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      To Mom and the DFWWW, for all the usual reasons.


      To Sally, just because I know she’ll be really, really excited to be mentioned in a dedication, and anyone who can put up

            with me for this long deserves some kind of acknowledgment.


      To World of Warcraft. For the Horde!


      To me, because it’s been a while since I’ve dedicated a book to myself, and damn it, I’ve earned it with this one.


      And to Squirrel Girl, greatest superhero ever. And, yes, she did defeat Thanos single-handedly. It’s in continuity. Deal with

            it.
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      “Hello. My name is Anubis. I like long walks on the beach, carrying departed souls into the underworld, and the cinema of

         Mr. Woody Allen.”

      


      Wincing, Teri pushed the PAUSE button. “Oh, ick.”

      


      “What? What’s wrong with this one?” After an hour of watching Internet videos, Phil’s patience was wearing thin. It seemed

         no god would be good enough for his wife.

      


      “Look at him,” she said. “He’s got a dog head.”


      “Jackal,” corrected Phil. “It’s a jackal head.”


      She frowned. “Eww. That’s even worse.”


      “How is that worse?”


      She shrugged. “I don’t know. It just is. I mean, dogs are nice, at least. But jackals… who has anything nice to say about

         them?”

      


      “He isn’t a jackal, honey,” he said, with an edge on the term of endearment. “He just has a jackal head.” He loved his wife

         dearly, but she was making this difficult. If it had been up to him, he’d just pick one. Any old low-maintenance god would’ve

         worked.

      


      “But what about that cinema of Mr. Woody Allen line?”

      


      “You like Woody Allen,” countered Phil.


      “Yes, I like him. But who says cinema?”


      “Now you’re just nitpicking.”


      “But it’s important. The words someone chooses say a lot about them. And people who say cinema are pretentious.”

      


      He rolled his eyes. “He’s a god. He’s allowed to be pretentious.”


      “Not my god. No, thank you.”


      Phil scrolled through Anubis’s profile. “He’s a pretty good find. I think we should sign up with him while we can.”


      Teri looked at him coldly. She didn’t use the look a lot, but it meant there was no changing her mind. He didn’t feel like

         fighting about it anyway. There were plenty of other gods. Somewhere in the hundreds of listed profiles, there had to be one

         she couldn’t find anything wrong with.

      


      She was right. It wasn’t a decision to be taken lightly. The string of events that had led him to peruse the digital pages

         of 

         Pantheon.com, the Internet’s second-largest deity matching service, hadn’t made him forget that.

      


      First had been the promotion. Another one passing him over. The fourth opening in as many months. Instead, that kiss-ass Bob

         had taken Phil’s step up the corporate ladder. Phil had been practicing his brownnosing and was damn good at it. Better than

         Bob. So good in fact that Phil had actually swallowed his outrage and walked up to Bob’s new corner office to congratulate

         his new boss.

      


      He’d found Bob, chanting in Sumerian, hunched over a small altar.


      “Hey, Phil.” Bob, his face covered in black and red paint, smiled.


      “Hello, sir,” replied Phil, trying his damnedest not to sound annoyed. “Didn’t mean to interrupt. I’ll come back later.”


      “Oh, please. Don’t worry about it.” He made a casual sweeping gesture at the altar. “Five minutes won’t kill the old boy.”


      Phil leaned in against the doorway, perched on the edge of Bob’s corner office with its plush carpeting and obnoxiously large

         desk clearly made from some rare and expensive wood that Phil couldn’t recognize but still resented. He tried not to notice

         the lovely view of the park just below.

      


      “Something I can do for you?” asked Bob.


      “Just wanted to say congratulations. You deserve it.”


      “Thanks. Honestly, I’m surprised you didn’t get it. I thought for sure that fatted calf I offered ol’ Baal here wasn’t going

         to be enough. What did you offer?”

      


      “Nothing.”


      “Ah, that explains it. You know, it never hurts to stain the sacrificial altar now and then. Keeps the boys upstairs happy.”


      “I don’t have one.” Phil crossed his arms tight enough to cut off the circulation. “An old boy, I mean.”


      “Really?” A curious expression crossed Bob’s face, as if Phil had just admitted to being a cross-dressing jewel thief clown

         in his spare time. “You really should get one. They’re an absolute necessity. I don’t see how anyone gets along without some

         upstairs help.”

      


      That alone wasn’t enough to push Phil into the decision.


      On the car ride home, distracted by his worries, he’d been in a minor fender bender. The damage wasn’t serious, just a dented

         bumper and an ugly scrape to his paint job. But the other driver’s car didn’t have a scratch.

      


      The other driver pulled out a special knife and ran it across his palm, drawing some blood to offer to his god as he incanted,

         “Blessed be Marduk, who keeps my insurance premiums down.”

