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			For my family.

			To my dad.Thank you teaching me how to dream. 
Your memory will always be the greatest blessing.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Snow flurries settled on the saintly alabaster faces that watched over Saint Peter’s Square. At the foot of the world’s largest cathedral, a Swiss Guard emerged from his small booth, boots sliding on slush covered cobblestones. He rubbed his hands against the chill. It could get cold in Rome, but rarely did it snow, and if this guard of the Holy City were more theologically open-minded, he might have bent to the ground and whispered a condolence or a brief “just hang in there” to the ancient Greek goddess Persephone, whose annual three-month imprisonment in the Underworld had caused this ungodly polar vortex.

			The Swiss Guard stomped the snow off his boots, and turning back to his booth, he noticed, above the empty Saint Peters Square, the Vatican residence glowing like a Christmas tree. Strange for three in the morning. There were plenty of secrets in the Vatican. Secrets within secrets, they jokingly told him when he started this coveted, plushy assignment. The old man must be an insomniac. Or something was weighing on his conscience. 

			But then again, that wasn’t any secret.

			***

			Inside the papal apartments, the midnight oil burned—or it would have, if they still used oil. Really, the midnight halogen lamps were buzzing. The Vatican refused to switch to any of those wussy incandescent hippie bulbs. They had only recently acknowledged the Jews didn’t kill Jesus. Wasn’t that enough for one millennium?

			So, beneath the soft orange glow of the halogen lamps in the stately drawing room outside the pope’s personal quarters, a flock of cardinals blinked sleep from their eyes as they huddled in fractured groups, whispering and passing furtive glances. They had gathered here as fast as they could be roused, waiting with the conspiratorial excitement of summer camp boys planning a jailbreak from their bunks.

			A toilet flushed. They pivoted and bowed as a privy door opened and a frail Pope Benedict—eighteenth, nineteenth, whatever—emerged. He adjusted his robes and wiped his hands on a Vatican cloth, which he passed off to a waiting tweeny-bop valet, who accepted the dirty towel with reverence.

			The red sea parted. Concerned faces offered the Holy Father reassuring smiles before the heads shook and sighed behind his back. The pope shuffled through their channel like a geriatric ghost until the thin-faced and mafia-connected Cardinal Angelini blocked his path.

			“Your Holiness,” Angelini said.

			The pope smiled inwardly. He knew Angelini really meant, Die, you old bastard, I want your job. In truth, Benedict was quite spry, exercised often—albeit slowly—and had regular bowel movements—“exorcising the demons,” as he jokingly called them.

			Hey, even the pope’s human.

			Pope Benedict could have won an Oscar for his old cripple performance. It was his way of playing the Vatican game. They thought he was senile and deaf and therefore spoke loudly in front of him and said things they would normally have waited to say in private. He didn’t care. Besides, if he really stepped up to the role, they’d probably have him killed. It hadn’t happened in a while, but there was precedent.

			Then again, his cardinals were right about one thing: Benedict was hearing voices. To be fair, they weren’t in his head, and they weren’t voices as in plural, but a voice. And to further clarify, this was not The Voice. That really would be insane. However, this voice was waiting for him on the other side of his bedroom door and belonged to none other than the Archangel Gabriel.

			He shared that fact with one of his more trusted cardinals, the oh-so-Irish Cardinal Farley—a man of large faith and large appetite—and of course the cardinal told all the other cardinals. Now everyone thought the old man had finally gone off the rails. Maybe it hadn’t dawned on them that their pope was experiencing a bona fide divine revelation, like those descried in the oldest and most sacred texts of the faith they purportedly preached. Was it so rare? Had they become so rote in their holy work that they were now immune to that cornerstone of faith—the miracle?

			Gabriel woke the pope tonight, just as he had so suddenly one week ago, and faithfully repeated every night since. It struck Pope Benedict as odd that Gabriel would decide to show up around midnight and continue his private salons until dawn. He considered asking Gabriel why they needed to have these conversations in the dead of night—and why it was so important to discuss the state of Italian football—but as a mere mortal he quickly reconsidered questioning a figure of Holy Authority. The Lord works in mysterious ways, right?

			Yet it was always around three in the morning, upon returning from his clockwork visit to the lavatory, when he was at his most fatigued, that the debate would take a turn for the serious and mystical. The witching hour. In a thunderous voice, Gabriel would preach about the corruption of the Church, the infiltration of evil into the blessed bureaucracy, and a coming apocalypse. Some of the pontifications—those related to corruption—made sense to the pope. Most of them did not. Overall, it had the desired effect of scaring the crap out of him, which would most likely have happened in front of the Archangel if his internal clock hadn’t already taken care of that plumbing minutes before.

			The message was simple: something radical had to be done to save the Church.

			Since Gabriel’s arrival, the pope’s days were filled with a dreaded anticipation for the nightly discussion to come—a distraction his cardinals misread as a rapid mental decline. The fatigue had become so acute that Benedict’s handlers canceled a high-profile trip to Latin America and a low-profile appearance at the bar mitzvah of Mordechai Kopciovsky, the son of the chief rabbi of Rome. The pope had never cared for choreographed PR stunts, but now, in the face of the Archangel’s impending revelation, they were downright irrelevant.

			Tonight, he knew, he would have his answer to save his Church and the one billion Catholics who worshipped the one true God.

			“Your Holiness…” Cardinal Angelini repeated.

			Right. Him. Benedict was jogged from his thoughts in time to notice Angelini raise an alarmed eyebrow at the rest of the cardinals before flashing a patronizing frown meant to pass for respect.

			“Please. Let me hear your confession. I fear these voices are devil’s work.”

			“Just one voice. Just one.” Benedict patted the man’s hand. He stepped around his subordinate, entered his private chambers, and shut the door, the lock clicking definitively.

			Cardinal Angelini instantly pressed an ear against the wood to listen. The other cardinals crowded beside him for a spot. Several feeble bodies were roughly displaced by Cardinal Farley, who ignored the grumbles as he wedged himself in, his cheek spreading against the wood like pancake batter on a griddle.

			“Is he talkin’ to himself again?”

			“SHHHHHH!” they hissed back.

			***

			The pope’s private bedroom was elegant in its simplicity, but there was an emptiness that struck Benedict as soon as he entered. Not so much empty as in lonely empty—it was empty as in someone-else-was-in-here empty.

			A cold sweat stained his virgin-white robe. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth; his cataract eyes scanned the faint outline of gilded chairs, a large king bed, pillows and duvet embroidered with those double golden keys that he hoped would one day get him into heaven. His heart accelerated, near to its weak limit. Perhaps he’d get those keys tonight.

			A voice slithered in the dark. “Pope Benedict, do the red snakes continue to whisper their lies?”

			Benedict swiveled. The voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once.

			“The red snakes make you question my existence. Do you need me to reveal myself to you?”

			“Is it truly you?”

			“Yes.”

			Benedict gasped and spun to the Archangel Gabriel seated in a large chaise lounge, an arm draped lazily over the cushions as his fingers strummed the seat. He possessed a casual sophistication—the oozy charm of an A-list celebrity on the late-night couch. He had dark olive skin, power coursing through his noble frame, and, of course, the smile of an angel. His gaze, which had witnessed ages pass, now burrowed into Benedict.

			Benedict dropped meekly into the opposing chair.

			Gabriel asked, “What troubles you?”

			“This…game.” The pope glanced up from his lap to the angel. “My cardinals are incessant in their criticism. They say you are not an Angel of the Lord. They deny your prophecy.”

			Gabriel leaned forward. “Were they supposed to believe you? The true test of any faith is ridicule and doubt. It is the mud and dirt the snake calls home, from where it slithers into your conviction and strikes you with its poison.”

			Benedict lifted with a resurgent confidence. His younger days debating theology stirred within him—or perhaps it was just the reminder that he was the pope. He led a billion Catholics, after all. Could he not speak to the Archangel as an equal?

			“But why can they not see you as I see you? Or speak to you? Why am I the only one to hear this dire warning? Every night you come to my city and—”

			“My city?” Gabriel smiled. “You lease, not own.”

			Benedict cocked his head. Was that sass? Did an archangel just sass him? Chastened, he sealed his lips—like a good pope.

			“It is as it has always been throughout time. We do not casually present ourselves to anyone who kneels and prays, to anyone who professes devotion. Otherwise, there would be chaos. There are few who are truly open to receive. It is a very delicate and weighted decision. Sometimes it takes a millennium. Who among the humans do we offer this gift of experiential faith? It must be someone ready to accept it, process it, bring it to the masses.”

			“But why me?”

			“Because you’re the pope, for God’s sake!” Gabriel snapped.

			The Archangel issued a long exhale, pinched his brow, and shifted in the sofa to regain his composure.

			Weren’t angels supposed to have infinite patience and compassion?

			Though Benedict realized he had upset the angel, he nevertheless dug in. “You say we are at a crossroads, a time of pluralism, but how can the Church be under attack from other gods when there is only one true God? Is it not antithetical to all that we have been led to believe? I can’t reconcile it. Neither can my cardinals, my most trusted confidants. I can’t blame them. It’s as preposterous as if you said Hell did not exist. Or Heaven! Who could believe the story you weave every night? You beat it into my head like a drum. Then you talk about the difference between American football and rugby, and debate me about the virtues of birth control, and rant about how much you loathe email. Not just loathe…how you have a wrath for email! No wonder no one will listen to me. It’s all madness.” He took a deep breath. “Their doubts about what you say—about you—are so…well…rational.”

			Rational. Dirty word.

			“And you, Benedict? Formerly Hanz Klein Schlepper of Quedlinburg. Do you doubt me?”

			Gabriel rose from the sofa, enveloping the room with his grandeur. Two great wings unfurled off his back as if to proclaim: You want proof? Here is your goddamn proof!

			Benedict cowered, and tears ran freely down his quivering cheeks. Ashamed, he cast his gaze to the floor. He had doubted Gabriel. Not just Gabriel, he realized then. He had doubted everything. He covered his face.

			Gabriel crossed the room, light as the feathers fluttering above his shoulders.

			Benedict studied the purple carpet between his fingers as two brightly colored Converse high-top sneakers stepped into his sight. Not sandals? Weren’t those shoes for rappers and American tourists?

			“You have seen my wings,” Gabriel rumbled.

			“Yes. I have seen your wings, Gabriel.” Benedict’s wrinkled hands fell from his face, revealing the deep shame of a pope who stood at the apex of his faith and yet felt nothing under his feet. “If what you say is true, how can I save the Church? You must give me absolution.”

			Benedict fell to his knees, hands pressed in a triangle. If he was going to believe—and by God, he was going to believe—then he was all in.

			“Tell me what I must do.”

			Gabriel smiled.

			***

			The pope’s antechamber quieted with anticipation as Benedict stepped out among his worried flock. Angelini and Farley quickly darted into the pope’s bedroom. If, perchance, the pope wasn’t crazy, they meant to catch the unauthorized visitor—celestial or human—before she (or he) could sneak out through some secret passageway. Their eagerness reminded Benedict of the nuns at his parochial school checking the boys’ beds for the residue of sin. He always thought the nuns seemed disappointed to come back without a single bedsheet. The same was true of Angelini and Farley, who’d found only an empty bedroom, no evidence of an intruder.

