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        She was patient.

        She was kind.

        Then they took Hope.

        Now, all bets are off.

      

      

      
        
        Take the Norse goddess of Helheim, who, despite her appearance, has a heart of gold and a huge secret she hasn't even told her favorite cousin.

         

        Add the Omnipotent Being known as Hope–the one who keeps the belief that a better future is possible alive, and also fills out a pair of Wrangler jeans like nobody's business.

         

        And it sounds like a case for opposites attract, right? Well, it dang sure should've been, but…

        Some idiot had the utter nerve to threaten not only the man made for her by the Universe but also the happily ever after she's worked her well-rounded behind off for.

         

        Time to put on the armor and get out the Nightsword one more time, 'cause come Helheim or Highwater, she's saving the man she loves.

        Even if it means kicking some butt and giving her dad a piece of her mind.

         

        This might be the one where Hell freezes over, but that's okay. Hel lives in Helheim, and she's got a secret weapon nobody saw coming.
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        Merch anwyl………Daughter dear

        Ffrind dewar……….Dear friend

        Merch hardd……….Beautiful girl
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        Mín æ………. My forever

        Elskan mín……….My love
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        The day of Arawn and Fate's Halloween Celebration

      

      

      

      Looking in the mirror, she carefully brushed mascara through the eyelashes on the side of her face that was glowing with life and vitality. Returning the wand to the tube, she placed the makeup in one of the many etched glass cups atop her dressing table and sighed, "I can't believe Ari and Faye are having another huge party. It was just a year ago that they finally made everything official. And that took centuries of poking and prodding and listenin' to one of them complain about the other and vice versa to accomplish–but we finally did it."

      "And lookie there, it only took both of them being kidnapped by Erebus, a big ass battle with the hordes of Hell, and Ari vanquishing Magoth to avenge his family and his people in the middle of the Chihuahuan Desert to make them both admit the inevitable. Those two take stubbornness to a whole other level."

      "They damn sure do," Hel chuckled. "But getting them together was just another day in Paradise–whatever that may be. I couldn't be happier for my favorite cousin and one of my best friends in the whole damn universe, however…" Turning so the lifeless side of her face was reflected in the mirror, she gave a single bat of all that remained of the translucent eyelid before leaning in closer. "I don't know how either of them thought they could pull the wool over my eyes. Can you believe how adamantly they denied their connection?”

      “And for so long.”

      “Exactly! You and I knew from the moment we saw those two lock eyes that they were meant to be. I didn't need a memo from The Powers That Be to tell me what was as clear as the half alive-half dead nose on my face. I didn’t have to use it, but I do have the glowing orb that is the All Seeing Eye of Metis, for Goddess' sake.”

      “You sure do, my dear.”

      “I still can't believe the Titan of Wisdom, aka Athena's mother, gave me such an amazing gift, but I am sure to thank her every damn day."

      "She's one of the best Titans. Hands down, a real keeper. No doubt about it. I mean, come on, some of them get all uppity, stomp around, and make a fuss at the drop of the hat, but not Metis. She has true class. I just love her."

      Another bat of her eye and the Norse goddess of Helheim swiped a bit of moisturizer on the dead flesh that more resembled ancient parchment than an eyelid, then dotted it with pink glitter. "I don't know how many times I wanted to bop Ari and Faye in the back of the head for bein' so damned stubborn."

      "You can say that again," came the sarcastic retort from her alter ego. "But they’re together now, and all is right with the world. Their happily ever after is one for the ages. So, I gotta ask, why in all that's holy are they havin' another huge shindig? I like a party just as much as the next Dragoness but come on, enough is enough. Are they gonna do this for every holiday? ‘Cause we both know that could mean a soiree every single day and twice on Sundays if they are even entertaining the idea of being all-inclusive." Pausing for less than a beat of their combined hearts, she added, "Oh, crap, I bet this party is for Fate to show off those Mating marks and that big ole rock Ari slipped on her finger for the umpteenth time. After all, they've been on their honeymoon for a year. I bet she’s run out of strangers to tell about their fairy tale Mating."

      "Sure, they’ve been away for over a year, but they had a lot of making up for lost time to do, if you know what I mean.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      “Yeah, we just need to be thankful they took off to parts unknown. Can you even imagine if they had stayed anywhere near Earth? All that everlasting and eternal love powered by an Omnipotent Being and a god in L-O-V-E floating through the airwaves would’ve turned the entire universe on its head.”

      “HA! Even worse, Cupid would’ve been out of a job for the whole damn time. Think about it. All Hell with a capital H and two l’s would’ve broken loose.” Carys laughed out loud, the sound a gravelly rumble that sent tickly tingles up and down Hel’s spine.

      “For real!” The goddess laughed along. “And then we would’ve had one pissed off goddess of Love. Remember all those centuries ago when that son of hers had extra time on his hands?”

      “You know I do,” Carys snorted with amusement. “How could I ever forget that panicked call from Zeus? He was freakin’ out because Mr. Sexy Cupid Man was messing with the natural order of everything just for something to do.”

      “My favorite was when Cupid had the dolphins Mating with the penguins.”

      “Yeah, that one was good, but what about Anson, the King Anaconda and Bethanne, the Queen Bee Hummingbird? All of Zapata Swamp was in an uproar when a half ton, thirty-five-foot Snake came slithering through the tall grass like he owned the joint only to be greeted by a six-centimeter, two-gram flittin’ and flutterin’ Hummingbird in full-on heat in the middle of December.”

      “Oh shit, I had forgotten that Anson got all the way to the Swamp before anyone knew what was happening.”

      “I will never forget. Just hearing the god of Sky and Thunder, the almighty King of the gods of Mount Olympus losin’ his ever-lovin’ mind made my list of top ten funniest things ever. He was so freaked out that he forgot to block the visual on his mental call. Witnessing all those long silver curls mussed up, tangled and flying in every direction was the best. I wish we’d thought to get a picture. We could’ve posted it on Ghoultube.”

      “Oh crap! That sweet little Feydragon, Em and her boyfriend, Nostradamus would’ve loved that. Talk about going viral.”

      “You know it.” Carys was laughing all over again and almost as hard. “Then, Odin got involved and I wanted a big box of movie popcorn mixed with milk duds and a large diet coke with crushed ice and a straw.”

      “No shit.” Hel was still chuckling. “I still can’t believe that Zeus hadn’t even talked to the All Father before reaching out to us. Not only was his plan completely asinine and more than a huge pile of elephant shit, but he broke protocol in all the wrong ways.”

      “For real,” Carys hooted. “Like you and I could’ve just sent a few of the souls from Helheim up to ‘scare’ the lust out of a King Anaconda and a Queen Bee Hummingbird. As if.”

      “Yeah, well, thankfully, Freyja got involved and reversed everything. Being the Norse Goddess of Magic definitely has it perks.” Hel nodded, smiling so much that even the deteriorated muscles of the cheek on her dead side ached. “I still wish we could’ve been a fly on the wall when Aphrodite caught up with Cupid. Now, that’s the picture I want for my album. More than once over the centuries, I have wondered how she punished him. It’s not like she could’ve taken away his toys, sent him to bed without his supper, or grounded him.”