      


      Phil arrived home. As he pulled into the driveway, the first thing he noticed (the first thing he always noticed) was his lawn. It taunted him, a symbol of his promising life, once green and flourishing, now greenish and wilted.

         He watered and fertilized it. Had even brought in a specialist. But it was dying, and there was no way to stop it. He took

         comfort in the fact that nobody else in the neighborhood could get their grass to grow either. There was something in the

         soil, a lingering curse laid by Coyote on this spot of land for the injustices the Native Americans had suffered at the hands

         of the Europeans. The natives got smallpox, and the suburbs got yellowed grass. A light punishment for stealing a continent,

         Phil had to admit, but still annoying.

      


      Except his next-door neighbor Ellen had a lush green lawn today.


      Phil didn’t have to guess what had happened. The four-foot-high faux granite goddess statue told him everything he needed

         to know.

      


      Ellen’s car pulled into her own driveway, and she noticed Phil eyeing the lawn.


      “Pretty cool, huh?”


      He stifled a scream. “I thought you already had a god. That weird one. The one with the horns and the nine arms.”


      “Oh, sure. That’s still working out for me, but he’s a jealous old goat,” she said. “But he doesn’t do lawns. So I just hired

         an outside service. They stick up the statue, offer the tribute, and my god doesn’t get jealous and smite me dead. It’s a

         win-win.” Ellen knelt down and ran her hand across her lawn in an almost obscene manner. “That Demeter sure knows how to handle

         crabgrass, doesn’t she?”

      


      And that was that. The next day Phil went online and signed up on 

         Pantheon.com.

      


      Teri was against the idea at first.


      “You knew I didn’t want any gods before we were married,” she said. “We had a long talk about this.”


      “I know, but—”


      “My grandfather was killed by a desert god, y’know,” she said. “Just for cutting his hair.”


      “I know, but—”


      “In the end, they always get you, Phil. They always screw you over. Read your history.”


      He took her in his arms. She offered some resistance, then hugged him back.


      “Honey,” she said, “I know you’re frustrated with how things have been going lately, but I don’t think you’re thinking this

         through.”

      


      “I am,” he said. “I’ve thought about it a lot, and it makes sense to me.”


      She pulled away from him. “We’re not doing so bad, are we?”


      Phil looked at his house. It wasn’t big, but it was big enough. They had the finest furniture IKEA could supply, a television

         larger than would have been sane ten years ago, and enough bric-a-brac and art hanging from the walls to keep Teri happy but

         not appear too cluttered. Although he could’ve done without the sailboat motif. Something he’d always found odd, considering

         he’d never heard Teri even talk about sailing once since he’d met her.

      


      They were paying the bills, and they weren’t that far in debt. Not more than anyone else. And he had a wife who loved him.

         He knew it should’ve been enough. More than enough for any man.

      


      It wasn’t. Not when any idiot willing to throw a lamb onto a pyre was able to get ahead while they struggled to make it. Everything

         would be great if they could just get a little divine intervention.

      


      She turned her back to him. “I just think it’s a bad idea, Phil. That’s all.”


      “Okay, tell you what. Let’s think about it for a couple more days. Will you at least promise me that you’ll think about it?”


      “If that’s what you want.”


      A week passed. Phil went online and watched clips of various gods. He even considered signing up with one in secret. Teri

         didn’t have to know. He could always keep the altar or shrine or whatever somewhere else. Maybe at a friend’s house. Or in

         the toolshed. He told himself that it would be a good thing, that it would improve their life, and that if Teri wasn’t signed

         up, too, then it would work out great for her since she’d get all the benefits without any of the obligations.

      


      He couldn’t do it. Not behind her back. If they were going to do it, they needed to do it together or not at all. Teri would

         never budge on this issue, and maybe she was right. He already had a lot of responsibilities. He didn’t need any more. Especially

         responsibilities that involved temperamental deities who had a tendency to smite first and never even bother asking questions

         later. The longer he thought about it, the more he knew it had been a bad idea and that Teri had done him a big favor by talking

         him out of it. That was why he loved her. She had the common sense he didn’t.

      


      The next day, she called him at work.


      “Let’s do it.”


      “Do what?” he asked.


      “The god thing. Let’s do it.”


      It took Phil a few moments to remember the debate, so far back had he pushed it in his mind. “But I thought you said you didn’t—”


      “I didn’t. Not then. But I’ve changed my mind.”


      “Oh yeah? Why is that?”


      “I saw a cat come back from the dead today.”


      “Okay.” Phil sat back. “I like cats, too, honey, but I don’t think that qualifies as a sign.”


      “Just listen. I ran over the cat.”


      “Oh, I’m sorry.”