			A sense of theological clarity filled Benedict—a clarity he had not felt since he was a promising young deacon in Germany, long before he accepted this burdened office. Benedict met their worry with this saintly stoicism. His hand suspended for silence, the Holy Father took a long, sanctifying breath. The cardinals waited.

			“Effective immediately, I resign Saint Peter’s Throne,” Benedict announced—words that had not been uttered in over six hundred years. A shockwave blasted through the room, and one by one the cardinals began to process the bombshell, their shock turning to an uproar. Benedict continued, his hand still requesting a silence that would never be restored. “I relinquish the papacy to your vote. May God cast mercy upon this Church.”

			It was done. He dropped his hand to his side. And for the first time in recent memory, not a single eye was fixed upon him.

			Scarlet robes churned as the cardinals began to plot their succession. Pope Benedict—or the Benedict formerly known as pope—searched the turbulent sea. Gabriel wore a matching red robe, easily blending into the crowd as he slipped away. So engrossed were the cardinals, they didn’t even notice the stranger, who hiked up his ill-fitting costume, caught Benedict’s dumbstruck stare, and offered a final wink before disappearing into the confusion.

			Benedict whirled back to his relinquished flock and frantically waved for their attention, but he had stepped beyond the velvet rope, was no longer the center of their universe. And once you’re out, you’re out.

			What have I done?! 

			The pope emeritus wanted his throne back.

			***

			Glory be to me, Gabriel thought, grinning like a schoolyard punk as he strutted down the Vatican’s grand hall meant for kings, queens, and presidents. Spotlights illuminated the stained-glass windows, painting the corridor with refracted passages from the Bible. His silk cassock swished luxuriously on the Roman marble floor depicting the stars and planets and inlaid with the Keys of Heaven. Tonight had gone exactly as planned. The clock had started. Now the real work would begin.

			Yet, as Gabriel stepped through the fractured light, his angelic features began to flicker and bend like an old television caught between channels. Passing through the rainbow, his dark hair turned gold, his skin lightened—a lenticular shifting perspective. By the time he reached the end of the hallway, that impish grin had transferred onto an altogether different face.

			Hermes shed his skin as smoothly as a snake. He was the god of tricksters, after all, and the art of disguise was among his many gifts. Stealing the appearance of the actual Archangel Gabriel was just showing off. Hermes could have disguised himself as anyone—or even appeared as his plain old self. The pope had never seen an angel before, let alone the Archangel, so what difference would it make?

			Makes a difference to me. Hermes prided himself on the details of his tricks, their elaborate, multi-faceted dimensions. It was overkill, yeah, but there was a certain je ne sais quoi to it. Transforming himself into the guise of a dull mortal? Child’s play. A parlor trick most gods employed to get laid. Stealing the guise of another deity required a level of mastery found only among the greats. The fact that he had used this highly developed skill for such a selfish end was irrelevant—or so Hermes assured himself.

			Already, Hermes could feel his moment of triumph slipping away. A Voice deep inside (capital “V”)—sometimes friend, mostly foe—casually uttered the truths he preferred to bury in the basement of his psyche. The Voice had found an old standard: Are you, Hermes, just wasting time? 

			That light step was growing heavy.

			Hermes had met Psyche once, briefly, during her sojourn to the Underworld. She was cute but hopelessly lovesick to please Aphrodite, who by then had jumped ship for the Romans and rebranded herself Venus. Personally, he was underwhelmed. Hermes never understood how humans developed such an extensive (and painful) belief system from Psyche’s little romantic adventure. Hermes had tried psychoanalysis once, hearing it involved a couch and thinking it had something to do with Psyche—but it was just an hour lying in uncomfortable silence while an old man breathed through his mouth. Whatever fetish that was, Hermes wasn’t interested.

			Am I really just killing time?

			Hermes fired back a question of his own: Why not? What some called narcissism took a serious level of devotion. Narcissism—another Greek invention. We really nailed civilization. The tricks made him feel vibrant and indestructible. Like base jumping. Or revenge after a contentious breakup.

			Ahead, the sun crested the Eternal City, tinting the snow-dusted piazza a perfect shade of pink. Snow. He hated snow. It always made him miss Persephone.

			Hermes shrugged off his cardinal’s robe to drape over a homeless man shivering beneath one of the massive columns harvested from the ruins of a former temple dedicated to one of his fellow gods. The cold did have one positive effect: it refocused him on what he had achieved—what he had set in motion. Hermes was determined to enjoy what came next.

			***

			Several months before his round of nightly visits to the Vatican, Hermes took a sweltering summer vacation on the eastern coast of India, in the state of Odisha. Hermes loved India. He loved the smells, the crowds of people, and the fact that even after he ate their spiciest curries, he still couldn’t get the runs—a feat he imagined should be added to his list of attributes when kids studied him in middle school classrooms. His letter requesting this inclusion had so far been ignored by the Texas State Board of Education.

			The Hindis seemed to have a boundless appreciation for the gods and were adding new ones all the time, which Hermes appreciated. They worshipped in an innocent way, feeding, clothing, and bathing their gods as if playing house. There was no uniformity among the temples either, each offering a different interpretation of the same god. Their traditions and belief systems were as colorful as their garb, and Hermes admired them for their flexibility and envied the fluidity that kept their faith alive across millennia without the erosion that afflicted so many of his immortal peers. Plus, when they got married, the groom rode a horse down the aisle. How cool is that?

			Hermes wasn’t in India for the curry—though he tasted plenty. He had already been to China, Babylon (he still liked to use the old name), and Mexico, where after a brief and unsuccessful visit he was chased out of town by two spry Mayans: Xbalanque and Hunahpu, the hero twins with a history of roughing up gods who got out of line and who were apparently still miffed over his accidental involvement in several Latin American coups back in the twentieth century. Hermes swore he was only there for the drugs—the Amazon boasting a wide variety of hallucinogens—and he thought they’d be over it. No matter, he’d try again in a hundred years.

			It was easy to brush off the rejection because Hermes had a lot of friends—if you could call them that, which you probably couldn’t. They were gods, minor and major deities, and monsters that Hermes cultivated during his time as the Messenger of the Gods, when he had access to all the realms beyond Earth—all the heavens and hells of all the world religions. A singular position. Then worship declined and the Greeks lost their prominence. Hermes’ services were required less and less—and eventually not at all. He would take an occasional interfaith mediation job, but then along came the Internet and, well, fuck email. No god hated it more than Hermes.

			He spent the summer globetrotting, dropping in on his fellow tricksters and thieving gods to cut them in on a potentially lucrative score. They all respected him for his ingenious heists that took years to plan and certain, precise execution. The gods lined up to take part—or so he told himself, the last few decades yielding fewer yeses than gentle nos. Several of his tricks had gone spectacularly wrong. Who would have thought convincing an ifrit to set itself on fire in the middle of a Tunisian square would set off an Arab Spring? Eshu, Hermes’ bestie—Trickster of Africa’s Yoruba people—asked Hermes if he’d heard of something the humans now used called a Facebook and a TikTok. No, he had not, thank you very much. Hermes didn’t understand much of this modern world, and he prided himself on his stubbornness not to find out. If it existed on the Internet, Hermes vowed he wouldn’t touch it.

			He spent the day waiting for Krishna outside the Jagannatha Temple in a city called Puri, watching the throngs of pilgrims crowd the dusty pink square beneath the jagged pyramids to cheer on the famous Ratha-Yatra chariot races held in honor of their Supreme God and its avatars. Almost no one in the crowd pulled out a cell phone to compulsively snap pictures or take meaningless videos. They were more in touch with the ancient traditions, and it relaxed him to be among the grit and physical gears of life and away from the sterility of the Western cities.

			Under the pink temple, large chariots were constructed—towering, rickety structures topped with triangular canopies all pattern and color. Each carried an image of a god venerated at the temple. The word juggernaut, derived from Lord Jagannatha, came from this racing event and these formidable chariots. The chariots, so massive, would often barrel out of control and run over the spectators. Hermes liked that part. He didn’t like himself for liking it, but it was still funny.

			Hermes was on his sixth Kingfisher beer at a dirty sidewalk café when the festival began to wind down and families dispersed down dusty streets. A parade of chili lights lit up the temple, rival folk bands on opposite street corners competed for most obnoxious melody; India was a country designed to overwhelm the senses.

			Without warning, a Dalit in a sweat-stained wife-beater and frayed khaki shorts dropped into the chair across the postage-stamp table and helped himself to Hermes’ beer. The beggar had a thin mustache and a sour smell.

			“Hey!” Hermes protested. “I don’t have change. Shoo.”

			“Is that how Hermes treats his hosts?” the beggar asked.

			Hermes leaned back and crossed his arms. “Krishna? Is that you?”

			“Indeed. The one and only.”

			“Eighth, actually.”

			The Supreme Deity had disguised his trademark blue skin and royal attire—puffy yellow pants and a bedazzled cape—opting to take this untouchable’s form to join the night’s festivities. Unlike other deities, Krishna enjoyed taking part in the ceremonies that honored him, though he preferred the humans never know of his presence.

			Having finished the beer that was not his, Krishna flagged down a waiter, lit a cigarette, and waved for Hermes to start talking. There could be only one reason the Greek god would drop in on his festival: a job.

			Six beers later, Hermes had finished detailing his master plan, and now Krishna silently hemmed and hawed, like he always did, his blue skin turning a deeper shade of navy as the night darkened. He compulsively twirled the jewels draped over his chest through his fingers.

			“Clever, yes,” Krishna finally said, dipping a toe into the conversation.

			“Of course it’s clever,” Hermes trumpeted. “They’re always clever. So…you’re in?”

			Hermes flagged the staff for more beer. More beer was what was needed. Unfortunately, it would take a truckload before they even felt a buzz. A waiter quickly deposited a frosty bottle at the table, which to any human looked as if it were occupied by a sweaty European tourist fascinated by an Indian beggar.

			“It’s just that I’m so busy these days…”

			Busy. That dreaded word.

			Hermes flicked the condensation off his bottle. “This isn’t a yearlong proposition. It isn’t even a month. One night. One night is all I’m asking for, because that’s the only chance we’ll get.”

			“I have sixteen thousand wives and only two hands.” Krishna popped a few papadums into his mouth and munched. “Do you know how long it takes to pinch thirty-two thousand nipples?”

			Hermes rolled his eyes. “You’ve always been a big baby.”

			“I’m impressed, don’t get me wrong. You’ll be the first.”

			“We’ll be the first.”

			Krishna pushed the bowl of crackers away, then settled back with his arms folded over his belly to watch crowds of men trolling for a late-night coda to add to the day’s celebration.

			Hermes could see the temptation. Feel it. “Don’t make me pinch your nipples.”

			Krishna grinned. Hermes smiled back.

			Next stop, Africa.

			CHAPTER TWO

			He hadn’t said no, but he hadn’t said yes, either. Among his many attributes, Eshu was the god of crossroads, and he never eliminated possibilities. He came tonight to leave his options open, to consider all the angles. The West African god wore an elegant black suit accented by a red tie—appropriately dapper for Rome. An avid people-watcher and scholar of human behavior, he deliberately parked himself along the string of news trucks ringing Saint Peter’s Square, where the broadcast lights enhanced the carnival atmosphere of this otherwise solemn gathering. A cold rain pelted the writhing sea of ponchos and umbrellas under which an assortment of clergy, nuns, devout Catholics, and tourists awaited the main attraction. Leaning against a barricade beneath a gentlemanly parasol, Eshu smoked his kuba pipe, amused by the throngs uniformly staring up at a tiny tin chimney strapped to the roof of the Sistine Chapel.