      “For sure, but we’ve got loads of good memories and don’t need pictures to recall the details,” Carys assured, pushing images of Ari’s nuptials to the front of Hel’s mind. “The most recent being Fate’s Mating Ceremony and that ring she’s wearing.”

      “And what a ring it is," Hel sighed wistfully. “Ari went above and beyond to show the whole damned universe who Fate belongs to. He is such an Alpha, even though he’s been denying it forever.”

      "Oh, don't start that wishing in one hand and spitting in the other shit now," her alter ego snapped. "All you have to do to have one of your very own happily ever after fairy tale is…"

      "NO! Don't you dare say it," the Norse goddess of the Dead and Queen of Helheim snarled, instantly irritated and wishing she could rewind the last five seconds. "I don't want to hear…"

      "Oh, you're gonna listen and listen good. You will hear me, Miss Missy," the Supernatural Being growled through gritted teeth. "I've been living in here–inside your mind, body, and soul–since the sixth century when my beloved brother, Dewi, and that crazy old Magician, Merlin, asked me to join with you. They knew you'd been dealt a shitty hand in the crapshoot we all call Life and wanted to try to make things better. I’ll never stop searching for the reason why you and your brothers turned out the way you did. Of course, I blame that mother of yours for everything. Loki's not much better, but he's been mad as a hatter since the day he was breathed into life. I’ll give him a pass because it wasn’t his fault. After all, if I did try to confront him, he would turn himself into a speck of dust or something equally undiscernible and simply float away. No, it's Angrboda who's to blame. She's…"

      "A giant pain in the ass?" Hel barked with laughter. "Do you get it? 'Giant pain in the ass' since she's an actual Giantess."

      "Oh, Hel, you're killin' me here."

      "No, just tryin' to lighten the mood."

      "Or more like tryin' to distract me so I don't say what needs to be said."

      "You know me so well."

      "Damn straight, and that is why I agreed to your hairbrained scheme. I said I would stay a secret for as long as you needed me to. Sadly, I didn’t know how long that would actually be. You’re more stubborn, or scared, or just plain… Well, shit, I don’t know because you’ve somehow hidden all that from me. However, I was sure over time that you…"

      "Wait just one second. You didn't actually agree without…"

      "Yes, I did actually agree without a fuss," Carys, the sister of Y Draig Goch–the Red Welsh Dragon of Legend–and one of the few female Dragons left in existence, snapped. "I graciously and magnanimously decided to do as you asked when you humbly–and might I say with tears in your eyes–begged me to stay hidden until you were ready to make our partnership known to the world. I also said that I would remain your little secret without a whole lotta bitchin' and moanin'. I still stand by that."

      "Sure, you do." Hel’s sarcasm was palpable even though she knew what the Dragoness with whom she shared her soul said was the truth. The prodding, poking, and complaining was a fairly recent development, one that the goddess was sure was a result of the proximity of the one and only Omnipotent Being known as Hope.

      "Hush and listen," the Dragoness snapped. "I am simply sayin' that I did as you asked because I agreed with you and everyone else that your mother and father are assholes who cannot be trusted, and you were still young for someone who would live forever. They would have exploited that and taken whatever they wanted whenever they wanted it. Also, we couldn’t be sure that Odin and Frigga would keep their end of the deal and ensure that your parents didn’t pull a fast one. Come on, Girl, Loki isn't called the Trickster for nothing. And don't even get me started on your mother, even though I already got started, but let's be real. The All Father didn't name her 'Distress Bringer' for shits and giggles."

      "I know, but…"

      Not even missing a beat, the Dragoness Queen ignored Hel's interruption and kept right on going. "I have seen those two in action. I know what they're capable of. I've witnessed their misdeeds firsthand before you were even a gleam in your da's eye. I had no doubt those two idiots would find a way to trick us both into doing their dirty work. That is why I agreed to your plan of secrecy. If they ever got their grubby hands on our combined Magic, Power, and the Realms we both command they could do some serious damage to all we hold dear. However…”

      "However," Hel seethed, the gleaming platinum hair of her live side tangling with the ebony tresses of her dead side, creating a black and white kaleidoscope that swirled and swept through the air all around the dichotomy of her gorgeous face. Unable to keep her jaws from clenching, the grinding of the exposed teeth on the dead side of her visage reverberated off the walls of Castle Niflheim. "It has been fifteen hundred years since our joining, and you are sick and tired of being locked away. You want to fly free and not just in the depths of Helheim under the cover of Darkness and Magic. You no longer want to be my dirty little secret. It took everything in you not to reach out to Ormr, the Dragon King with whom Arawn shares his soul, during our time on the dark side of the Moon and as we battled the hordes of the Underworld, Erebus, and Magoth in the Chihuahuan Desert. But you did it for me. You have always done it for me," Hel mimicked in the thick Welsh accent of the Dragoness Queen with whom she shared her soul.

      "Damn straight I did," Carys shot right back, the brogue of her homelands only getting stronger with each syllable. "And I would do it again. I love you. You are the daughter I never had, and I would do anything and everything to protect you, which is precisely why you have to build a happy little bridge and get the hell over all the bullshit that keeps you from having a life. First of all, tell people I am here, or at the very least, let me come forth and show them. It is my belief that no one is going to hold the fact that we kept your ability to Shift and my existence a secret. In fact, if you do the latter and let me out to show them I exist, I am sure they will all be so surprised and pleased for us both that there will be little to no explaining needed.”

      “I understand, but…”

      Not so much as batting an eye in acknowledgement that Hel had spoken, Carys powered on, “And once you share that we were joined by my brother and that insane Magician, I have no doubt that you will be able to do a whole lot of other things, like, reach out to that sexy hunk of Omnipotent Being who was made just for you. And while we’re on the subject, since there is that one spot in your psyche I will not and I suspect cannot access, the one where you keep those special confidences from even me, how about you level with me and tell me why exactly you refuse to at the very least speak to Hopper?"

      Ignoring the question Carys had asked more times than Hel cared to recall, the goddess once again deflected with a chuckle. "Well, one thing's for sure: I'm gonna cancel your subscription to Netflix and GhoulTube. I think I liked it better when you were the staunch, uptight Welsh Dragoness Queen who only spoke Welsh and knew nothing of the outside world. As I remember it, you hated the English language, absolutely refused to speak it when we were first joined and look at you now. This whole 'millennial vibe' complete with its English slang is almost more than I can handle."

      "I know what you’re doing, my dear Hel. So, stop deflecting, and listen up."

      "Isn't that what I've been doing?" Stopping for less than a half a second, she quickly added, “Listening up, I mean.”

      Ignoring her comment, the Dragoness Queen returned to her tirade. "You need to share our secret with those you trust, the people you hold dear. You need to tell them that I exist and trust that they will not only keep our secret but help protect it from your parents. Not that I think we need any help at all. I mean, we’ve got it all goin’ on, and then some. We can protect what’s ours, but it is always good to have backup–people you know will be there if you need them.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “And let's face it, the time is coming when you're gonna need me out there, not stuck in here."

