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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…

    



OEBPS/images/how-to-steal.jpg
SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

|
CARRIE PULKINEN






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.