			Eshu’s followers prayed to him for protection whenever they traveled, for he held the power of both fortune and misfortune and was the personification of the Road of Life and its intersections. Therefore, he represented both the beginning and the end and could be feared as much for his power over death as he could be celebrated for his ability to create life. Since his domain included the road, the other sub-Saharan gods relied upon him to act as their communicator, translator, and ambassador. It flattered him to hold such importance despite his humble position. Never underestimate a small seed, for it could grow into a mighty baobab.

			These weren’t the attributes that brought him here tonight. Hermes had sought Eshu in the jungles of Africa because, above all else, he was the West African god of tricksters and mayhem—with a capital “T” and capital “M”—and there existed a small fraternity of gods who appreciated a little mayhem and the lessons it could impart. Eshu loved duality. And for him, the art of a trick was the takeaway. He delighted in sending mortals into the maze of the mind or a carefully laid trap to witness them return enlightened. If his follower did not return at all—or went mad in the process—then the trick could also be called a success, for its logic dictated that only those who learned the hard way had learned something at all.

			Despite his godly presence, the Catholics ignored Eshu. To Europe’s xenophobes, Eshu represented another migrant infecting their streets: either a pimp, a terrorist, or a vendor of tchotchkes and designer knockoffs sold on street corners outside their monuments—a hawker of calendars bearing twelve unique photos of Pope Benedict in various awkward yet endearing snapshots, like the one of Benedict wearing a sombrero in Mexico. The calendar, printed in Bangladesh and packaged in China, cost the American company less than half a penny to produce, with a resale value of thirteen euros a pop—a biblical markup. And with the pope resigning, the crap calendars, along with all the other crap souvenirs in Rome, were now collectors’ items. A miraculous flood of profit was washing upon every corner kiosk and gift shop. Despite the long-term turmoil for the Church, in the short run, it was a boon to the local economy.

			Eshu wasn’t selling anything. Not even those cheap, one-use umbrellas. A group of Americans gave him a wide berth as they instinctively clutched their bags and stuffed hands into pockets. Eshu was used to their suspicion. The Italians shot him daggers, as if he’d just decamped from a migrant boat, and the occasional nun would shine him a sympathetic glance and drop him a few euros. He nearly had enough change to buy a pack of cigarettes. The nicotine would be needed after tonight.

			In front of Eshu, a Ryan Seacrest–wannabe with too-white teeth and a wave of chemically enhanced hair used his reflection in a camera lens to apply a subtle gloss of lipstick. The reporter had honed a thousand shades of amazement during his endless fluff assignments. Eshu guessed the baby-bro journalist had an Ivy League degree in political science, sang a cappella, and dreamed of anchoring the national news. Instead, he’d been stuck covering winter airline delays until the network plucked him from obscurity and dropped him into the middle of history. A plum assignment that promised career advancement—and he was eating it up.

			Inside the open news van, monitors ran a live feed from New York, where a national anchor facilitated a three-way among so-called experts. Eshu admired modern news—so efficient at sowing chaos, misinformation, and fear among the masses. It was as close to a god as you could get.

			Eshu exhaled. The tobacco vapor stretched through the air like a trained snake. It wrapped around the news camera, turning it on before slithering past a bored producer eating a bowl of cacio e pepe and into the news van, where it finally infiltrated the control board. The monitor shimmered with static, and the panel discussion switched to a live satellite feed of the reporter puckering up to the lens.

			The producer’s earbud suddenly screeched with frantic voices. The control room back in New York had lost control, with no way to cut to commercial or back to the news desk. Eshu had his smoky claw firmly in place. Mr. Pepe dropped his dinner, whirled to the monitor, and, with a mouth full of pasta, tried to both whisper and shout, “Derek! Derek, we’re live!”

			Derek, the once up-and-coming star of the network, froze mid-kiss, the red light staring back.

			And just like that, Derek became a meme.

			Eshu shook his head. Go home, he wanted to shout. All of you go home!

			“LOOK!” a spectator shouted excitedly, and the world pivoted to the black smoke coiling from the Vatican chimney.

			Derek found his footing. “Um…Looks like something’s happening. We have the first vote!” Derek got into the groove. “Black smoke. No decision!”

			Eshu checked his watch. Way to call that one, Chief.

			“Now, as a reminder, the cardinals are burning ballots from the last vote. If the smoke was white, it would mean we have a new pope. Let’s zoom in on that so everyone can get a closer look. Can you guys see the black smoke from the studio?”

			Eshu snuffed out his kuba pipe with his thumb and tucked it into his breast pocket. He checked his field watch—time to go anyway. The crowd remained too distracted by the black smoke puffing out of a tin can to witness the real miracle as Eshu began to shimmer, the very molecules holding him together disintegrating, turning him opaque like a dirty pane of old glass, until he dissolved entirely into a cloud of smoke. A breeze picked up, and his smoky image thinned and vanished.

			Eshu reassembled himself at the base of Castel Sant’Angelo, an imposing circular fortress that hugged the icy Tiber, capping the wide boulevard to Saint Peter’s Basilica. The castle had once been the decadent home to popes, with a not-so-secret passageway built within the aqueduct that connected it to Vatican City. For a long time, it was a place of refuge when the city was in turmoil or invaders threatened. The Church later reconstituted its halls as a prison and house of torture—but before all that nonsense, it had been a Roman tomb, encased in the brilliant marbles harvested from his continent. That meant the blood of the old gods flowed through its veins.

			Rome was a city reconstituted—“the old whore,” as some called it—built layer upon layer, recycling the past to construct the present. Monasteries placed upon old churches upon pagan temples. It was dirty and tired and yet kept chugging along. History, forever vertical.

			Inside the castle’s ward, the entrance descended into a grand, vaulted foyer. Eons ago, epic slabs of colored marble and frescoes had adorned these walls. Eshu took a moment to acknowledge the passing of the torch from one religion to another and finally to the inanimate gods of commerce that rebranded this place into a tourist attraction. He grumbled at the little model that depicted that past and began to climb a narrow corkscrew passage. The wall sconces were empty, replaced by embedded track lighting that wove around the cordoned-off remains of ancient mosaics that once covered the floor. The castle resonated, grumbling at this ancient and exotic god infiltrating its darkened halls constructed for popes, dukes, and emperors. Or perhaps it was simply saying hello to a long-lost relative.

			Eshu ignored the military apartments that had been converted into galleries displaying overflow Catholic iconography. He ignored the conveniently placed café and gift shop situated at the top of this ride, and he ignored the exhibits that preserved the pope’s bedroom and Raphael’s frescoes. Never in history had a single religious order mastered patting itself on the back like the Catholics—the epitome of self-aggrandizement. Eshu finally emerged atop the keep. The rain had abated, leaving low, wrung-out clouds. Rome unfolded with its twinkling hills, ruins aglow like beacons, warning the old gods to stay away from these craggy shoals.

			Across the battlement, wearing his silly Converse high tops, waited Hermes. A massive sculpture preened above: the Archangel Michael returning his sword to its sheath. With what Hermes has planned, thought Eshu, the Archangel might want to keep that sword at the ready.

			Hermes leaned over the balustrade, watching the ripple of camera flashes. The crowd below hummed, supercharged by the twin powers of prayer and social media. It truly was a circus. A big, noisy, madhouse circus. Exactly as Hermes intended.

			“You made a mess,” Eshu called.

			“Or cleaned one up,” Hermes said, and disconnected from the Vatican show.

			“You had to get rid of a pope?”

			“If I recall correctly, you said it had to be one grand distraction. Well…” Hermes gestured to the ballot smoke curling through spotlights. “The world’s all looking up—we go down.”

			“I thought we were speaking hypothetically,” Eshu grumbled.

			“Lilith had what we needed. For a price.” What price a Hebrew demoness required for such confidential Heavenly documents, Hermes left unsaid.

			“What does Persephone think of this?” Eshu asked.

			“It’s winter. All this will be forgotten by spring.”

			A hymnal rose from the crowd.

			“You’ve created uncertainty with one of the superpowers. The other religions are nervous. The Orishas think I’m prowling the Congo, not here with you.”

			“Where are the others?” Hermes asked, suddenly realizing it was just the two of them.

			“There are no others. No one’s touching this.”

			“Not even Krishna?”

			“Not even me. You’re on your own.”

			Hermes wilted. “That’s disappointing.”

			Eshu stepped forward. “What are you trying to accomplish, Hermes?”

			“Accomplish?” Hermes scoffed.

			“You’re risking the desecration of a sacred city. What are you trying to prove? Why do this?”

			Why? Why do anything?

			It wasn’t as if he needed to steal from the Catholics, nor did he hold a particular grudge—no more than his disdain for any other religious authority. Why? The universe needed gods like Hermes to balance things out. Everyone was way too serious. Hermes existed to thumb his nose at dogma and tell the fanatics to chill the fuck out. What was wrong with a bit of fun, especially at someone else’s expense?

			“You’re creating friction,” Eshu said with the disapproving tone of a kindergarten teacher.

			“There’s always friction,” Hermes said.

			“And there are times of peace. Like now. You may have lost your worshippers a long time ago, but not the Yorùbá. We survived. Barely. I can’t provoke the Christians. They nearly wiped us out once, and they might decide to finish the job this time.”

			“You still have plenty of followers in Nigeria.”

			“War is brewing. Muslims against Christians. Christians against Muslims. Christian against Christian. Muslim against Muslim. We won’t be spared. And my people scattered across the globe, forced to convert generations ago—they smuggled us with them, hid their devotion. It did not go unnoticed. Only tolerated. If the Christians decide to notice, we will be expelled, ruined.”

			Hermes recognized this was a sore subject. Many smaller religions were only small because the majors had decimated them over several brutal centuries. The religious community had become critically homogenized. An increasing number of gods straddled the endangered species list before joining the painful club to which Hermes belonged. True, religions naturally rose and fell, just as human empires did (most often linked), yet at some point the whole business had become horribly lopsided. The new monotheistic religions were mostly to blame; they enjoyed the luxury of despotism. The ancient religions had too many cooks in the celestial kitchen. They were entirely unprepared for the organized onslaught of this new kid on the block. Hermes considered himself lucky that his religion had died a gradual, rather painless death, and not from the violent corporate takeover endured today. Those massacres had left a lot of lost and angry spirits roaming around.

			A tenuous peace had finally been brokered only two centuries ago. Monotheism had consented to a ceasefire—to refrain from miracles, from influencing geopolitics, or even, as they did in ancient times, from literally joining the humans on the battlefield. But Monotheism had its fingers crossed behind its back. The monotheists knew they didn’t have to get involved anymore. Their worshippers would do all the work for them. A deft sleight of hand. Keep the smaller religions focused on the Big Guy in Heaven while legions of human missionaries did all the damage on Earth. The minor religions should have known: the whole conversion play was written right there in their bibles.