      “Let me finish,” she said. “I got out and checked on it, but it was dead. Then this little girl who was watching came over

         and touched it, and it was alive again. Just like that.”

      


      He scowled. “Children shouldn’t be allowed to play with divine favor.”


      “The point is that she was able to save a life. And I thought, if a little girl can save a cat, what could I do with that

         kind of power? And I thought maybe you were right. It’s not the gods. It’s what we choose to do with their gifts.”

      


      “So now you want to do it? The god thing?”


      “Yes,” she said. “Maybe. I don’t know. It’s not something to take lightly, and maybe I’ll change my mind later. But it can’t

         hurt to look, I suppose.”

      


      Phil hesitated.


      “It was your idea in the first place,” she said.


      “True.” He shrugged. “I guess it can’t hurt to look.”


      And now, six hours later, here they were back on Pantheon, trying to find the god for them.


      They ran through dozens more. Teri found a reason to disqualify most of them, and the few she did approve of didn’t suit Phil.

         Choosing a god wasn’t as simple as he’d first thought. All the really useful gods were in high demand, and they knew it. And

         the more powerful a deity, the more demanded of his followers. You had to pass a credit check to merely look at Zeus’s profile,

         and Tyr demanded you cut off one of your hands as a show of devotion if you wanted full benefits. And that was if you were

         even accepted in the first place. Some gods wanted blood. Others wanted money. Most wanted blood and money. But there were

         other costs. Vows of silence, poverty, chastity, ruthlessness, and so on. There was always a price, even for the most minor

         and inconsequential of divine favors, and Phil and Teri found they weren’t usually willing to pay it.

      


      He sat back and rubbed his eyes. He was about to suggest that they just abandon their quest when Teri chimed in.


      “This one looks interesting. Luka, god of prosperity and good fortune.”


      “He has a raccoon head,” remarked Phil. “I thought you didn’t want one with an animal head.”


      “No, I didn’t want one with a jackal head. I can live with a raccoon head.”


      “What’s the difference?”


      “Raccoons are cute.”


      “Raccoons are vermin,” he countered. “And they can carry disease.”


      She glared at him, and he realized he didn’t know why he was arguing. Aside from the odd head, Luka stood tall, lean, and

         proud. He wore long rainbow-colored robes and had a Chinese-style hat on. Phil didn’t know the name for it, but it was one

         of those hats that the emperor’s advisers always wore in the kung fu movies. Luka’s hands were tucked into his loose sleeves,

         and he was smiling. Many of the lesser gods they’d seen today had been smiling, too. But there had been a quiet desperation

         hidden underneath, a neediness that Phil had found off-putting. Luka’s smile seemed genuine.

      


      She clicked the PLAY button for his video.

      


      “Is it on?” Luka looked over the camera. “It is? It’s on? Cool.” He smoothed his robes and adjusted his hat. “Hi, I’m Luka,

         god of prosperity and good fortune. I… uh… what am I supposed to say?”

      


      Someone offscreen mumbled a reply.


      “I really hate these things.” Luka frowned. “Let’s be honest here. You don’t care about what I like or don’t. You just want

         to know what I can give you and what I want in return. I’ve seen better days. Kind of ironic, considering I’m a god of luck.”

         He chuckled. “All I really need is a fresh start, and maybe that’s all you need, too. I don’t need your blood. None of that

         animal sacrifice nonsense. You won’t have to mutilate yourself or promise to wear your shoes backward or leave the lid off

         your trash can. And I’ll admit that I won’t change your life in any big way. Not my thing. I’m more of a serendipity specialist,

         but the world can turn on a moment, and that’s where I come in. You won’t become king of the universe or be loved by everyone

         or a super sex god. But if you allow me into your heart and hearth, all I ask for in return is a percentage of the good I

         help you attain. Say… ten percent? I could maybe go as low as eight. But that’s my bottom line.”

      


      He bowed and stared at the camera for a few seconds.


      “Is it still on? Should I say some—”


      The video ended.


      “I like him,” said Teri.


      So did Phil. Most gods were too… godly. So full of themselves. Even the lesser ones had an aura of entitlement, as if you

         were lucky to have them. But this one seemed different. Luka was regal but relaxed. He seemed refreshingly down-to-earth.

      


      They read the whole profile just to be sure what they were getting into. No blood offerings, weird rituals, or big demands.

         Just a standard “welcoming into the home” arrangement. They’d expected that. They’d already picked out the corner where they

         would stick their new idol.

      


      “I think he’s perfect,” said Teri.


      Phil was happy to discover a choice he and his wife agreed on. He was also overjoyed that it was finally done. He didn’t feel

         like scrolling through any more profiles. The site said that Luka was ready, and they met his minimum qualifications. Approval

         was just a click away.