      “I know you’re right, however…”

      “Let me make one thing perfectly clear…” Carys paused.

      Hel could feel the incredible, Magical, magnanimous, and amazingly Powerful Dragoness holding onto her temper with both of her massive paws and a good bit of the Enchantment flowing through her immortal being. She knew there was more coming. Carys never left anything hanging or up to interpretation. She prided herself on being clear and concise. Therefore, Hel knew she needed to hold her tongue and wait.

      Thankfully, it took less than three beats of their combined hearts for the Dragoness to continue. With her golden eyes glowing so brightly Hel could feel the heat, Carys leveled her gaze and repeated, “Let me make one thing perfectly clear, Merch Anwyl, if there is ever a time that you need me, I will burst forth with the fury of the Ancient Dragon Kings and Queens, burn whoever dares to threaten you to the ground, then blow their ashes to the four corners of the universe without giving a gods be damned about who knows that I exist or not. Are we clear?”

      “We are,” Hel quickly answered, feeling the truth in every word Carys spoke.

      “And the time is coming when you are going to need me. So, make your decision, because come Hell with a capital H and two l’s, I will be there when the time comes.”

      "You mean because we can both see that I'm gonna have to accept Hopper as my Mate and all the lovey-dovey BS that comes with it? And once that happens, the dominoes begin to fall, so to speak?"

      Shaking her huge head and rolling her elliptically pupiled eyes, Carys filled Hel's mind's eye with a puff of steam as she huffed, "Yes, you accepting the Omnipotent Being known as Hope is one of the reasons, but you know as well as I do that there are others that may or may not involve the safety of the known world and all the living beings who call it home. You are going to have to stop being as pigheaded as Arawn and Fate and accept the Omnipotent Being known as Hope as your Mate. He was made for you just as much as you were made for him. Please, for the love of all that’s holy–and my sanity–do not make me say the Universe does not make mistakes."

      "You just did."

      "I'm ignoring you."

      "Nothing new there."

      "Look, you have to stop using the fact that Hopper's a Cowboy Wannabe as an excuse not to get to know him. That’s just what’s on the outside. On the inside, where what matters resides, he is your knight in shining armor, and in your heart of hearts, you know that. He's good people, and you need that. No! Shit and shoelaces, you deserve it. You deserve happiness and love and the man that was made for you by the Universe to be by your side and adore you in all the ways only he can forever and ever amen. There’s a reason the Universe and The Powers That Be thought it was a good idea to Mate the Norse Goddess of the Dead and Helheim with the Omnipotent Being known as Hope, because as far as unlikely couples go, you and Hopper are in my top three."

      Doing her best not to get choked up at the sentiment flowing from her Dragoness, Hel laughed, "Well, it’s Desi that calls Hopper CWB for Cowboy Wannabe. I never said I didn’t like the way he dressed. Nor have I ever even remotely implied that I dislike the Southern drawl in his voice or the country songs he’s always humming under his breath.” She nodded and smiled. “CWB. It's kinda catchy don'tcha think? Has a certain ring to it."

      "It does, Destiny’s got a quick wit and turn of phrase unlike any other. She also knows her Cousin very well. I have it on good authority that other than her sister, Hopper has always been her go-to confidant.”

      “Yeah, Desi’s mentioned that a time or two.” Hel tried but couldn’t hide the giggle in her voice. More than a few times she’d thought about asking Destiny for information on Hopper, but she’d always stopped. That would give Desi an opening to meddle in Hel’s life more than she already did, and that was not something the goddess of the Dead was prepared to navigate.

      “A time or two?” Carys hooted with laughter. “She has been teasing that boy and telling you all about it for centuries. She’s said it all so many times, I believe Hopper has a mansion full of Wrangler blue jeans, those sexy Justin boots, and Western shirts with those pretty pearl snaps. Ya’ know, I often wonder if his boxers have rhinestones on them. I really think that finding out these important little details needs to be on the top of your to-do list."

      Laughing so loud that her pet Ravens, affectionately known as the Congress Conspiracy, jumped from their perches and flew in circles around the high ceilings of Castle Niflheim as if they were doing some intricate dance only they knew. Their deep, musical croaks filled the massive structure with their irritation at their Mistress' outburst and made the goddess laugh even louder. "Oh, hush, y'all," Hel teased. "Can't a girl have some fun?" Returning her focus to Carys, she winked, "As for you, my dear Dragoness Queen, top marks for your description of the most irritatingly gorgeous Being in the universe. I guess Netflix and GhoulTube will have to stay if you can throw out a one-liner like that with such flair."

      "Thank you. Thank you. I'll be here all week. Try the veal and remember to tip your waitress. Ba-dum-tsss."

      With her shoulders still bouncing, Hel quickly put on her favorite lipstick, a very matte, vivid, blue red from MAC cosmetics called Ruby Woo, and then exhaled with a giggle. "And the hits just keep coming. Seriously, Carys, what would I do without you?"

      "I feel the same about you. That's why I know it is time…"

      "…to let everyone I love know that you exist, explain why I felt it was necessary to keep our connection, and more specifically you, a secret, and after they are all done making me feel like a huge butthead, reach out to Hopper and I don’t know… Invite him to dinner or for a cup of coffee."

      "Exactly. Lookie there, you can be taught."

      "Yeah, yeah, yeah, okay, when you're right, you're right. The minute I get home from this party, we’ll start planning, but I refuse to admit that you're as good a Genie as Robin Williams was in Disney's Aladdin."

      "That’s a deal, my dear girl!" Carys whooped. "I agree to hold off on our great reveal until after this Halloween Hoopla, although…”

      “Yes?”

      “Well, it’s just that I think this party would be the perfect time for you to go as a Dragoness Queen instead of Princess Aurora. All you need are a few shimmering scales and…"

      "And I think we need a little more of a plan.”

      “Alright, but I’m holding you to it.”

      “Whew! Thank you, Carys. I wasn't sure you’d agree without making my blood boil or my eyes turn red with flames."

      "You know I have always got your back, even when you make me crazier than those Dragons of Fate make our Faye."

      "Well, at least they're all Mated, and the women the Universe made for them are just as fearless as they are. Wasn't it cool how they all flew in and dropped down in the middle of the Chihuahuan Desert just when we needed them the most? It was…"

      "Beautiful and amazing? It made you realize what an asset it is to have a Mate, not to mention a Dragoness, at your disposal?"

      "Do you ever stop?"

      "Nope, not ever," Carys chuckled. "But I will give you a break from mentioning our Mate, Hopper, until…"

      "Until after we tell every one of your existence and they get to meet you?"

      "You got it in one. You know me so well."

      "Well, as you keep reminding me, we do share a brain, a soul, and damn near everything else that comes with it."