			Except for the Jews—those wacky elders in the monotheistic family tree who kept to themselves. The only conversion they cared about was when it related to one argument against another. Their unofficial motto being: No, thank you very much.

			It was unfortunate the monotheists had such large appetites. In the game of gods, worship was currency, and for the new players it wasn’t enough to have eighty or ninety percent market share—they wanted it all. In provoking the Catholics, Hermes was walking a tightrope over a volcano. The fear was real, and it burned white-hot in Eshu.

			“Why fuck up our peace by tricking the pope to resign? And worse, masquerading as the Archangel Gabriel!”

			“Since when has he been so sacrosanct?”

			“Since year zero! When he first showed up. You’ve embarrassed them. There will be consequences.”

			“Eshu, Africa’s god of mayhem, lobbies for restraint…in defense of a crucified god. A mortal born among animals in a barn. A carpenter,” Hermes said, dripping with sarcasm. “Might as well have been a plumber. At least Hades is a blacksmith.”

			“Exactly. With a billion followers and counting. A child knows not to touch fire. You thrust your hand into it. I know my fate if I’m caught, but have you thought of yours? Your wings, for starters. They would tie you down and clip them. You would walk upon this Earth like just another human. Unable to cross between realms, unable to enjoy the privileges of a messenger. That is, if they do not do something more radical, like entomb you beneath a mountain. Or banish you to your Underworld. Or worse—force you to return to Olympus. That desolate, lonely retirement home in the sky. Do you think the Catholics, in retribution, in their boundless capacity for rage and retaliation, would subject you to some simple punishment?” His chest heaved, out of breath from the speech.

			“This is the Middle Realm. We’re all equals. They can’t touch me here, and they know it. Besides, they would need Zeus to agree. Like that’ll ever happen.”

			“Don’t be so sure. You think the Dodecanese would object if the full might of the monotheists came knocking on Olympus?”

			“They’d need to drag me off Earth. To do that, they’d have to catch me first. Fat chance.”

			“They let you alone. You leave them alone.” Eshu stabbed his words.

			“That’s rich. After they dragged your people from Africa to the Caribbean, to South America, and robbed you of your shamans. After all the mistreatment of your people—the way they wipe their holy ass with your treaties, trample on your traditions?”

			“I own my own grudges and live with them as I please.”

			“You’re afraid,” Hermes shot back.

			Eshu shook his head. “We’ve never pulled a trick for retribution. If we go down that road, we’ll become just like the humans.”

			“This is getting far too philosophical. We’re about to break into the Vatican vault. Think about that. The real vault. And I know what you suspect they have locked away in there.”

			“I’m thinking about more than myself. I am still called by my people. Krishna must tend to his,” Eshu answered.

			“You have all eternity to tend to your flock. If you’re so lucky.”

			“And you were once the god of luck.”

			Hermes clenched but wouldn’t show the hurt. Not to this asshole.

			“I abstain,” Eshu declared.

			“You’d better leave, then,” Hermes said. “Wouldn’t want what happens next on your permanent record.”

			***

			Beneath Rome existed a secret network of tunnels. Unlike the catacombs carved from soft limestone by humans, these were chiseled out of serious bedrock by divine power. They spread for miles upon miles and served as a prison for the magical beings who once inhabited the lands of Europe. The horrific genocide started during the Inquisition. Any nymph, beast, or fairy that didn’t flee or go into hiding was imprisoned in this maze of underground cells.

			Hermes shuddered as his lonely footsteps echoed in the dark, the stench of sulfur thick in his nose, a faint trickle of running water somewhere within the walls. To find his way back, Hermes left a trail of chalk markings bewitched to light up upon his—and only his—return.

			The map he purchased from Lilith proved remarkably accurate. Lilith was a demon of the night and once roamed these halls not as captive but captor. She relished getting her hands dirty, and perhaps her help was a form of absolution. Perhaps it was simply payback, since she claimed to have been promised a promotion to angel for her unsavory services. It had been a long night spent in her company, coaxing this map out of her deeply disturbed mind. He now understood why the Bible described her as a screech owl.

			Cell after cell gaped back at him, each a gallery of some forgotten horror and woe. Signs of the madness and desperation these forgotten prisoners endured were carved into the walls by claws and magic, painted in blood and excrement. No mythology ever recorded the sad stories of those poor pagan spirits entombed here for centuries.

			Hermes rounded a passageway, and the sound of water grew more pronounced. Lilith instructed, if lost, to simply follow the stream. The tunnel abruptly ended. He studied his map. This looked right. More than that, he could feel the presence of a portal. As a messenger god, Hermes regularly navigated the entry points between worlds and was a master at recognizing the subtle variations in planes.

			“Damn,” he said, admiring the handiwork of the smooth brick wall as it hummed with a divine presence.

			Lilith’s map offered no further instruction.

			All very arcane, he mused, running his fingers along the grout. For those who knew the language, magic could be read like Braille. His fingers stopped on a brick about two-thirds up, near the middle. It was warm…alive. Intuition told him to knock, and the brick wiggled in response. He slowly removed it from its slot as if defusing a bomb. The tunnel shuddered.

			On the right track, he studied the wall, minus the one brick. He thumbed the surrounding bricks, then settled on one directly above the vacant space. The brick shifted down with a satisfying click, a lock recognizing the first right move in a combination. Only this lock didn’t just have three numbers, or nine, or fifteen. It would require perhaps hundreds of moves among a thousand bricks. It was a three-dimensional slide puzzle, and every move needed to be accurate—or else. According to Lilith, this little obstacle represented the only way between the underground torture chamber and the heart of the Vatican.

			Another four choices faced him: move the same brick up, slide the left brick to the right, slide the right brick left, or drop the top brick down.

			He chose the left brick.

			Click. Right again.

			Hermes grinned. He totally had this.

			He maneuvered brick after brick—left, right, down, up. Moving faster, he descended into the puzzle, feeling his way. Hermes dealt with worse security back when religions one-upped each other in fantastical stagecraft. The Catholics could have designed a difficult challenge if they weren’t so afraid to tap into the deep magic. Give me a fire-breathing dragon or a maze with a giant half-bull, half-man ready to gouge your innards any day. This puzzle amounted to workplace efficiency memos and data-point observational whatever. At some point the shifting gap magically widened, creating a new dimension to the game. The bricks could be turned sideways or at an angle.

			Hermes cracked his knuckles.

			A pattern emerged: a series of horizontal and angled bricks began to resemble two crossed keys—the pope’s seal. It was his door, of course. So obvious. Finally, one brick was missing to create the last tooth of the skeleton key. Hermes spun around to the empty tunnel.

			“You guys woulda loved this,” he said to no one.

			With all the fun vacuumed out of a high-five–able moment, Hermes placed the first brick back as the last brick to create a complete image of the two crossed keys. Take that, Dan Brown. The wall rippled, its bricks turned to water, and the whole wall collapsed like a tipped fish tank, revealing a narrow stone staircase spiraling up to a place no other religious deity had dared to trespass. Hermes took a triumphant step forward and sank into three inches of foul red mud that encased his precious sneakers. Ruined! he thought, then squished forward. Everything’s ruined. Screw ’em. He would do this alone, by God. Because he had to. Because there was no one else.

			***

			The Vatican had two secret libraries, though officially there was only one. The official secret library was one of the oldest in the world. Coveted by conquerors, visited by scholars, and the source of endless conspiracy theories, it was famous for its nearly two million precious literary artifacts. The unofficial secret library was older, just as coveted, visited by no one, and the proof that those conspiracies were not just theories at all.

			A Swiss Guard noisily patrolled, his pantaloons flaring like a circus tent. He had a thick bone structure, wide jaw, and heavy, elongated eyebrows as if his features had been carved by a blind stonemason. A face so ugly it could scare off evil spirits. No wonder they’d shoved the guy down here. His boots clomped across the stone, punctuated by the clunk of his poleaxe.

			Clomp—Clomp—Clunk. Clomp—Clomp—Clunk.

			The Swiss Guard paused a moment to sniff the air like a bear in the woods. 

			Smelling nothing out of the ordinary, he moved on.

			Clomp—Clomp—Clunk. Clomp—Clomp—Clunk.

			He reached the end of the aisle, pivoted into the central corridor, then pivoted again into the next aisle like a lawn mower seeking neat rows.

			Clack—Clack—Clunk.

			Once the sound of the patrol faded, a funny thing happened in the library: a hand thrust straight out of the floor, as if the marble had turned to water. The rest of Hermes emerged thereafter from the secret access to the Vatican’s dungeons.

			The super-secret secret archives were hidden below the normal-secret secret archives. Unlike the official secret library, which was showcased in a grand marble cathedral, the unofficial secret library was housed in a disappointingly dull, unadorned warehouse on the sub-sub-sub-basement level. There were no study desks, reading nooks, or microfilm machines. This was not a library meant to disseminate knowledge but rather to stifle it.

			Its first outside visitor in a thousand years, a triumphant Hermes surveyed the chamber. Sacred texts of all shapes, sizes, and materials lined simple metal shelves under track fluorescent light. Among the collection was a first edition Egyptian Book of the Dead, scrolls thought to have been burned with the Great Library of Alexandria, Sumerian parchment edicts, and collectible box sets of magical spells bound in human flesh. There was also a tiny scrap of paper that offered a passkey into the Akashic Record. None of this interested Hermes in the slightest. Instead, he set off down the aisle, sneakers whispering on the marble.

			A mile in, Hermes stood on a catwalk overlooking a sunken antiseptic white room and a single, massive red blast door the size of a shipping container positioned on rollers. The hair on the back of his neck prickled. Things just got complicated. Hermes assumed that he could simply waltz into the Holy of Holies. Lilith never said anything about this additional security—wouldn’t have even known about these upgrades. A digital inset on the steel door foretold worse trouble.

			Digital. That word. Hermes felt the outer edges of defeat crawling along his skin.

			How could I have been so naïve!

			Maybe all the critics were right. Maybe all of his trickstering and thievering merely represented an attempt to fill a sliver of his immortal time. It suddenly felt as if the weight of an ocean was pressing in on his ears and crushing his lungs. His palms became sweaty.

			Is this a panic attack?

			“Underneath Michelangelo, a secret city designed to survive Armageddon,” said a familiar voice.

			Startled, Hermes spun around as Eshu formed from a puff of smoke. The African god of mayhem removed his kuba pipe and snapped his fingers to ignite the tobacco and resume a steady locomotive puff.

			Hermes gave his old friend’s shoulder a squeeze, more relieved than he’d ever admit.

			“Look at all this shit,” Eshu said, waving dismissively. “All my worshippers need to summon me is a drum, fire, and a strong drink. And they’ll sing till morning.”

			Hermes smirked. “What do you have against doomsday capsules?”

			“A religion offering immortality hedges its bets…” Eshu rolled a glance his way. “Interesting.”

			Hermes shrugged. “I dunno, I kinda like a bit of infrastructure.”

			“Columns and marble. You demanded much of your people.” Eshu exhaled his musky tobacco. “It really has been many years since you’ve been worshipped, my friend.”

			Was that pity?

			Eshu removed an old pouch made of dried, wrinkly elephant skin and took a pinch of something that wasn’t tobacco. He stuffed his pipe, inhaled deep, and then blew a great puff into the chamber. Magic smoke billowed, uncovering a series of crisscrossing red lasers.