      


      They pricked their fingers with a needle and prepared to click on the ACCEPT button together.

      


      She studied the blood on her fingertip. “This better not screw up my mouse.”


      They clicked the button together. Teri retrieved some paper towels to wipe off the red stain. They spent a few more minutes

         filling out consent forms and double- and triple-clicking confirmation buttons. With the establishment of the Court of Divine

         Affairs, worship had become much more paperwork-intensive.

      


      “Do we have to go pick up the idol ourselves?” she asked. “Or do they drop it off as part of the service?”


      The doorbell rang.


      They answered it together.


      A small mound of rainbow-colored luggage occupied their porch. On top of it sat a raccoon in an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt

         and denim shorts. He wore sunglasses, even though it was night.

      


      “You must be Phil and Teri, right?”


      They nodded.


      The raccoon hopped up, put his hands on his hips, and struck a dramatic pose. “Behold your new god. Luka, lord of prosperity

         and good fortune.”

      


      He lowered his sunglasses to the end of his nose and smiled.


      “Where should I put my stuff?”
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      “Nice digs,” said Luka as he pushed his way past Phil and Teri. “Not exactly the palace of the High Magistrate of Atlantis,

         but beggars can’t be choosers, right?”

      


      “You’re Luka?” asked Teri.


      “The one and only. And, please, call me Lucky.” He tucked his sunglasses into his pocket and imitated a gun with his finger,

         once at each of them. “Anything to drink? I just descended from the heavens and could really use some juice.”

      


      “We have soda,” said Teri. “Sorry, no juice.”


      “I’ll take a Coke, thanks.”


      She went into the kitchen. Awkward silence filled the room. Phil didn’t look directly at Lucky. Then he felt weird about it,

         so he made eye contact with his new god. Lucky winked.

      


      Teri returned. “All we had was Dr. Pepper.”


      “That’ll do.” He chugged the entire beverage in one long drink. “So do I throw this away or do you recycle?”


      Teri took the can and went back to the kitchen. She didn’t return right away, leaving Phil and Lucky to stare at each other

         some more.

      


      “Something wrong, Phil?” asked Lucky.


      “No, no,” Phil replied quickly. “I mean, no, not really. It’s just…


      “It’s just you thought I’d be taller.”


      Phil nodded.


      “Like this.” Lucky transformed into the more traditional figure seen in the video. Human in proportion, though the head remained

         the same. “This is for show. Helps to get people’s attention. But it’s not how I always look. Do you think Hermes always wears

         the winged sandals? Or that Osiris keeps that falcon head on all the time?”

      


      “It’s not his real head?”


      “Naw. He just wears it to hide his bald spot. You didn’t hear that from me. We’re gods. Our bodies are like your clothes.

         They’re largely a matter of personal preference.” He transformed back into his smaller, more casual form. “I’m just more comfortable

         this way. If it’s all the same to you. Not going to be a problem, is it?”

      


      Phil shook his head.


      “Cool. So where’s your bathroom?”


      Phil pointed down the hall.


      “Thanks. Be right back. What are we having for dinner tonight? I have a hankering for tacos.”


      He shut the door behind him.


      Teri dared to venture from the kitchen. “Did he leave?”


      “He’s in the bathroom,” said Phil.


      “Gods use the bathroom?” asked Teri.


      “Maybe he wants to wash his hands. I think raccoons like to do that.”


      “But he’s not really a raccoon, is he?”


      Phil lowered his voice, afraid Lucky might hear them. “I don’t think so, but maybe he has some of their tendencies while in

         that form.”

      


      The toilet flushed. They heard the water in the sink run, and Phil elbowed Teri to point out that he was right about the hand-washing.


      Lucky came out, drying his hands on his shirt.


      “I’ve been thinking about it, and tonight feels more like a burger night. But I’m open.”


      He took a seat on the couch and used the remote to turn on the television. “Aw, shoot. This isn’t high-def, is it?”


      “No,” said Phil. “We’re sorry, uh, Master.”


      “How many channels do you get?”


      Phil and Teri each waited for the other to answer the question.


      “I’m not really sure,” Phil finally said.


      “You’ve got premium, right?” asked Lucky.


      Phil hesitated. “It’s just basic.”


      “Aw, crud,” said Lucky.


      “Our apologies… Master.”


      “Will you cut out that master stuff? It’s Lucky. Just Lucky. It’s not your fault. It’s that damn matchmaking service. You’d

         think with all the forms you have to fill out they’d have a space for cable package somewhere, right? It’s not ideal, but

         I can live with it. Maybe your next paycheck you might consider getting an upgrade. I’m not trying to impose or anything,

         but a nice, upstanding American couple like yourselves can really do better than basic cable. Still, as long as we’ve got

         Oxygen and Discovery, I guess I’m good.”