      "Which means that I know you're stalling. So, get your cute little butt off that chair and to your cousin and best friend's Halloween party before you miss the whole damn shindig. You already look gorgeous. I just can’t wait to see that gown on your curves, and I will not allow you to waste any of it on the Ravens."

      "Yeah, I know you’re right. After all, Fate has been working her Omnipotent Being Magic to make sure I get there. Can't you feel it in the air?"

      "Oh, yeah, she's been spreading it all around, just like she did for her Mating Ceremony. And here I thought she would be too busy with Ari making with the bow-chica-wow-wow to worry about anything else."

      "Girl, me too! But Faye always has been good at multi-tasking."

      "Ha! You know that's right. Now, come on. Put some va-va-voom in your giddyap and get moving. I don't wanna miss the hors d'oeuvres or the candy. I was all ears when Desi said the caterers, Brownie Banquet Bonanza, are bringing smoked trout croquettes made to look like jack-o-lanterns, brie and prosciutto shortbread ghosts, stuffed baby portabella mushroom bats, and…"

      "And that's enough. I haven't eaten since yesterday. You're making my stomach growl."

      "Then let's get a move on."

      Standing, Hel waved the hand of her live side through the air, and in the blink of an eye, she was dressed in an elegant champagne pink gown with a V-neckline cut almost to her navel but covered in soft, sheer matching tulle for her never-ending modesty. Turning to the side, she looked into the full-length mirror, pleased to see that the hemline just brushed the toe of her heels in the front and that the small train in the back lay perfectly. Running her hands over the Swarovski crystals sewn into all the right places, she couldn't help but smile at how they gave the perfect illusion of an hourglass figure–even on the dead side of her body. She had to admit that her curvy figure looked damned good.

      “It always amazes me that even my dead side still has curves.”

      “And if you got ‘em, flaunt ‘em,” Carys cheered, her smoky contralto sounding more like the actress Kathleen Turner than the fierce Welsh Warrior Princess Gwenllian ferch Gruffydd as it usually did.

      Turning one way and then the other, she slowly nodded. "You are so right, Carys. And you know what?”

      “Tell me.”

      “I think I'm gonna forego the Spell that hides my dark side. I'm gonna let it all hang out tonight. Since we’ve decided to bring your existence into the light, I need to lead the way by showing everyone precisely who I am. I’m tired of hiding. Either they accept me, or they don’t."

      “Well, yee-frikkin-haw. It's about fucking time. Now, get us the hell outta here before you lose your nerve."

      For one of the only times in her very long existence, Hel didn't overthink it. She simply took the advice given and made with the Magic. A wave of the hand of her dead side, and in the blink of an eye, she disappeared from Castle Niflheim and reappeared just outside Fate's Mansion of Realms.

      Taking a deep breath and forcing her shoulders back, she stood tall and dare she say, proud. Stepping forward in her four-inch stiletto Christian Louboutin's, she reached for the elegant brass handle, opened the door, and walked inside. With every step, she felt more confident, stronger, and more at ease. Letting the beat of the music lead the way, she bounced her shoulders as she made her way to the party.

      She could feel Carys's love and support, and, most importantly, the Dragoness's pure, white Magic lending her all the strength she could ever need, and she mentally whispered, "Thank you, ffrind dewar."

      "Girl, you got this."

      Feeling as if she could do literally anything, Hel smiled as Carlton, Fate's butler and all-around miracle worker who was dressed like Lurch from the Addams Family, bowed. "Welcome, Mistress Hel. And might I say you look absolutely ravishing?"

      "Yes, you may, Carlton, and thank you very much," Hel giggled like a schoolgirl. "You really are good for my ego."

      "I only speak the truth. Never have I seen a more beautiful Queen."

      “Oh.” She paused. “I’m supposed to be Princess Aurora from the Disney story Sleeping Beauty.”

      “Yes, I caught the resemblance.” Winking, something she’d never before seen him do, Carlton reassured, “And it is perfect, but to me, you will always be a Queen.”

      “Oh, my, thank you so very much.”

      Hel couldn’t help but gush. It wasn’t that she was getting complimented, that was something she would never get used to no matter how many times it happened. It was the fact that she could feel how earnest and honest, the usually taciturn and stoic butler was being. He wasn’t trying to butter her up. He wasn’t just saying the words because it was expected, nor was he just trying to be nice. Carlton really, honestly, and truly meant that in his eyes, she was beautiful–and that meant the world to Hel.

      Then he reached out and took the hand of her dead side in his. Raising it to his lips, he gently kissed the skeletal knuckles never breaking eye contact with her.

      After placing it back at her side, he smiled so brightly that his light blue eyes glowed with an inner light she’d never before seen coming from the butler. Then he beamed, "You are truly a sight to behold. It is always a pleasure to welcome you to the Mansion of Realms," and Hel quite literally felt weak in the knees.

      "Thank you so very much, Carlton," she squeaked. “I know I keep saying that, but I really do appreciate your kind words. You have made my whole night.”

      “Then my work here is done.”

      Watching as the Butler stood to his full height, Hel’s throat was suddenly dry as he turned to the side and opened the door to the Grand Ballroom. But there was no going back. She was going to walk into that massive room full of every imaginable Magical, Mystical, and Enchanted Being in the entire universe with her head held high. No one was going to stop her from taking that vital first step toward the life she deserved.

      Taking the flute of champagne–with a tiny rubber spider hanging on the side–that was offered by one of the Fairies buzzing about the room with trays of drinks and hors d'oeuvres, she saw the back of the Omnipotent Being known as Destiny as she talked and laughed with the Valkyrie, Liv and two of her sisters, Kelsey and Zuri. For the first time she could recall, Hel wasn’t nervous. She wasn’t self-conscious. As a matter of fact, it was the only time in her whole life that she hadn’t compared how she looked to all the other women in the room–and that was most definitely saying something.

      “I am so very proud of you, Merch Hardd,” Carys whispered. “Now, get that cute little ass in there and knock ‘em dead.”

      “You got it.”

      Making a beeline for the group, she was less than ten feet away when the low, rumbling Texas drawl of none other than the Omnipotent Being known as Hope reached her ears. Tingles danced up and down her spine. Goosebumps did the Hokey Pokey all over her body–even her dead side. Her heart skipped a beat, and then her pulse raced like she'd just finished the Boston Marathon–and Hel did not run.

      She wanted to run. She wanted to hide. She wanted to simply disappear into the Ether.

      "I can't…"

      "You can."

      “No, I can't."

      "You will not run away like you did at the Mating Ceremony. You can do this, and you…"

      But Carys's words were cut off as Desi turned and welcomed, "Get on over here, Hel. I need help givin' old Hopper here a hard time."

      Doing an abrupt and hasty about-face, the Norse goddess of Helheim made a beeline for the closest door.

      “No! Hel! Stop! You can…”

      But it didn’t matter what Carys thought. She wasn’t ready. She couldn’t do it. She would quite literally rather walk naked through the Fires of the Lowest Level of Helheim for all of eternity than face the one man in all the universe who she already loved with all of her heart and soul.