			“More toys,” Eshu grumbled.

			Hermes whistled, impressed. “I thought those were a fake TV thing.”

			Eshu sucked on his pipe. “I don’t understand.”

			“If you break the light, it sets off an alarm, everyone shoots us,” Hermes explained.

			“So what are we to do, great trickster?”

			“You wear revealing black tights—that’s one of the rules, for some reason—then you drop from the ceiling on ropes and dance over the lights. One time these cat burglars…it might’ve been James Bond. No, sorry, it was Tom Cruise…no, wait, I’m pretty sure it was Bond. Yeah, Bond. He froze the room with liquid nitrogen, though I’m not sure that’s a thing.”

			Eshu stared blankly. “You watch too much television.”

			“What made you change your mind?”

			“I’m unpredictable,” Eshu said.

			“Admit it, you’re here for the glory.”

			His eyes burned, matching the coal at the end of his pipe. “I’m here to reclaim what was stolen from my people.”

			What am I starting?

			“Friction,” Eshu replied, as if reading Hermes’ mind.

			Can he read minds? Fuck.

			“And no, I can’t read minds,” Eshu said, further confusing Hermes. Then Eshu clattered down the stairs.

			“Wait!” Hermes snatched the back of his blazer. “Goddamnit, stop! You’ll trigger the alarm.”

			Eshu easily slipped out of Hermes’ grasp and continued into the fancy red lasers. Hermes braced for alarms, but the beams simply passed right through him as if he were made of smoke. Tricky. Eshu reconstituted at the touchscreen panel, gave it an aggressive tug, and ripped the device out of the wall. The lasers vanished and the blast door unlocked with a satisfying pop.

			“No need to be fancy,” Eshu said, lifting the electronic guts like a severed head on the battlefield.

			“I could kiss you.”

			Eshu spun the large wheel and the blast door slid along its lubricated tracks, revealing a tunnel burrowed into granite.

			“We’re gods—did they really think this would stop us?”

			***

			Entombed at the heart of the church, the Vatican vault hid fifteen hundred years’ worth of global domination, treasure, and artifacts of tremendous importance from cultures the world over. Upon entering the cavernous warehouse, Hermes and Eshu were greeted by the Peacock Throne. Made of solid gold and encased in precious stones, the famed dais once adorned the Taj Mahal and represented the seat of power in India. Not seen in over three hundred years, most scholars thought it had been melted down by the Persians after they sacked the Mughal Empire.

			Nope.

			The Peacock Throne, the pièce de résistance, held the highest street value of all the items they would encounter, and yet Eshu strolled right past it without a glance. Hermes rolled his eyes. The god of mayhem really needed to take a chill pill.

			Hermes ran his hands along the throne’s gemstone-encrusted feathers. If only he’d brought a sled. “Too bad Krishna bailed. You think this’ll fit in my apartment? Couple pillows, this would make a killer TV chair.”

			“You want the shiny shit, you’re on your own,” Eshu called out from deeper in the vault, triggering a chatterbox—a literal wooden snuffbox that incessantly dispensed small talk. A sadistic Russian sage had invented the torture device for the czar sometime in the eighteenth century. Its relentless prattling drowned out the rest of what Eshu had to say.

			Curious as to the friction he’d unleashed, Hermes decided to spy on his friend. The chatterbox was babbling on about the differences in wheat varieties along the Volga when Hermes caught sight of Eshu. The African god passed an assortment of royal crowns, then abruptly paused at the crossroad of two aisles.

			Hermes hid between two Celtic stone heads housing the spirits of druid priests that whispered furiously in his ears—apparently, they were in a centuries-old feud. Tuning them out, he watched Eshu deliberate. Two paths. One choice. This was his jam.

			Eshu strummed the air with his fingers, as if playing an imaginary instrument, and decided on the right path. Hermes followed trepidatiously, keeping to the shadows, which wasn’t hard with the overhead lights pulsing feebly against the forces of magic. He continued to stalk Eshu for what felt like an age.

			This is wrong, he thought. A pit opened in his stomach the size of a fig—but not as substantial as, say, a melon—so it couldn’t be that wrong.

			Eshu finally stopped beneath a handwritten sign in Latin that read “Sacred Stones and Rocks,” and Hermes tucked himself beyond a golden statue of Horus.

			Beyond the geological eccentricities was a series of display cases containing row upon row of sacred tribal staffs stolen from Africa, each one secured in place by a silver ring. The collection was organized by region, tribe, and the god whose powers they channeled. Eshu’s eyes swept over his people’s magic. Made of dark woods and light woods, some unadorned, and some intricately carved with bright patterns, or depictions of African beasts and grotesque human faces grinning, pouting, and sneering. Depending on their geographic and cultural origin, the staffs could be decorated with a mix of shells, animal skulls, human bones, hair, or beads. They signified centuries of ceremonies conducted over roaring bonfires in remote jungles and open savannahs. Though the tribes lived among vast deposits of gemstones and precious minerals, there were no ostentatious displays of gold, silver, diamonds, or sapphires. Their shamans knew of a stronger way to access the spirit realm. The staffs, wrought from the earth, represented old magic—elemental and powerful.

			Hermes feared for the dark thoughts surging through his friend. Eshu had been the one to warn of retribution, yet now he seemed ensnared in its orbit. The rage was understandable. Justified. The mere existence of this collection was an insult. These important tribal relics had been rendered lifeless, on display for no one. Museums around the world paraded his culture for the price of a ticket, as if his religion were some long-extinct curiosity. Eshu clearly ached to liberate his heritage—museum by museum—end the shame and insult, but to seek justice would be to break the fragile treaty with the Christians. An invisible force pulled him down the row until he came upon that which he and his people had been unjustly denied.

			“They take simply because they can take…” Eshu muttered.

			The display glass vibrated, cracked, and then exploded.

			Hermes permitted himself a grin. He knew Eshu wouldn’t be able to resist the chance.

			The sacred dance staff of the Yoruba flew into Eshu’s hand. Liberated at long last! Carved from bronze, the three-foot icon crouched on a small drum; its narrow face and wide features captured a mischievous expression that bore a remarkable likeness to Eshu. It was topped with a phallic, conical headdress like one of Santa’s elves, and its little wooden hands gripped a phallic staff between its little legs like it was going to churn butter. Phalluses were kind of a thing with the old religions. A necklace of cowrie shells and a black cloak with a red, yellow, and green triangle pattern adorned the shoulders.

			The actual staff, a polished lenke branch, was lost many centuries ago, but that didn’t matter. The power remained preserved in the icon. In Eshu’s world, the cosmos consisted of two overlapping realms: the Orun, which held the spirit; and the Aye, which consisted of the physical. Because Eshu essentially operated the tollbooth on the supernatural highway and was the appointed guardian of its travelers, he also maintained the responsibility of protecting the sacred rituals allowing his people to pass between the realms. Hot tears swelled in his eyes as his hands balled into tight fists around the icon. He brought them down with a roar.

			Fuck, Hermes thought, and then immediately followed that with: Fuck it.

			While Eshu was distracted with his fancy dance stick, Hermes slipped back to the other side of the vault, stepping on the fig-sized pit in his stomach and squishing it flat.

			On the way back, he liberated a few items of his own, including an Indonesian tribal mask that summoned demons from other realms, and a tiny knockoff Ark of the Covenant that he knew a wealthy Iraqi jinn had long coveted. He had considered absconding with one of the flying carpets but couldn’t decide which he liked most. Then there was the collection of chalices that could heal the sick. He swiped one and poured a generous shot of ouzo from the bottle he kept handy in his backpack. The licorice spirit always calmed his nerves.

			That’s when he heard footsteps.

			Hermes rose on his tiptoes to peer over the artifacts. “Yo, Eshu?”

			Eshu approached from the main aisle. “What?”

			“How’d it go in phalluses and accessories?”

			“Tell me again how your people used to vape volcanic gas and divine the future.”

			“Ouch.”

			The Greeks used to build temples on gas vents, get high, and claim an oracle was speaking inside their heads—a good parlor trick.

			Eshu stepped into the light with his icon. “This is my people’s magic.”

			“Who doesn’t like a magical stiffy?” Hermes smiled. “You finished shopping?”

			“Yes.”

			“I have a lot of people on my Christmas list this year. Here, load up!” Hermes tossed an empty duffel that soared past Eshu and straight through the face of a mirror that cast no reflection.

			“The rest is not mine to take,” Eshu said.

			“It’s already stolen, so technically we’re not stealing.”

			“Let the others come. It’s not my job to right every wrong, just the ones done to me and mine.”

			The Eshu that filled the shadows could send armies trembling: wild, gleaming white eyes set within an onyx face, a wave of hair sprouting from the top of his head like the horn of an ibex, gold disks dangling from his ears and woven into the fearsome lines of his face. An abrupt about-face—the old African trickster returned, the same god Hermes would chill with on a Friday night.

			But the disquiet remained. An axis had shifted from fun to not. To Hermes, this holy grail of heists (incidentally, now stashed in his bag was the actual Holy Grail) represented street cred, party favors, and get-out-of-jail-free cards. To Eshu, the only thing hoarded in this vault was pain. Lots and lots of pain. Perhaps Hermes really had opened Pandora’s pithos, releasing all the old grudges that should have been left undisturbed. Hermes had named the girl, after all, and cunningly delivered her to wed Epimetheus, Prometheus’s brother. 

			Really, he should have known better.

			Despite all the high-tech security that normally kept cat burglars like them out of this vault, the Vatican’s real deterrent had always been their superpower status. Who would want to start a war that was unwinnable? Yet the bigger the size, the bigger the target. After centuries of indignity, the displaced gods had nothing left to lose. Cue insurgency. Hermes, who never took responsibility for anything, shuddered to think of the consequences. He realized he was a one-celled organism asking a complex being how’s the weather. And it wasn’t about the weather. He realized then that he longed for Eshu’s pain. His existence amounted to nothing. Who did Hermes have to fight for? No one. What people did Hermes serve? None.

			The heavy sacks of treasure suddenly felt awful light.

			***

			Back in the library, Mr. Cro-Magnon and his excessively large cheekbones took exactly one hour and twenty-two minutes to complete a patrol that encompassed aisles eighty-one through eighty-three, section XXIV, which meant that exactly one hour and twenty-three minutes after Hermes slipped inside the vault, the clack, clack, clunk abruptly stopped. Registering an infinitesimal scent somewhere between Axe Body Spray and olive oil, Cro-Magnon sniffed the shelves, nostrils pausing at the base of his pole, where a queer diamond pattern was rendered in mud on an otherwise pristine stone floor: the unmistakable imprint of a Converse sneaker. A second pair of prints—another, then another—trailed off in the direction of the vault.

			***

			“Hold on a second,” Hermes said just before reaching the exit to the archives. “I’m forgetting something.”

			Eshu tapped his foot impatiently, clutching his icon like a teddy bear won at a carnival. “What now?” 

			“Lilith!” Hermes sprinted back into the artifacts, abandoning the puzzled Eshu.

			Lilith had made one demand in exchange for the entrance code to the Vatican archives. It was a strange request, but small enough to be nearly inconsequential, especially when compared to the buffet of magical tchotchkes. He plunged deeper into the vault, parsing through stranger items: a wall of pinned butterflies fluttering against a wall of silk; jars of colored smoke that followed him as he passed. Just open the lid! Let us free! they seemed to scream.