      


      He flipped through the channels too rapidly to even see what was on.


      “How are those burgers coming along, kids?”


      “I don’t think we have everything we need here,” said Phil.


      “Well, they have these great new things called grocery stores. Very handy. Or, if you prefer, you can swing through a drive-through.

         I’ll take a Big Mac and a cherry pie. But before you go, we should probably get my stuff inside first. Where’s my room?”

      


      “Room?” repeated Teri.


      “Don’t tell me. No room. Disappointing, but heck, I don’t mind crashing on the couch.”


      “Excuse me,” said Teri, “but you want to move in?”


      “You bet.”


      “Here?”


      Lucky nodded.


      “In our house?”


      Lucky muted the television. “Let’s get down to brass tacks, shall we? I’m not one of those gods who sits up high on his mountain

         and looks down upon his followers like interchangeable minions. I’m more hands-on. Quality not quantity, that’s my motto.

         And I have a good feeling about you two. I’m not just in this for myself. Sure, when you guys do better, the divine karmic

         feedback loop means that I do better. But that’s just a fringe benefit. I want you to be happy, and the only way I can feel

         comfortable doing that is to be down here, in the trenches, with you fine folks.”

      


      Phil and Teri smiled weakly.


      “I know, I know,” said Lucky. “Too good to be true, isn’t it?”


      “Would you excuse us for a moment?” asked Teri.


      “Sure. I’ll just grab something to nosh on until dinner, if that’s all right with you?”


      “Please, help yourself.”


      They kept their feeble smiles until Lucky went to the kitchen.


      “He can’t stay here,” Teri harshly whispered.


      “I don’t think we have a choice,” said Phil. “We agreed to allow him into our home.”


      “But I thought that meant an altar or an idol or something like that. Isn’t that normally how it works? Your parents had a

         god, right? You should know.”

      


      “There was an idol. Once a month, they sacrificed a dove to it, I think.”


      She glared.


      “What? They didn’t involve me in it. It was only a minor pact with a minor god. Just something to keep the house from needing

         repairs.”

      


      “I don’t want him in my house,” she said. “You have to tell him.”


      “Me? Why?”


      “Because it was your idea to do this.”


      Phil said, “But when I changed my mind, you’re the one who said we should do it. Remember the cat? The freakin’ miracle cat?”


      “I wouldn’t have had a miracle cat if you hadn’t put the idea in my head in the first place.”


      “We both accepted the deal,” said Phil. “We can’t just tell him to leave. It could be dangerous. One month, my dad decided

         it wouldn’t hurt anything to put off a sacrifice by a day. By next week, the house was infested with termites, the plumbing

         backed up, the fireplace started belching sulfur into the living room, and all the carpet became moist and moldy.”

      


      “But he’s a luck god, right? What’s the worst that could happen?”


      “Did I mention the dead rats that filled the attic crawl space?”


      Teri bit her lip. “You’re right. I just wasn’t expecting this.”


      “He’s not very big,” said Phil, “and he seems nice.”


      Lucky came back in, chewing on a cold chicken leg. He’d stripped off most of the flesh and was gnawing on the bone. “Is there

         a problem, gang?”

      


      Phil and Teri waited for the other to say something first.


      “Can we cut the crap?” asked Lucky. “Let’s be honest, shall we? I’m sensing some reluctance on your part. You were looking

         for a heavenly benefactor, not a roommate. And now you’re having second thoughts.”

      


      They nodded.


      Lucky transformed in a flash into a hulking raccoon monster, as big as a bull, with slavering jaws, fearsome tusks, and burning

         red eyes.

      


      “Blasphemers!” He stomped his feet with a crack of thunder. “Thou hast rejected thy god and roused mine righteous fury.” He

         roared, blasting them with his hot breath and divine saliva. “Prepare thyselves for the Hell of Great, Nibbly Agonies and

         an eternity of great and… uh… nibbly…” Lucky’s burning eyes furrowed.

      


      “Agonies,” finished Phil timidly.


      He changed back into his raccoon form and winked.


      “You got moxie, kids.”


      “You aren’t going to smite us?” asked Phil.


      “No, I was just having some fun. You should’ve seen your faces. Half-fear, half-confusion. It was like one part of you was

         afraid for your life and the other couldn’t believe you were about to be eaten by a giant raccoon.” He chuckled. “Priceless.”

      


      He grabbed the chicken bone, picked off the carpet fuzz, and sucked on it.


      “Don’t worry. I don’t plan on any smiting, though it is well within my rights. But I’m not that kind of god. Never was a casual

         smiter. Sure, I’ve smote a few mortals in my day. I’m not proud of it, but it was back in the old days. Everyone was doing

         it, and I just wanted to be cool. But I’m past that sort of heavy-handed disciplinary action. It’s good for a laugh occasionally,

         but I don’t want to be your god because you’re afraid of me. I want us to be buddies, compadres. Heck, we’re practically family.