      “Please, Hel, it’s not too late.”

      But she wasn’t about to answer the Dragoness Queen with whom she shared her soul. Hel didn’t want to hear what Carys had to say. She was doing what she had to do and that was all there was to it.

      Exiting so fast she had to work hard not to lose her shoes in the process–after all, she was dressed as Aurora, not Cinderella, she ran like the Hounds of Hell–the big ass Canines in Lucifer’s domain, not hers–were on her heels. Sweeping past Carlton without a glance in his direction, she raced down the hall with the exit in sight.

      Faster and faster, she sped, but her charging footsteps almost faltered when she heard Desi whoop, "See? It’s just like I told y'all. Hopper boot scoots in and scares the bejesus right out of the one made for him by the Universe. Now, that's what I call a party! For the second time and in the very same room, he scared our beloved Hel right out of sight. I gotta say, I'm thinkin' our boy's gotta snowball's chance in Hell of ever getting’ a kiss from the goddess of Helheim. Are y’all with me? Or are you goin’ with the old adage, Fate will not be denied?"
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      “But I don’t want to go.” Shaking his head and inhaling so deeply that his shoulders involuntarily scrunched up just under his ears, his mouth was moving before his brain was even close to catching up. “And before you say it… Yes, I know I sound like a whining child, but I can’t help it,” he ground out the last words through gritted teeth.

      Turning away from the window, he was close to pleading, something he hadn’t done in centuries, and still couldn’t have cared less as he begged, “Can’t you just tell them I’m not feeling well? How about I have a fever? I threw up all over your shoes? I have the measles? The mumps? Smallpox? Chickenpox? Monkeypox? Elephantpox?”

      “Elephantpox?” His Cousin snorted with barely contained laughter. “What the hell are monkeypox? Is that even a real thing?”

      “Of course, it is. At least, I think…”

      “Don’t even try it, Bud.” Shaking his head, Pat leveled his gaze, arched his right eyebrow, and leveled his glare. “Come on. You’re an Omnipotent Being, Hop. You can’t get sick… And they know that because...”

      “Because they are also Omnipotent Beings. Yeah, yeah, yeah…”

      “Yes, exactly. See, that’s why…”

      “Okay, then tell them I was called away to Dreki Island for an emergency. Remember you can’t tell them what the emergency is because they don’t know that Dreki is anything but my ‘happy place’.” Nodding hopefully, he quickly added, “But tell them I am away, and you don’t know when I’ll be back. Make my apologies with all your overwhelming grace and charm. You’re so good at that. I mean, you’re the best of all of us.”

      “And you can stop with the buttering up. It’s not gonna work.” Looking over the rim of his coffee mug as he took a sip, Pat’s lavender eyes swirled with the Magic of the universe. Lowering the cup, he slowly shook his head. “Look, Hopper, you know I can’t do any of that. The only reason Desi is havin’ this party is to get you and Hel together once and for all. Valentine’s Day is just an excuse. If you miss this party, not only will she be pissed, but she’ll double down, and you and your lovely Mate will never have a moment’s peace.”

      “Yeah, well it’s stupid. The whole damn thing is just arggggggh, nuts.”

      “Not your best comeback, but I’ll let it go… this time.”

      “Thanks,” Hopper grumbled. “Just thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” Pat snickered. “And as I was saying, if Desi could’ve come up with another plausible reason to throw a massive party before now–one she believed would hide her true intent–she would’ve used that. I know she threw around the idea of a National Bean Day and Chili Cook Off Soiree. It looked like that was what she was going with until she visited Charity.”

      “Oh, great, what did Cousin Chari have to say?”

      Chuckling with so much hilarity that it took him three times to get started, Pat finally said, “Well, Charity explained that many of the gods and goddesses she would be inviting still possess very humanlike bodies, and when those humanlike bodies are pumped full of certain foods, i.e. beans, the results can be, shall we say, rather odiferous.”

      “Oh, my Great Goddess,” Hopper burst out laughing despite the situation and his overwhelming sense of doom lurking just over his left shoulder. “You have got to be kidding.”

      “Not even a little bit.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “Yeah, that’s sorta what they were talkin’ about,” Pat guffawed with such gusto that he bent at the waist and slapped his legs. “I kill me. I really am good at this whole joke thing, aren’t I?”

      Giving his cousin a moment to gain his composure, Hopper finally snorted, “Alright, Chucklehead. Yeah, you’re a regular Don Rickles.” Heaving a sigh that literally moved the hair off his forehead, he continued, “You know you really need to take your comedy show on the road… And leave it there.” When his Cousin’s laughter only got more robust, he sighed, “That’s enough. Dear God with a capital G, that is more than enough.”

      “Not nearly,” Pat continued to chuckle but was at least standing upright which gave Hopper hope that his Cousin was winding down.

      “Well, can you get it together for now and help me come up with a way out of going to this damned party?”

      “No can do. Desi waited as long as she’s going to wait. We made it to February, and she’s finally recovered from the holidays. Yes, to you and me, the whole thing seems a little on the nose, but our dear Cousin is using this poorly veiled attempt to play Cupid for you and your Fated Mate, and you are gonna show up with a smile on your face and a spring in your step.”

      “But…”

      “Ack!” Pat waggled his finger. “No. You are gonna do it even if it means you have to call the Pink Pixies of Pomodoro for some ‘Happy Pomodoro Joy Pomodoro Pixie Dust.”

      “Oh, hell no!” Hopper adamantly objected. “That shit will have me laughing my ass off for three days. I’ve seen what those little Pink Demons are capable of, and I am not going there. Ya’ hear me?”

      “I hear you,” Pat immediately answered with an undeniable smirk on his face. “Desi planned this party for you and Hel to get with the Mating, and you are going to be there, Amigo.”

      “Yeah, I know why she’s having the party. I am also well aware that ‘our dear Cousin’ thinks I am completely clueless. She thinks that I have no idea why she is havin’ this party, and that Hel and I need her help.”

      “She does not think you are clueless, Hop. You know it’s not that at all. She hasn’t even gotten that far in her thought process. Desi has simply always thought she was smarter and sneakier than all of us combined. Remember when she threw Charity a surprise party for her ten-thousandth birthday? There were flyers plastered all over every Mansion, Castle and humble adobe in every Realm, and she still thought it would be a surprise.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Hop snorted half a chuckle. “I saw them all and heard about it from everybody I ran into. Poor Chari, she should’ve won an Academy Award for her performance.”

      “If Academy Awards existed all the way back then.”

      “Oh, crap,” he snickered. “You’re right.”

      “Usually am.”

      “Smart ass.”

      “Usually,” Pat barked with laughter. Inhaling deeply, he almost immediately schooled his features. “But seriously, Hop, if you don’t go to this red, pink, and white soiree, Destiny is gonna lose her ever-lovin’ mind. And if Desi…”

      Holding up his hand, the Omnipotent Being known as Hope interrupted his cousin for at least the hundredth time. “I know. I know. The Great Goddess knows that I know that if our dear Cousin loses her ever-lovin’ mind, then we all get to go crazy right along with her." Grumbling and grinding his teeth, Hopper searched for all the hard-fought-for uplifting emotions he ever had even as he felt them draining from his body at a high rate of speed with each passing second.