			Then he found it. He never would have believed it existed.

			The collection of feathers filled many cabinets, framed in little glass compartments presented on velvet cushions. They ranged from flamboyant tropical feathers to gray-and-white plumes plucked from your garden-variety pigeon, tiny hummingbird wings to long peacock quills and jet-black raven pens. The sheer variety was overwhelming, but Lilith had been extraordinarily specific. Her chosen plumage came from an extraordinarily long Yucatán bird once called a Baach, a shade of blue so startlingly bright it seemed to possess an inner light. A placard on its door listed “H. X. CK.” Maybe that meant the bird was extinct.

			Hermes snapped the padlock and reemerged with the ridiculous feather tucked behind his ear.

			“I don’t want to know. Don’t tell me,” Eshu said, brow pinched in frustration.

			Hermes offered Eshu one of the three duffel bags as they entered the tunnel back to the library. “You want to carry one of these?”

			 “No. I’m good.”

			 “You’re good? That’s good.”

			Eshu gave him a side-eye. “It would make me culpable.”

			 “Little late for that.”

			Eshu sighed and thrust out an arm.

			“Thanks.” Hermes smiled as he handed off the third duffel.

			They exited the vault, dragging an awkward silence. Hermes’ shoulders protested under the weight of his loot. He slid the vault shut with a resounding thud. Eshu tapped him on the elbow. The kuba pipe dangled from his lips, idol cradled under one arm, eyes firmly fixed on the catwalks, where nearly two dozen heavily armed Swiss Guards waited.

			Hermes whistled. “Glocks, assault rifles, and striped pantaloons…”

			“Oh my,” Eshu finished.

			“We’re just a pair of grave robbers. No big deal.” Hermes slipped the Baach feather from behind his ear and into his jacket, which caused the Swiss Guards to shoulder their firearms. Suicide by Holy See.

			“You got anything left in your bag of tricks?” Hermes mumbled.

			Eshu took a deep breath, which lifted the kuba, then blew—puff! Smoke exploded from the pipe into the chamber, surging over the catwalks like a tidal wave.

			Gunfire erupted in the concrete box like a firework show going off all at once. Goodbye, eardrums. Muzzle flashes rippled along the catwalks. Temporarily deaf and blind, Hermes and Eshu groped for the stairs and climbed behind the line of fire, tumbling into the quieter and smoke-free library, where Mr. Cro-Magnon happened to be standing guard in case the intruders escaped—which they just did. The threesome froze. Cro-Magnon’s gaze seesawed from Eshu to Hermes, then down to his Converse sneakers caked in mud. A second after the snarl came the poleaxe.

			The steel whistled. Hermes ducked, and the sharp blade buried into a wall of precious, gold-plated volumes. Eshu, nimble as wind, stepped inside the swing and snapped the Swiss Guard into a crumpled squeezebox. Hermes grimaced. This was not part of his master plan.

			“Shouldn’t he be dead?” Eshu nodded to Cro-Magnon as the body twitched and molted. A scaly arm burst through his uniform, meaty claws slashing the air as they searched for flesh. Then came a snarling, drooling face, gray and scabby, the texture of warts.

			Eshu stepped away, disgusted. “That’s not human. What is it?”

			Hermes sidestepped another claw. “A gargoyle.”

			“Gargoyles?!” Eshu shouted furiously.

			 “I guess humans were too much to hope for.”

			Cro-Magnon dragged itself closer, leaving a trail of drool.

			“You knew?!”

			“No, not exactly—” Hermes kicked aside a paw. “I mean, it was possible.”

			Eshu glared, and Hermes held up a hand.

			The vault had gone silent. The smoke dissipated.

			Then the chamber filled with mighty roars. Mr. Cro-Magnon had a lot of gargoyle friends.

			Despite being gods, Hermes and Eshu ran like devils into the archives, splitting into parallel aisles, keeping apace between book spines and through the periscopes of scrolls. The horned gargoyles pursued them like a stampede of angry rhinos. Saliva frothed between their nubby teeth, and long lizard-like tongues licked the air. Their runty wings flapped uselessly while their beefy arms swung side to side, constantly bumping into one another. When a gargoyle got a little too excited, it lifted inches off the ground. Gargoyles, though persistent, were a clumsy and dull breed.

			Hermes reached the end of his aisle, took a hard turn, and nearly collided with Eshu.

			“Your secret entrance?” Eshu indicated the muddy Converse footprints. “Bush league.”

			Hermes had never felt so foolish.

			They followed his inadvertent trail back to the portal, only to find the floor had returned to solid stone. Hermes frantically pried at the seams of what had been the passage.

			“Open it already!” Eshu snarled as the thunderous sound of gargoyles bore down. Only the very existence of his religion was on the line.

			“I don’t know how it works in reverse!” Hermes finally admitted.

			“Fool!” Eshu shouted and tried to bash through the marble with his idol, but it didn’t even make a scratch. The ground trembled; books toppled off the shelves. Then the mass of gargoyles exploded into their aisle.

			Hermes yanked Eshu off the floor. “Executive decision: we’re taking the full tour.”

			The two gods zigged and zagged between aisles until they located a Fibonacci staircase and tore their way up the corkscrew, assuming up was better than down. Behind them, the gargoyles squeezed into the narrow passage, the gray, stinking mass of them like a backed-up toilet erupting.

			The dizzying sprint abruptly ended. Momentum carried Hermes and Eshu through brick and plaster and a quaint tapestry depicting the martyrdom of Saint George, before they landed in the traditional Vatican library.

			Hermes rose and shook off the debris. “Meet me at the rail station.”
Eshu spun around. “There’s a rail station?”

			But his partner was already gone.

			***

			Gargoyles can really huff it on those chubby legs, but I can fly like lightning. Hermes pumped himself up as he entered the Vatican’s private offices, stained glass and cornices giving way to safety glass and drywall—a sharp downgrade from gilded to institutional. A night janitor with a dried fusilli mustache buffed the floor. His jaw dropped as the Greek god charged past.

			“Run!” Hermes shouted at the janitor.

			A second after his warning, the gargoyle avalanche exploded through the office doors. The janitor leapt behind a column as the gargoyles flattened his buffer and continued after Hermes.

			Hermes banked onto a patch of freshly polished travertine, high tops squeaking. Behind them, gargoyles skidded out in a tangle of arms and limbs, face-planting on the slip-n-slide. A handy tourist map with a smiley-face sticker outside the Vatican cafeteria (overpriced, bring your own water) marked his position. Hermes located the Sistine Chapel and tapped it on the map.

			Perfect.

			Hermes vaulted down the stairs, a soaring vestibule flanked by colonnades of swirling purple and white marble. He took a quick selfie before sprinting to a pair of giant oak doors sealed by a silver chain. An iron padlock with the pope’s insignia supposedly meant security. Cute. Hermes drummed his fingers on the padlock, and the iron shattered.

			Hermes slipped into a thick, reverential silence. Beneath Michelangelo’s subversive opus, the College of Cardinals milled—weaving alliances, choosing sides, selling votes. Cardinal Byrne for Class President! Long tables extended from a dais, where the vote counting occurred. Hermes located the little potbelly stove connected to the pipe that led to the ceiling and emitted the famous smoke. He magically morphed into a matching red-and-white-robed replica of Cardinal Angelini. Head down, careful his bags of loot didn’t attract attention, Hermes blended into the conclave. Don’t bump into the real Cardinal Angelini, he thought, uttering a few Hail Marys and hoping Eshu was faring better.

			***

			Eshu was not.

			He escaped the Vatican Museum into a dusty piazza, Hermes’ loot jangling on his back like a cow calling the wolves to dinner. Two paths confounded him: take the dark alley to this-god-doesn’t-know-where or the well-lit cobblestones to the Sistine Chapel? The god of crossroads stuck at a crossroad. Damn Hermes. A manhole burst open, releasing an infestation of gargoyles, forcing him toward the famous medieval shoebox—rather unimposing up close.

			Two Swiss gargoyles cut him off. One swung a poleaxe, but Eshu quickly split into three Eshus. The steel sliced smoke before thumping into his comrade’s chest. The real Eshu snapped the other gargoyle’s neck with a bottle-cap twist. Another dozen gargoyles advanced from the piazza. His back was literally against a wall.

			***

			Inside the Sistine Chapel, Hermes edged toward the potbelly stove. A baseball glove of a hand grabbed his arm. “What in God’s name are you doing with those sacks?” Cardinal Foley nodded at the duffels.

			It took Hermes a moment to remember he was still disguised as Cardinal Angelini.

			Keep it simple.

			“More ballots,” Hermes responded.

			“I thought you were securing Cardinal Imbutu’s block?”

			Hermes reached for a cover story but was coming up short. Luckily (god of luck, remember), the chapel doors burst open.

			In the presence of the cardinals, the angry gargoyles instantly shifted back to human form faster than the old men could put on their glasses.

			“How dare you violate procedure!” Cardinals parted for the real Angelini. “Get out! Lock the room!”

			Ignoring Angelini’s protests, the Swiss gargoyles, cloaked as humans, pushed into the room. Unprecedented! Stunned cardinals grumbled and shot indignant stares that went ignored.

			“The conclave has been breached!” Angelini continued shouting.

			No one listened.

			Foley spun between Angelini and the doppelgänger, stuttering like he was having a stroke. Two Angelinis! The work of the devil? Hermes morphed back to his Greek self and Foley signed the cross to keep from fainting.

			“Good luck integrating this.” Hermes gave him a pat and hurried off to the stove.

			The sound of breaking glass sent heads swiveling up to the rafters. Eshu elbowed out a stained-glass window and flopped onto the gallery wrapping the chapel.

			The room gasped.

			Eshu spotted Hermes on the chapel floor. In the commotion between the Swiss Guards and the appearance of a cat burglar on the roof, no one had noticed the errant god. Hermes flung open the ballot stove. Fumata nera billowed into the chapel.

			Eshu gripped the rail, eyes screaming Don’t do it! Hermes shrugged—Sorry, can’t help myself—and raised two closed fists, as if to make Eshu guess which one held disaster. He opened the right fist. Empty. Then the left—Grenade! Hermes smiled, tossed it into the stove, and spun around to plug his ears.

			BOOM!

			The grill blasted off its hinges and took out a painted cherub. Cardinals flattened, leaving Hermes in full view of the Swiss Guard. Oops.

			Before the guards could react, muffled cheers rose from Saint Peter’s Square, and the befuddled cardinals peeled off the floor.

			Gallery windows shattered as the gargoyles in pursuit of Eshu stormed the chapel. Shards rained down onto fleeing cardinals shielding their heads. Hermes joined the chaos, eluding the frustrated Swiss Guards, who were seizing random robes. Eshu gave Hermes the middle finger and climbed a narrow ladder that led to the roof.

			Hermes and the cardinals surged onto the central balcony of St. Peter’s Basilica to thunderous cheers from the faithful gathered in the square. One by one the cardinals pointed to the famous chimney now spewing rainbow smoke.

			Could it be? The first openly gay pope?!