      


      “But I’m not going to force myself on you. I don’t need to. You’ll see the benefits of having me around soon enough. You don’t

         want to put me up for the night, that’s cool. Though I did notice you have a very nice guest room. But I’ll leave. No smiting.

         No wrath. Providing you make me a sandwich at least.”

      


      Teri made a bologna-and-ham offering for their new god.


      Lucky stood beside his luggage on the porch. “Extra mustard. Just like I like it.” He saluted. “I’ll be seeing you, kids.

         Hopefully sooner than later, but that’s your call. Thanks for the sandwich. Verily, I am pleased. I suggest you check under

         your couch cushions.”

      


      A luminous ball of light enveloped the god and his luggage.


      “Wait,” said Phil, “uh, please, sir.”


      The light faded, and Lucky raised a brow.


      “Is there a way you’d prefer for us to contact you?” asked Phil. “Like a special prayer or chant or something?”


      “Oh, right. Almost forgot.” Lucky reached into his pocket and handed them a business card. “You can reach me at this number

         when you’re ready to commit. But don’t call before noon.” He put on his sunglasses with a smile. “I like to sleep in.”

      


      The sphere of light engulfed him. He shot skyward and sailed off into the horizon.


      Phil and Teri flipped the cushions, revealing thousands of coins. Enough to cover the entire surface. Mostly pennies, a few

         dozen buttons, and a handful of coins of foreign currency. There was also a doubloon, an earring Teri had lost over a year

         ago, and an old key they couldn’t place.

      


      Phil shook the change jar. “Not a bad exchange for a sandwich.”


      “Maybe we should’ve asked him to stay,” said Teri.


      “You’re the one who didn’t want him here.”


      “I know, but now I feel kind of bad about it.”


      They put the cushions back and sat. “I’m sure it isn’t that big of a deal.” He put his arm around Teri. “I thought for sure

         he was going to smite us.”

      


      She laughed. “He seemed like a good guy. For a god. Why would he want to live with us?”


      “He said he was down on his luck,” said Phil. “And I’ve heard that the rent on Mount Olympus is pretty steep.”


      She elbowed him gently in the ribs. “Where did you hear that?”


      “CNN had a special report a few months ago. Did you know that Odin bought a house in San Diego?”


      “Seems a little sunny for a Norse god.”


      “Probably got tired of all that snow.” Phil glanced around the room. “Have you seen the remote?” he asked. “I could’ve sworn

         I left it on the end table.”

      


      “I’m sure it’ll turn up, honey.”


      It didn’t. Neither gave it much thought at the time, but it was the beginning.
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      The next morning, Teri slipped in the shower. It wasn’t a serious fall, though she did bruise her tailbone and skin her calf

         on the faucet. Phil’s car had a flat tire, and when he tried to change it, he ended up stripping the lug nuts. Teri gave him

         a ride to work. She spilled coffee on her lap. It didn’t burn, but it did ruin her favorite skirt.

      


      “I’ll pick you up around six,” she said as she gave him a kiss. “Love ya, babe.”


      “Love you, too.” He stepped onto the curb, and she pulled away, tearing off the end of his sleeve, which was stuck in her

         door.

      


      Grumbling, Phil trudged into the building. Hank, the security guard, remarked on Phil’s appearance. Some kind of joke that

         Phil didn’t catch, but he nodded and smiled anyway. As he was signing in, the pen broke. More accurately, it exploded, splattering

         his fingers and shirt with blue ink.

      


      “Son of a…”


      Hank handed Phil some paper towels. “Looks like you’re having one of those days, huh?”


      Phil dabbed at the mess with the towels, accomplishing nothing. “What?”


      “Hey, we all have them. One of those days when everything goes wrong.”


      Phil lowered the towel.


      “Something wrong?” asked Hank.


      “No, everything’s fine. Excuse me. I have to make a phone call.”


      His cell battery was dead.


      Phil stopped at the row of elevators. People pushed past him, but he hesitated. So far the bad luck had been minor, but he

         saw no reason to tempt the wrath of his new god by getting into an elevator.

      


      He took the stairs. One step at a time, very slowly, with a death grip on the railing. He made it to his cubicle without tearing

         any more clothes or breaking any bones.

      


      Elliot peered over the cubicle’s edge. “Geez, buddy, you look like hell.”


      “Long story.” Phil searched his wallet, but couldn’t find Lucky’s card.


      “How’d that god search go?” asked Elliot. “Did you and Teri find one you agreed on?”


      Phil nodded.


      “So you did it?” Elliot came around and sat on Phil’s desk. “You actually did it.” Yes.