      “Yep, that’s right,” Pat picked up as soon as Hopper stopped. “We lose all our marbles right along with everybody else in the whole universe. All the little fishies in the deep blue sea, all the creepy crawlies creepin’ and crawlin’ everywhere under all the rocks, stones, and pebbles…” Taking a quick inhale even though he didn’t need to breathe to live or speak or do anything, he kept right on going. “And let us not forget, all the Others, Supernaturals, Paranormals, and all the Magical and non-Magical folk in all walks of life. Most of all, we have to think about all humans and all their… Well… I mean, like I said before, all the everybodys everywhere, even if they technically do not have a body or a mind, will be driven absolutely nuckin’ futs if the Being in charge of Destiny–the hidden Power that already knows all the large and small decisions each living being will make, you know, all of them, big, small, significant, and insignificant–yeah, those, loses her mind. If that Being, our Cousin, the dear Lady who helps those very same beings make the decisions that will hopefully get them where they need to be is the One flying over the Cuckoo’s nest then all hell and hootenannies will blow up, explode, implode, and well, shit, simply cease to exist. I know it sucks, but their welfare is and always has been the responsibility of The Powers That Be and that be us, Cuz. Sooooooo, maybe you should…”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get it. I need to play nice and not make our Cousin, the Omnipotent Being known as Destiny, go all Texas Chainsaw Massacre.”

      “I never said she would go all…”

      “Potato, potahto,” Hopper huffed. “One person’s flying over the Cuckoo’s nest is another’s Texas Chainsaw Massacre.”

      “Okay, we’re gonna have to agree to disagree on that one. And let me make one thing very clear, if the ‘Texas Chainsaw Massacre’ remark ever somehow makes its way back to Desi, I will deny hearing it, or ever even being a part of this conversation. You get me?”

      “I got you.”

      “I also must make it very clear that I seriously do not believe Desi would ever do anything even close to… to… Well, you know I hate horror movies, and therefore, have no clue what really happened after that poor man was hung on a meat hook, however, you most definitely know what I mean.”

      “Yes, I do know what you mean, and as for agreeing to disagree, it's a deal, but that’s not the point I was tryin’ to make.”

      “Oh, okay, what is the point you were trying to make?”

      “The point I’m tryin’ to make is…” Hopper stressed the words, trying really hard not to lose his temper but recognizing the writing was already on the wall. He was two steps from throwing a hissy fit, and it appeared that the brake lines on that particular vehicle had been cut. “I need to find a way to convince Desi and her lovely sister, Fate–two of our dear Cousins as you so loving referred to them–to back the holy hell off. They need to take a beat, go on vacation, or get a hobby that doesn’t involve me or my love life.”

      “That is a truly wonderful thought–something to strive for in the future. However, let's be real, oh, and live in the present, our Family, at least the female members, tend to think of meddling in our lives as a right, not a luxury. Dare I say, they see it as a sport and are always striving to win the gold medal.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Hop sighed. “I have actually taken part in their sport when it…”

      “When it didn’t involve you?”

      “Yeah,” the Omnipotent Being known as Hope begrudgingly nodded. Then, pointing his finger at his Cousin, he warned, “And so have you. Do not try to take the moral high ground with me. Your day is coming, Bud. Just because you refuse to tell us who your One True Fated Mate is… Just because you found a way to hide the information from us… And just because you convinced Chaos, Auntie Universe, the Great Goddess, and God with a capital G to keep your secret does not mean she’s not out there and it does not mean that I won’t figure out who she is.”

      “Don’t you dare threaten me, Hopper. I will make you understand the true meaning of 'praying for patience.' You know I can do it, and worse yet, you know I will."

      Holding up his hands in surrender, the Omnipotent Being known as Hope acquiesced, "Okay, there, Partner, I give up. Don't shoot." Forcing a smile, he tried to tease, "I was just sayin’…”

      “You were just deflecting.”

      “Okay, yeah, that too.” Dropping his hands, his shoulders slumped forward. “Why can’t those two just get it through their collective omnipotent brains that Hel wants literally nothing to do with me?”

      Running his fingers through his hair one more time, he was sure the curls had been pulled out and every last strand was standing on end–and he didn’t care. He needed to finish his thought before his brain melted and ran out his ears. “I mean, come on, they have to get a clue. Those two wonderful Ladies, who I simply adore, have been right there–front and center–every time Hel has literally laid eyes on me, done a one-eighty, lifted up her skirt, and gotten the hell right outta Dodge.”

      Shaking his head, he kept right on going with each word coming out faster than the one before. “I would swear she was going for the gold in the Olympic fifty-yard dash.”

      Throwing his hands in the air, he let them fall just as quickly. “Why can’t they just leave well enough alone? This shit is gettin’ damned embarrassing.”

      “You know why.” Not waiting for an answer, Pat kept right on going. “Because Fate is living her happily ever after with Arawn, and Destiny was just officially given the gig of the Universe's Chosen Matchmaker. That means she’s handling all of Babs MacAutley’s duties while the Babdhoír–that’s Matchmaker in Gaelic in case you’ve forgotten…”

      ‘Thanks, but I know the language.”

      “Smart ass.”

      “Always.”

      “Anyway, as I was saying, Desi is now the Matchmaker Extraordinaire–a title she coined all by herself–while Babs is in parts unknown and she thinks that everybody everywhere needs to be in love and Mated. But mostly those two cannot butt out because, like I said before, they really and truly care for you and Hel.”

      “I get it. I love them too. But we all saw what happened at Faye and Ari’s Halloween Party.”

      “Yes, but…”

      “You remember, right?’

      “I do, but…”

      “She ran so fast when she saw me comin’ that I had to raise my arm and smell my pit. I thought I’d forgotten my deodorant.”

      “You know it wasn’t…”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I know I didn’t stink.” Hopper snapped. “Because I always smell sweet as a daisy, and… because Hel hates me.”

      “Hel does not hate you, Hop,” Pat countered with just as much emphasis. “I am sure whatever is going on with the Norse goddess of Helheim has nothing to do with you. She is dealing with something. You can see it in her eyes. She is haunted by something or someone, and when she’s ready, she will…”

      “Okay, if I’m not the problem then tell me how I get Desi and Faye to leave me alone until my beautiful Mate is ready to take the next step?”

      “I think you need to…”

      “You know what, Pat?”

      “Umm… you don’t want to hear my opinion on getting Destiny and Fate to leave you alone?”

      “No. I mean, yes. I mean…” Shaking his head, Hopper motioned for his Cousin to hurry up as he added, “Sorry. I mean that I shouldn’t have interrupted. After all, I did ask the question. So, riddle me this, dear Cousin, why can’t those two leave me alone?”