			After months of planning, this was the moment Hermes should have relished. Should have. Instead, he leaned over the balustrade, scanning the empty rooftops.

			Where was Eshu?

			Hermes spotted him vaulting from the Sistine Chapel onto the Papal Residence. A troupe of gargoyles leapt after him, unseen by the crowd still fixated on the rainbow smoke. Out of roof, Eshu dropped onto the pope’s private balcony. Gargoyles followed, chubby tumbling boulders. Pikes raised, they cornered Eshu against the balustrade.

			Hermes spun to the piazza.

			“Habemus papam!” he bellowed unnaturally loud into Saint Peter’s Square. The effect was instantaneous. The world gasped. A new pope!

			The gargoyles kneeled in reverence, giving them the appearance of, well…gargoyles. The king is dead. Long live the king! Spotlights pinned the African god as cameras swiveled to the pope’s balcony. Around the world, fourteen billion eyes blinked in confusion. A black pope?

			Suck it, hegemony. A stunned Eshu gazed upon the crowd, now wild with enthusiasm, and made his first pronouncement as Holy Father.

			“Oh, fuck.”

			Hermes chuckled. He’d pay for this one later, but it was so worth it.

			He gave Eshu the thumbs-up just as everything electronic suddenly crashed. Phones. Cameras. Lights. Dead. Total blackout.

			Interesting, Hermes thought as he folded into the shadows.

			***

			Eshu waited in the parking lot, trembling as he relit his pipe, radiating animosity at Hermes over the flame. Hermes had managed another in-flight wardrobe change and was now disguised as an innocent seminary student newly arriving with his two duffel bags at the Vatican’s private rail station.

			“I’m not impressed,” Eshu grumbled. 

			“The blackout? Wasn’t that you?”

			“No. You screwed me, Hermes. Worse, you screwed my people.”

			Eshu would’ve given Hermes a larger piece of his mind, but a distinctly large shadow glided overhead. A hole in the clouds was ringed by fire, the night sky visible through the porthole.

			The Archangel Gabriel landed with the conviction of a kamikaze, shattering the streetlamps. Tall, dark, and handsome, he was a true Angel of the Lord. Hermes congratulated himself. He’d really gotten the whole physiognomy right, captured the spirit of Gabriel down to the olive skin and model looks. Unlike Gabriel’s stained-glass counterparts, typically depicted in a gold-plated centurion costume or simple white toga, the Archangel before them wore a sharp suit with a silver tie and $10,000 camel-skin loafers complete with diamond-studded clasps. Tithes were good at the top. The only detail Hermes missed was the ivory horn murse.

			“Thieves,” Gabriel said with all the menace of a loaded gun cocked and aimed. 

			“Liberators,” Hermes corrected. “You’re upset. He’s angry,” Hermes nodded at Eshu. “I’m sober. Why don’t we find a decent bar, have a little tête-à-tête, get it all out in the open, do some historical accounting?”

			Gabriel’s stare could freeze vodka, which did not bode well for any alcohol diplomacy.

			Hermes stepped forward, palms raised. “Hear me out. I give you back the Holy Grail—yours, obviously. But. But…I want the flying carpet.”

			Gabriel slipped the lamb’s horn from the holster and brought it to his lips.

			“Crap,” Hermes muttered as Gabriel blasted a roaring B-flat at the sky.

			The shofar thundered, ripping the ozone with a thunderous note that signaled a flock of angels in trim Armani suits to perforate the clouds—literally waiting in the wings. The angels nose-dived, their outstretched swords shimmering in the moonlight. Hermes felt the bull’s-eye on his forehead.

			“Yes…” Gabriel said. “You should run.”

			Hermes and Eshu took the advice and bolted into the Vatican rail station.

			The terminal windows exploded as Gabriel and his angels smashed through the stained glass. His large brown-and-black wings created a shock wave with each thrust. They were eagles, and Hermes and Eshu were a pair of mice trying to cross an open prairie.

			“Get into the metro,” Hermes yelled and leapt onto the tracks.

			Eshu slid off the platform. Gravel crunched. 

			Darkness pooled. No light at the end of this tunnel.

			They heard the crush of angel wings flapping in the tube behind them. While they ran, Eshu unzipped one of the duffels bouncing on Hermes’ back.

			 “Hey, that’s mine!” Hermes protested.

			Eshu scooped out a handful of treasure and pitched the priceless artifacts over his shoulder. Golden chalices and bejeweled totems took out a few of the angels, but there were still too many.

			A screech of metal tore through the tunnel.

			“Train!” Eshu shouted. Only there was no sign of one barreling down the tracks.

			“It’s the Rome metro.” Hermes removed a pistol from under his frock.

			“A gun?! You brought a gun…to a holy city?!”

			“Absolutely.” Hermes blasted the hinges off a service door to a parallel tunnel. On the

			other side, the train hurtled past inches from their noses. Hermes hooked the last car and flung Eshu aboard moments before Gabriel shoved through the same entrance and took off after them like a rocket. He didn’t like losing. Never had.

			The track curved. White light reached over the train. Salvation! The angels landed just out of view of the station, wings melting into their bodies as the metro braked alongside a crowded Termini B platform under a vaulted red-and-white ceiling.

			Hermes slipped into the disguise of an elderly nonna and tugged a grocery cart into the swirl of commuters.

			Eshu dissolved and quickly hitched a ride with a chain-smoking Sicilian construction worker.

			Angels climbed onto the platform and shoved into those exiting and boarding the train. Hermes glanced back from the stairwell and—despite nonna’s cataracts—caught sight of Gabriel standing on a bench, scanning the crowd. Gabriel clearly wanted to smite something. Smite anything. Specifically, smite Hermes. He burned with a fierce and ugly hatred that stewed from a dark, un-Christian place.
Thwarted, he punched the tile wall. And in that moment, Gabriel resembled nothing of an angel.

			***

			The Coliseum looked like a pair of old dentures. Cats prowled beneath a purple sky. Hermes and Eshu didn’t stop running until they reached this graveyard of the ancient world, taking refuge in the nosebleed section, where the poor once sat, where weeds grew now. Weeds had conquered the emperor’s box and the slaves’ pit, too. It was all weeds. Eshu puffed smoke rings over the arena. Hermes waited for his friend to explode, but no outburst came. The silence was worse.

			Hermes dropped the treasure and stretched his aching back. The stadium floor had been partially reconstructed, teasing visions of lions devouring slaves and gladiators in combat to the death. The humans secretly missed the old blood sports, waged without appropriately padded helmets. Humans were animals, despite all the ways they separated themselves from that truth. Suppressing the urges only led to the random, more destructive habits. A bit like me, Hermes thought, as he turned to a tuxedo cat nuzzling against his leg. He scratched its chin and listened to it purr gratefully. A convert.

			Taking in the ruined world of his people, Hermes wanted to apologize to Eshu. But Eshu’s silence intimidated him. He turned to the African god, outlined against the morning from atop a parapet, idol clutched to his chest. Eshu carried the responsibility of his people—all those prayers of want, need, and desire flowed through his god blood. Without followers, Hermes was untethered to that divine juice. He had nearly forgotten the feeling of human worship, when mortals visited his shrines bearing sacrifices and gifts, praying for him to intercede in their short, insignificant lives. The absence of their worship was like the floor missing from his existence. Despite being an animal, man was a most significant animal.

			Was Eshu thinking about his people? Would the gods of Africa once again go to war?

			Eshu’s nations had suffered much in this modern, interconnected world. No balance, and none to be found. Everything was out of control and controlled by so few. Hermes often wondered if he could still be a god to the humans today. He wanted to say something to Eshu but couldn’t bring himself to speak. He didn’t have the right. And Hermes suddenly realized why: he was ashamed.

			The tuxedo cat lost interest in Hermes and bounded away. Eshu’s gaze followed as it slipped beneath a loose stone. He emptied his pipe of spent tobacco and pocketed it.

			“What’s next?” Hermes asked.

			 “What’s next?” Eshu threw the duffel bag he’d been forced to carry at Hermes. “Next, I disappear.”

			Hermes pushed the bag back. “That’s your share.”

			The duffel dropped between them, the metal loot clanging.

			Eshu eyed it with derision. “I came for the staff.”

			 “You’re welcome,” Hermes said bitterly.

			“You want me to thank you, even begrudgingly, but I won’t,” Eshu said. “I return home a fugitive. The fault is mine. You merely provided the temptation. I lacked the self-control. Don’t attempt to find me again; you’re no longer welcome in our jungles.”

			“Miss out on Ebola? Pity.”

			“I gather the places you are welcome have become quite limited,” Eshu said.

			“There’s always Canada.” Hermes shrugged. He hadn’t pissed anyone off in Canada—at least not so far as he knew.

			“This wasn’t mayhem and mischief. It was chaos and madness. And there will be a price to pay. You would be stupid not to feel frightened. Perhaps this won’t end violently, but I can’t read the future. I can only guide my people to the crossroads. They must choose the path.”

			“Use that for your people then. Help them,” Hermes said, pointing to the third bag of loot.

			Eshu turned away without so much as a glance at the treasure.

			 “It was never about money,” Hermes called after him.

			Eshu stopped to glance over his shoulder. “Which makes it harder for you. And now Gabriel’s seen you, and you know how he is.”

			Eshu strolled to the edge of the Coliseum, stopping at the dais where a statue of a Roman emperor once gazed upon the gathering crowds.

			“Good luck.”

			The god diminished into smoke, picked up by a breeze, and was lost to dawn.

			Hermes stayed to watch the sun turn shapes into ruins.

			CHAPTER THREE

			Time had not been kind to the Underworld. A barren pomegranate orchard graced the long driveway of a half-complete imitation of Versailles, hewn from the great stone cliffs that made up Hades’s palace. Empty scaffolding, partially collapsed, clung to the baroque walls. All signs pointed to a long-abandoned remodel.

			During the height of his reign, Hades had ruled with an iron fist and spared no expense to make his kingdom desirable and opulent for his queen. He’d indulged Persephone’s every insincere, halfhearted redecorating whim, harvested for her the finest works of art from the mortals, and, in a somewhat more insensitive gesture, expanded the very same pomegranate orchard that was the reason for her eternal imprisonment.

			Hades liked pomegranates.

			Around the eighteenth century, he’d tried his last grand hurrah and unveiled plans for a new palace. We’re living in squalor, he exclaimed one evening upon bursting into her private quarters. It was decided that he would build her a palace to rival the most impressive in Europe, and she agreed. Kinda. More like shrugged her shoulders as she hunched over a book at her vanity. She had learned to read through his interruptions, and that night—it was always night in Hell—she was engrossed in a remarkable, newly published little novella, Candide. Thursday in Elysium was book club night. She was expected to hold her own against history’s most notorious philosophers, and yet she hadn’t finished the week’s assignment, so she said yes, mostly just to get him to leave.

			Hades ran giddily from the room, the whap, whap, whap of his bare feet slapping the marble receding down the hall. It was at that moment Persephone felt the first pang of guilt. Hades was sick. From then on, she increasingly found herself playing servant to his delusions.

			Guilt, what a bitch.

			Her guilt grew steadily over the centuries as Hades began, inexplicably, trying to please her, pining for her affections while no longer recollecting his original sin. It was Hades who’d engineered her imprisonment in this hellhole, and his violent temper continued; he wounded her at every chance and cried foul when she defended herself. The perp had reinvented himself as the victim.

