process. Please, forgive my insolence.”

      Atropos put her scissors away. “Go now.”

      “The thread is in place…” Lachesis said.

      “But it is not without knots.”

      Hermes rose to his feet and bowed. “Nothing worthwhile is ever easy to obtain. Life would be dull otherwise.”

      Clotho’s wrinkled hand clutched his. “She will take more than you are prepared for.”

      “I’ll give her anything she wants.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Kat parked her Vespa two blocks away from Hermes’ rental house and ducked into an alley before shifting into her feline form. As her paws hit the pavement, her fur stood on end, and she flicked her tail, waiting for the godsawful skin-crawling sensation to dissipate.

      She loved her calico, with her orange and brown spots dotting her pristine white fur, but every time she shifted from one form to the other, it felt like she needed to jump out of her hide. Goosebumps covered her from head to toe, and her muscles contracted beneath her skin, freezing her for a moment or two before she regained full control of her body.
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