      "Because they love you, and they love Hel. Most of all, they want both of you to be happy. Those two know all too well that you and she have known y’all are Fated Mates since the moment Hel was born. They understand, well, at least Fate understands, that making a commitment is hard. No matter how you feel and what you know, when you are gonna live forever and ever amen, and that means that you will be together with the one made for you by the Universe forever and ever amen, anything and everything can be scary."

      “Yeah, but…”

      “One more thing,” Pat continued. “Everybody keeps saying the road to Hell is paved with good intentions, but they keep forgetting that the way to True Love is narrow, rocky, and full of potholes.”

      “Well, shit, you got me there,” Hope sighed. “I never thought of it that way.”

      Shrugging, Pat added, “Just a little perspective from the guy who has helped a lot of people tolerate a lot of curves and swerves on their way to happily ever after.”

      “Yeah, okay, whatever. I get it, I guess. You are telling me that I need patience. And I have that where Hel is concerned. Truly, I do.”

      “I know you do, Cuz.”

      “Well, then you need to help Faye and Desi get some, too. After all, that is your thing.”

      “Touché.”

      “Yeah, well, as I see it, our dear Cousins think Hel is scared because making a commitment to me is forever and she has some skeletons in her closet that need to be dealt with, and Faye and Desi think I feel the same way.”

      “That’s not exactly what I said.”

      “Close enough.” Running his fingers through whatever curls were left in the mop of blonde hair atop his head, the Omnipotent Being known as Hope continued without so much as a breath. “Now, can I ask my question?”

      “The one where you started with, ‘You know what, Pat?”

      “Yep, that one.”

      “I can tell I’m gonna regret this... but yeah, go ahead. Let’s assume I have no idea that what you say next will be so off the wall that it should be coming from somewhere just south of Poughkeepsie.” Making the ‘come on’ signal with all four of the fingers on his free hand, Pat continued, “Go on now. Tell me.”

      “I envy you.”

      “What?!” Pat yelped with such gusto that a spray of coffee flew from his lips as if they’d been shot out of a 747 going at top speed. Flying in every imaginable direction, the flinging droplets of the warm brown liquid landed all over the back of Hopper’s dark blue leather couch. “You…” He pointed at Hopper. “…envy me? Damn! I didn’t see that comin’.” Poking himself in the chest with the tip of the index finger of his left hand, he shook his head and scoffed, “Why in all that’s holy would you, the Omnipotent Being known as Hope, ever envy me?”

      “Because, my dear Cousin, you…” Unable to continue, Hopper leveled his gaze.

      Inhaling deeply, the Omnipotent Being known as Hope held it for precisely one second, then exhaled while slowly nodding. Silence filled the massive room as he searched for the right words to properly convey how much he admired his Cousin. When nothing came to mind, but his annoyance continued to grow in leaps and bounds, he shrugged and just let it all fly. After all, he’d always been as blunt as a fence post and as honest as the day was long, especially with his Cousin, Pat. Why change now?

      “You are the Omnipotent Being known as Patience.” Holding up his hand when his Cousin started to speak, he kept right on going. “And I know you’re gonna tell me that it’s a pain in the ass being said Omnipotent Being. That it is no walk in the park being the literal Magical, Mythical, Unexplainable embodiment of Patience–the one thing over ninety-five percent of all sentient beings on the planet known as Earth want and need to survive and stay out of jail but never truly want to ask for just in case they are taught a lesson from which they might never recover. You’re going to tell me that your job is worse than an itch you can't scratch or that elusive bastard of a cricket that chirps at three-thirty-three in the morning after you just spent two-and-a-half hours getting comfortable enough to fall asleep. But I’m here to tell you that being me, Hope, the dude who holds the purse strings on the feeling that makes us all believe anything is possible and that events will turn out for the best for all the living beings in the universe sucks when you are the one quickly losing your belief in that particular feeling where your own eternal existence is concerned.”

      Pushing off the corner of his desk, suddenly frustrated that he was irritated and getting madder at himself by the minute for that frustration, Hopper felt the muscles in his jaws clenching as every syllable had more emphasis and every word came out faster than the one before. “I feel like a failure. Where did my trust in ‘everything turning out the way it was meant to be’ go? Did it just evaporate? Did I leave it somewhere? Did someone sneak in and take it? And who in all that’s holy would be able to sneak into my home and take anything from me?”

      With a sharp shake of his head and quick shrug, he powered on, “You know that I have always been the one to cling to the mere possibility of good always conquering evil and love eternally winning in the end. It has always been me who said everything–and I do mean everything no matter how big or small or in between–would come up roses. I have hung on to that belief even when Auntie Uni and God with a capital G told me that there was less than a snowball’s chance in Hell of everything always turning out well for everyone. I mean, I was a Believer from the second I was breathed into existence. Hell, I helped the Monkees write the song, I’m A Believer. And I do not think it was or is just because I am the embodiment of Hope. I believe, or at least I used to believe, that things will always turn out the way they are meant to for everyone who believes in hope. Not me, but the true feeling that is Hope that I am lucky enough to represent.”

      Slowly shaking his head, he sighed, “But now, I just don’t know if I believe in any of it anymore.”

      “Yes, you do,” Pat countered. “Of course, you do. You believe in all those things. You are Hope. You’re not just someone who represents Hope. Let me say it again. You. Are. Hope. It is one of the many reasons we all love you like we do. You keep us going, focused, willing to face another day.” Taking a step closer, he tilted his head to the side. His light, crystalline eyes swirled with lavender and silver and shone brightly with brotherly love and understanding. "You haven’t lost your belief in all those things. You’re just having a hard time right now because… Well…” Shrugging, the Omnipotent Being known as Patience raised his free hand and turned it back and forth. “…the dynamic duo of Fate and Destiny–two sides of the same playing card–continue to draw attention to the fact that you and Hel have never said more than four words to each other even though you both know you are Fated Mates. The Girls don’t understand the purpose of waiting for the right time. That’s kinda my gig. You know as well as I do that neither one of them has ever heard the word, no, even when someone was screaming it at the top of their lungs. By their very nature, those two amazing Ladies that we both adore with every fiber of our beings are women of action. They take no prisoners. They…”

      “They are insufferable. They make me want to pull my hair out, run to the Swamps of Dagobah, and practice my mastery of the Force."

      “Really? A Star Wars reference? You think that’s appropriate?”

      “Yes, a Star Wars reference, a very appropriately placed Star Wars reference, I might add. That alone should tell you how bad things are. I love those movies. At least I love the first three, which are now the second set of three, which makes no sense, but everyone thinks they can make a buck by adding to what was already perfect. However, I digress, and we don’t have time to discuss the craziness of the entertainment industry. There are times I think about telling Justice to handle all those idiots who haven’t had a new idea in a century, but I fear she will once again turn into the Queen of Hearts and the words, ‘Off with their heads,’ will ring out over the whole universe.”

      “Yeah, please don’t tell Justice how you feel. She takes that shit way too seriously–especially where you are concerned. She loves you the most of all.”