      “I didn’t think you’d actually follow through with it, buddy.


      I mean, I thought you might, but I was sure you weren’t going to be able to get Teri to commit.”


      “She saw a miracle cat,” said Phil.


      Elliot chuckled. He took a bite of his doughnut. Jelly squirted out and struck Phil in the eye.


      “Dude, I am so sorry.”


      “Don’t worry about it.”


      “How’s it working out?” asked Elliot.


      Phil wiped the jelly from his face. “Not so great. I think I’ve been smote.”


      “Already? That has to be a record.” Elliot tried to act casual, but exited the cubicle, continuing the conversation from a

         distance. “Should I be on the lookout for lightning bolts?”

      


      “I don’t think it’s as serious as that,” said Phil. “My god isn’t that type.”


      “Just the same, buddy, you should probably appease him before it’s too late. This kind of thing can get out of hand quickly.

         Did Teri catch any divine wrath?”

      


      “I think so.”


      “Bet she’s not happy about that.”


      “I’ll let you know.”


      Elliot went back to his cubicle, and Phil dialed Teri’s cell number. She didn’t answer. Her battery was probably dead, too.

         He decided not to panic. There was no need for it yet. All the smiting had been annoying, a string of bad luck from an angry

         prosperity god. Nothing life-threatening to this point.

      


      His imagination worked against him. He could see the wheel coming off her car, sending her skidding into the path of a speeding

         semi. Or her tripping at the top of a flight of stairs and falling. Or getting electrocuted by a fax machine. Or a million

         other grim possibilities. It was all luck in the end. If probability had it in for you, there wasn’t much you could do to

         stop it.

      


      He pushed aside his concerns and let work occupy his thoughts. He kept glancing at the clock. A minute after she should’ve

         made it to work, he called. She wasn’t there yet.

      


      He waited fifteen minutes, then called again. Teri still wasn’t in.


      Phil started getting nervous.


      “Problem, buddy?” asked Elliot, his head poking above the cubicle partition.


      “It’s nothing.”


      “Are you sure? You aren’t typing. Normally, the clickity-click of your keyboard is like a machine gun.”


      Phil’s hands rested in his lap. “It’s fine.”


      But it wasn’t fine. He should’ve listened to Teri when she said no to getting a god. And he shouldn’t have listened to her

         when she’d said she’d changed her mind. Now she was the victim of an angry raccoon god, and it was all his fault. If he hadn’t

         brought it up in the first place then everything would have been fine.

      


      The phone rang. He answered it so fast, he didn’t even realize it was to his ear until he heard Teri’s voice.


      “Phil, has something gone wrong? Are you okay?”


      He slumped in his chair and blew out a calming breath. “I’m good.” He pondered the jelly and ink stains on his shirt as he

         formulated his next sentence. If Teri hadn’t figured out what was happening by now, there was no reason to upset her. He could

         appease Lucky on his own time, and she might never know.

      


      “I just called to say I love you,” he said.


      “Uh-huh. Love you, too.”


      The line was silent as Teri formulated her own reply.


      “So we’ve been smote, right?”


      “I’m fairly certain we have been,” he agreed.


      “Damn. And to think I was feeling sorry for that little bastard.”


      Phil winced. “Honey, I don’t think it’s a good idea to profane our new god right now.”


      “Sorry. I knew this was a bad idea. Why didn’t you talk me out of it?”


      “Why did you talk me into it?” he replied.


      “We have to fix it. Maybe we could renounce him.”


      Phil said, “I don’t know. That costs a lot of money. Lawyers in the Divine Court aren’t cheap. Plus it takes time. Sometimes

         months.”

      


      He imagined having another day like this, one right after another. Even if it didn’t eventually kill him, he wasn’t looking

         forward to it. Teri had the same thought.

      


      “So we appease him, right?” she asked. “That shouldn’t be too hard. He said we could just call him when we were ready to commit.”


      “I left the number at the house.”


      “Why did you do that?”


      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” he said through clenched teeth. “It was just some bad luck.”


      “I suppose you’re going to blame Lucky for that, too.”


      “This is no big deal,” he said. “We can handle this. It’s just one bad day. Tonight, you’ll pick me up—”


      “Yes, about that. Someone else will have to take you home tonight. I ran over a hubcap, and it broke my axle.”


      “Damn it, do you know how much that’s going to cost us?”


      “More than a jar of pennies,” she replied. “I don’t want to talk about it. I just want this fixed. Now.”


      He heard a thud on the line.


      “Ow, son of a bitch! My paperweight just dropped on my foot. Jeez, that hurts. Phil…”


      “I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.”


      “Make it quick, okay?” she said. “I have an important meeting at two and I know if I end up setting the boardroom on fire

         it’ll probably earn me a write-up.”