      Acknowledging his Cousin’s attempt at humor, Hopper gave a single nod. Then, inhaling deeply, as if he needed to breathe to continue, and even though he was an Omnipotent Being who didn't need to breathe to survive, he kept right on going. “As I was saying before my Star Wars rant–which will be continued at another time–Faye and Desi are bad, Pat. Really bad at not sticking their noses where they most assuredly do not belong."

      Instantly infuriated all over again with his fists clenched at his sides, Hopper tried another inhale and exhale, but it was no use. He had to get out the rest of what was bothering him or risk imploding, and there was no one better to vent to than Pat. His Cousin was, well, he was patient and kind and never judged. After all, judging was their Cousin Justice's job–and no one ever went to her for life advice, because the one time Charity did just that, Justy issued a decree for the death of Tyrus, the Tortoise King of Turtle Island for a simple lover's spat. Before things got too far, their Auntie, Mother Nature, had to step in and calm the waters, so to speak. It was a story that was still told during holiday meals and any time Auntie Uni was looking for a teaching moment.

      “Okay, I’ve just gotta get this out. It’s not gonna make much sense, and worse yet, I’m gonna sound like a spoiled brat, but I’ve been acting that way since you first walked into the room. So, …”

      “Stop, Hop,” Pat interrupted. “There’s no need for clarification or explanation. We’re Family. Just go for it. You spit it out, and we'll figure out what to do from there. We both know that you can’t find the solution until you’ve voiced the problem aloud and heard the words for yourself. It is your process, and one that I quite admire.”

      With no further hemming or hawing, Hopper did just that. He shut off his overactive mind, opened his mouth, and let the words fly. “I just need everyone to stop with the matchmaking. Stop with the party planning. Stop talking Hel up to me and me up to her. I…”

      “I don’t think…”

      “Stop.” He shoved the palm of his hand toward Pat to emphasize his need to finish what he was saying. “I know you’re not doing it. You would never do that. You not only have the patience of a saint, You. Are. Patience. You can wait and not push or prod or drive me crazy because somewhere deep inside, you know what is going to happen and how long it will take for that something to occur, and you’re okay with having the knowledge but not being able to see where any of us are concerned. Waiting doesn’t bother you. You know we’ve got Forever with a capital F. But you can be just as sure as God with a capital G made little green apples that Faye and Desi have enlisted the help of Faith, Charity, and especially, Liv, the Valkyrie who just happens to be one of Hel’s very best friends, and are doing everything in their considerable power to bring my name up to my beautiful Mate every chance they get.”

      “They are just…”

      “I know they’re just tryin’ to help. I know they’re doin’ it because they love both of us so very much. And I know they think they’re helping, but they are not, and I need it to stop. At this point in time, I don’t give a hill of beans, a good gosh damn, or my left big toe that Hel and I were made for one another. I do not care that Auntie Uni literally designed me for the Norse Goddess of Helheim before Hel was even a glint in Loki’s eye. Nor do I give a rat’s ass that before she was a gleam in her daddy’s eye, she was already my perfect Mate. At this very moment, I simply could not care less that she is the other half of my soul, or that I am the Light to her Darkness, or that together we will be completing a Prophecy made by Chaos, the first Primordial god in the history of Everything when all the Cousins were breathed into life. All I care about is getting back to not dreading every call from Destiny or Fate, of hiding out here in the Realm of Promise, and I cannot wait for the moment that I get to stop making excuses as to why I can't go to Earth or any of the Other Realms to anyone who calls.”

      “I do understand, Hop. Really, I do.”

      “I know you do, but let’s be real. Something that should be so easy–talking to our Cousins–isn't going to be easy at all. You and I are both literally older than dirt–like we were here before dirt was even invented–that’s how old we are. And so are Desi and Faye. Some even call us all Omnipotent Beings. Hell, it’s gotten so common we call each other that. Personally, it freaks me out sometimes, but hey, we are gonna live forever and we are all unique in every definition of the word. I hate to admit it, but I’ve caught myself referring to one or all of us as Omnipotent Beings more times than not.”

      “Yeah, I know, we both did it like thirty seconds ago,” Pat chuckled, and once again, Hopper appreciated his Cousin’s attempt to lighten the mood, but he’d opened the floodgates of his crazy, overactive mind and couldn’t stop.

      "You're so funny. But as I was saying, we were there when Chaos realized They weren't alone and when the Universe breathed life into the Primordial ooze. We were present when God with a capital G said, 'Let there be light,' and when the Great Goddess zapped the big blue and green ball–the place all our very precious humans call home–with tons of metaphysical mojo to make it circle the Sun. We have been here a long freakin’ time, and we’re not nearly done. I just want…”

      “You just want to live your life and let nature take its course the way Auntie Mo Nat always said it would?”

      “Yes!” Hopper boomed. “That’s it!” Nodding, he took a step closer to his Cousin. “Now, how do I do that with two meddling Cousins who answer to the names of Fate and Destiny without making those same women angry? Let me be clear, I want them to back off, but I also do not want them pissed off and stompin' all over everywhere in those stiletto heels they love so very much. The last time I even hinted that Desi might try a different approach to something she was working on, she stalked through my garden like she was the Jolly Green Giant and took out an entire section of purple asters and peace lilies in full bloom. Betsey Ann Honeymaker, the owner/operator of Honeymaker’s Horticultural Honeybees and the Queen of the Honeybee Shifters here in the Realm of Promise was so pissed that for nearly a month she and her Worker Bees stayed in their winged Insect forms and refused to speak to me. "

      “Yeah, that sucks.” Looking at the empty mug in his hand, Pat scratched the scruff on his jaw with his free hand and squinted his eyes. Shifting from one foot to the other, Hopper was just about to say something when his Cousin looked up, shrugged, and chuckled, “Well, I feel as though the answer to that very important question lies at the bottom of a bottle of something a whole heck of a lot stronger than coffee.”

      “Well, shit, I was afraid you were gonna say that. I wonder if Dionysus still delivers. He’s still the only person I know who has anything strong enough for us.” Looking left then right, Hopper located the cell phone he used to contact any and every Deity. Shrugging as he grabbed the device off his desk, he sighed, “Well, I guess I better make a call.”. Halfway through dialing the Greek god of Wine, Festivity, and Ecstasy, Hopper stopped, looked at his cousin and chuckled, “Oh, and I like the new nickname for Auntie Mother Nature. Auntie Nat Mo? That’s a good one.”

      ‘Thanks, I have my moments.”





OEBPS/images/the-immortals-logo-and-saying.jpg
Sliore are wo cooncidenced
Sl (Lhivorde doed wot-make
wcdtaked

Yate JLitt ot 5o entied






OEBPS/images/my-logo-for-vellum-102124.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/hel-cover-61625.jpg
e &
1 ;\P g
NEW YORK TIMES & USA TODAY' BESTSELLING AUTHOR

JUEBTACNVELLLS






OEBPS/images/the-immortals-logo-vellum-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/hel-title.jpg
HEL

- HATH NO =

FORY

THE IMMORTALS~ BQADKI

JULIA MILLS