      


      He hung up and tried to save his work. Sickly green filled his monitor and smoke rose from his computer. Phil quickly unplugged

         it.

      


      Elliot popped up. “Do I smell something burning?”


      Phil waved away the smoke. “I need to borrow your car.”


      Elliot narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Why don’t you have yours?”


      “Flat tire.”


      “This isn’t wrath-related, is it?”


      Phil considered lying, but he wasn’t very good at it. “Maybe.”


      “Forget it.”


      “Remember that time I caught you and Ginger in the broom closet during the vernal equinox party?” said Phil. “And your wife

         was about to discover you, too, if I hadn’t stalled her, if I remember right.”

      


      “That’s no fair. I was drunk. It was just a little making out anyway. Nothing serious.”


      “I’m sure Amy would’ve been fine with seeing you and Ginger dry-humping next to the mops.”


      Elliot threw his keys at Phil.


      “We’re even now. But please be careful with that car. I just bought it, and my insurance doesn’t cover acts of gods.”
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      Bonnie would later think about how random it all was, and how an entire life could change because of a stolen motorcycle.

         They never found the thief. She sometimes liked to believe that it was destiny, that an emissary of fate had snatched her

         prized Harley as part of a larger plot. Perhaps right now the cycle was being used to tow the sun across the heavens, too.

         She could live with that.

      


      She knew better. If there was one thing her dealings with the divine would teach her, it was that there was no larger plan.

         Mortals might not like that. Gods might do their best to deny it. But Whim was the true ruler of the universe. Bonnie had

         bought her Harley on a whim. Someone had stolen it on another whim. It was a whim of public transportation that there was

         a bus stop just a block from her apartment, and a whim of nature that the morning was so beautiful she left early to sit on

         the bench and enjoy the crisp weather.

      


      A lone woman occupied the bench. She was disheveled, with dirty brown hair. She wore a dress that must have been beautiful

         a decade ago, but now was tattered and dirty. She sat slumped. Her face was hidden and she wore gloves, so Bonnie couldn’t

         guess her age. Bonnie wondered if the woman was homeless or a burned-out hippie or something else. Bonnie had expected more

         people since it was the morning commute, but maybe the woman had scared them away.

      


      Bonnie almost walked away but decided she was being judgmental. She wasn’t going to let a snap judgment ruin her day.


      “Hello,” she said as warmly as she could.


      The woman turned her head. Her hair fell across her eyes and obscured everything but her chin. It was smooth and pale. Too

         pale. As if her skin had never been exposed to sunlight. Or any light at all. Like an albino. She didn’t smile.

      


      “Hello.” There was a slight rasp in her flat voice.


      “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


      “Is it?” The woman raised her head. Her hair clung to her face, refusing to show any more of it. “I hadn’t noticed.”


      Bonnie decided the woman was weird, but harmless. If she did scare away the other commuters, it just gave Bonnie more room

         on the bench. She sat down. A chill passed through her.

      


      “You shouldn’t have done that,” said the woman, shaking her head.


      “I’m sorry?”


      “You shouldn’t have sat there.”


      The woman sighed deeply and a frozen wind swept across the bench. The birdsongs turned shrill. Darkness blotted out the sun,

         and a gray shadow fell across the bus stop and only the bus stop. The rest of the world was just as bright and warm as before,

         but the miniature eclipse enveloped the stop in raw, all-consuming hopelessness. There was no other word for it.

      


      The darkness passed. It didn’t fade so much as bleed into the ground and slide into place as the woman’s shadow. The cold

         lessened but didn’t disappear. Bonnie jumped off the bench and rubbed her hands together.

      


      “It’s too late for that,” said the tattered woman.


      Bonnie’s cell rang. The ring tone told her it was her boyfriend.


      “I’m sorry,” said the woman.


      Bonnie flipped open the phone. “Hi, Walter. You would not believe what just happened to—”


      He broke up with her. He wasn’t rude, but he didn’t feign politeness either. Just told her it was over, and hung up. She didn’t

         have time to absorb the news, much less formulate a response. She tried calling him back, five times, but he didn’t answer.

      


      “I’m sorry,” said the woman, “but I did tell you not to sit there.”


      “No, you didn’t.”


      “I didn’t? Are you certain about that? Because I’m pretty sure I did.”


      “No, I’m pretty sure you didn’t.”


      Bonnie dialed her boyfriend again with the same result. She left another message.


      “Well, maybe if you had said something to me before you sat,” said the tattered woman, “I could’ve warned you. It’s only polite

         to acknowledge others.”

      


      “I said hello.”


      “Did you? That’s something, I suppose.”


      Bonnie dialed her phone again but snapped it shut before the call went through. “I talked to you about the day, too. About

         the weather!”
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