			Notorious for his temper, Hades could still be a cruel son of a bitch, but his outbursts came like squalls—infrequent, expending their wild punches, then forgotten shortly thereafter. Even physically he had changed, having slowly eroded into a withered old man. All his muscles from his years fighting the Titans and constructing his kingdom out of rock and dirt had simply picked up and left. His eyes were now more socket than sapphire, and his face drooped and struggled to shape expressions.

			The week after his remodel pronouncement, Hades unleashed a team of contractors on the palace. They smashed the ancient façade and chiseled away at the mountain. Only, Hades had failed to notice the receding pool of free labor. There were too few slaves, and most were too feeble to complete the task. He continued to bellow orders with gusto, firing them off at random, and often at cross-purposes. The Mad King would tell one team of engineers to tear down a wall he’d told another to build. Other demands were downright confusing, including asking the masons to make him a ham sandwich or flirting with the craftsmen as if they were mistresses. And the further the fitful remodel progressed, the more unhinged he became. He issued new decrees daily, usually at whoever crossed his path. No soul dared defy a god, and each order was faithfully transcribed—no matter how nonsensical—then issued far and wide. Fridays were now Dress-Down Friday, and brunch was officially banned throughout the realm. Factories were required to increase pollution by five hundred percent over the next ten centuries.

			The kingdom collectively scratched its head. His advisors warned that the decrees would soon be met with indifference, some with outright defiance.

			Two hundred years later, and no one answered anymore. The sprawling complex once occupied by an army of servants, sycophants, petitioning souls, and demons now maintained only the few rooms that served a practical purpose for Hades and Persephone. The rest of the palace was devoid of the living and the dead. The king and queen of the Underworld had downsized mightily.

			A positive change: the palace now boasted a wide variety of modern comforts smuggled down from Earth by a few entrepreneurial cacodemons—like toasters and TVs.

			Only the black market thrived in the Underworld these days. Way back in the Greek heyday, mortals didn’t produce anything a god would want. Who needed a clay pot? Not Hades. Not Persephone. But an iPhone? Not even Zeus could match the all-knowing power of Google.

			Time moved slower in the Underworld. Three months crawled at the pace of an Earth year. When not rereading books, tending to her indoor garden, or watching CNN—yes, the boredom was that bad—Persephone spent her time mastering the art of avoiding Hades. Unfortunately, there would never be a palace large enough to house them both. Hades was unyieldingly needy and terrified of being alone. For a god as tough as Hades, he certainly was clingy.

			She heard the familiar whap, whap, whap lapping the corridor outside her large, French colonial kitchen (the only good thing to come out of the remodel, and which she had personally overseen).

			“Tonight,” she heard him declare through the door, “we’re going out!”

			Go out? Go out where? There was no destination to “go out” to unless they felt inclined to wander the decrepit streets of Acheron, his sweaty, oily hand clutched over hers.

			The whap, whap, whap receded. Another false approach.

			Persephone ignored his poisonous flybys, perfectly content to hibernate. She had devoted the last twelve hours to mental centering exercises, then focused on the minute details for tonight’s plans, which mostly involved her staying in. On her side of the palace. Alone.

			The first of her tomatoes had ripened, and although they tasted a bit metallic, they reminded her of home. She would harvest them, make a ratatouille, put on a record—something classic, like Ella Fitzgerald—open a bottle of wine (Hades maintained impeccable taste in wine, to his credit), and just veg. By obsessing—ordering and reordering her activities, meticulously planning the evening, assembling a playlist, record by record—she found she could both kill time and carve out a respite. Let her mind wander, and Hades would send her into an emotional tailspin. It was a small, sad, claustrophobic existence. But she was determined to make at least this one part of it bearable.

			Persephone was well into the ratatouille recipe when the whap, whap, whap returned. This time, Hades made good on his promise, bursting into her kitchen to blow her meticulously mapped evening all to Hell.

			She twisted to her husband, knife in hand, pulp dripping off the blade, tomatoes bleeding out onto a butcher’s block behind her. His jaw dropped at her less-than-queenly appearance. The goddess wore a rustic lavender apron, yoga pants threadbare at the knees, and a faded Eras Tour sweater, sleeves rolled up. Yet the kitchen hearth blazed, haloing her auburn hair tied up in a messy ponytail. A black kettle sent up clouds of steam.

			It was a bucolic picture lifted straight from a Julia Child fantasy, and from the glint in his eyes (and under his robe), it was clear he found it downright sexy. He was the luckiest god in…hell, anywhere. Persephone never lost that kidnappable quality. No wonder the muses continued to sing of her all-natural, irresistible, ageless, sensual beauty. The heir of Demeter, goddess of fertility, every curve of her body radiated gentleness and power—

			“By God, those ham-hock hips were made for birthing,” he said. Hades really knew how to deliver those pickup lines.

			The sash on his robe slipped and…

			Dear God. Her eyes quickly averted north, from his stained tighty-whities to his mischievous smile, which alerted her to the hand he held behind his back.

			Ruggedly handsome was how Hades liked to describe himself. The blacksmith of the gods would profess—and generously so—that all his godly testosterone paired well with Persephone’s virtuous femininity. In begrudging moments, she could admit he had certain attractive qualities—to certain kinds of women, that is.

			But now? Now he looked like shit.

			Worse, as he stood here attempting to ask her out on a date, he had no clue how slovenly he appeared. He still had a stallion mane of rock-star curly hair that flared over his shoulders, but his knotted, matted beard held a few week-old chicken nuggets and could reasonably contain the chicken coop that housed the chickens that became said nuggets.

			Hades took in the kitchen. “My queen doesn’t cook. Let the servants do that.”

			“Servants? What servants?” Persephone threw out her hands.

			He looked around and had a revelation. “Microwave. Would you like one?”

			Persephone laughed—then saw he was being sincere. She sagged into the counter. “I’m fine.”

			“We haven’t been out in ages,” Hades declared. “I’ve come to take you somewhere special. Where would you like to go? We can go anywhere.”

			“Tokyo,” she mocked. “Or how about Niagara Falls? Paris?”

			His lips tightened, nostrils flared, and with a grunt, sent a puff of flour across the counter.

			Persephone lost her appetite to play along and returned to chopping. There would be consequences, but she was determined to disengage.

			She felt him linger, his gaze boring into her back like a corkscrew opening a bottle of wine.

			“Why don’t you wear nice things anymore?” he asked.

			Persephone had once employed hundreds of slaves to sew her elaborate gowns and dresses, which were envied throughout the realms. But what good were dresses when you had no reason to wear them? When nothing you wore changed how you felt on the inside?

			“I wear what’s comfortable,” she replied, still chopping.

			Hades moved closer. “Here.” He thrust a bouquet at her. Six freshly picked detestable narcissus blossoms—putrid white petals with their revolting orange trumpets.

			Persephone froze. The insensitive, senile bastard. The same flower he used to abduct her.

			She set down her knife, lest she “accidentally” jam it into his neck.

			“Take. Them. Away.” She mashed the words through her clenched jaw.

			“They’re for you,” he said with the confusion of a puppy who did bad but knows not why.

			“Keep them.”

			“Damnit!” He suddenly upended the whole heavy counter. For an old god, he could still do damage. She recoiled from his tantrum, and he smacked her across the face with the petals. “I don’t have to be generous. I own you!”

			Persephone stood there, stunned.

			For a moment, Hades realized he had gone too far.

			Persephone turned and fled the kitchen.

			Hades limped after. “Where are you going?” he called out. “You won’t ruin this evening! I won’t allow it!”

			Her dinner was already ruined. That was the only tragedy of the evening. She didn’t look back. “The only place I’m going is to my side of the palace. You stay on yours.”

			“WAIT!” he croaked with desperation.

			Persephone swept down a long hallway lined with gilded mirrors separated by columns and floral patterns carved into the ceiling—an attempt to mirror the Hall of Mirrors.

			“Once I cross that line, you don’t follow anymore.” There was a literal white line painted across the floor halfway down the hallway, leftover from a last-century feud. She could hear Hades panting behind her and quickened her pace. “I stay on my shitty side. You stay on your squalid side.”

			“Is that what this is about?” He hobbled faster to catch up, as if the line held actual power. 

			“You’re embarrassed?”

			She shook her head. “You’re right, my love, this place is a dump. We’ll have it torn down. Rebuilt. Redecorated. Grander than any castle or palace or church.” He scrunched his face at that last word.
Persephone shook her head again.

			“We’ll put the other religions to shame!” Hades bellowed.

			She finally crossed her white line and whirled back, face pinched into a venomous scowl potent enough to freeze him in place. Fortunately, that place was on the other side of the infamous line.

			“Another remodel? That’s your big solution? Put the other religions to shame? Like they even know we exist! Look around—the only thing you’ve managed to screw up worse than the last remodel is your own kingdom. That is to say, if you’ve managed it at all.”

			He shook the ragged bouquet. “If the humans still worshipped—”

			“You wouldn’t need a pill to get it up. Same old story.”

			“You exaggerate.”

			Her anger flared. “You deny me every comfort, any company. If I claim a servant—just one—you banish the poor soul for your daughters to torture.”

			“Every servant I send you, you bed,” he shot back. “And who knows how many more humans up there!” He jabbed the bouquet at the ceiling.

			Her hands clamped her hips. “What I do on Earth is my business.”

			“Where’s the sweet girl I found all those thousands of years ago?”

			“You didn’t find. You stole. And for the record, I fucking hate that flower.”

			He studied the mangled bouquet, finally did the math. Right. But apologies were not something the lord of the dead dispensed. Besides, he’d spent the better part of his afternoon picking these flowers from the meadows of Asphodel.

			“They were from my heart. I love you.”

			She stared at him, frigid as the winter she left in her wake.

			“You don’t know what love is.”

			***

			Hades didn’t know where he was going. After Persephone strode into her side of the palace, he stood immobilized, letting the hurt wash over him. It always hurt, her rejection. He knew he had done wrong all those years ago. She was his brother’s daughter. (At the time, not so reprehensible on the incest scale.) It wasn’t his fault. The only thing that had changed was morality. It wasn’t fair to apply present standards to past crimes. And really, was loving someone too much a crime? He only stole Persephone because he coveted her.

			Hades had a big heart. It beat irregularly, and he wore it on his sleeve. All the Greek gods were notorious hotheads, philanderers, and sinners. Hades had simply lost the popularity contest. He felt unfairly judged—a victim of double standards, overzealous criticism, and extra scrutiny. Hades always got the short end, drawing the worst lot of his three brothers. The almighty, infallible Zeus (pfft!) claimed the heavens; pretty boy Poseidon was granted dominion over the sea; and meanwhile gimpy Hades was saddled with ruling over your dead grandparents. Even his birth was ill-fated—his leg mangled in his mother’s womb as Zeus and Poseidon wrestled over the title of firstborn. No one would see his side of the story.

			His mind ran laps of morbid self-pity. He wandered into rooms he hadn’t visited in years, wings he’d forgotten even existed. The other gods enjoyed sunshine and laughter at the cool kids’ table while he sat alone and despised in the dark. He wondered how smiles could come so easily to them, while joy, friendship, and love had no meaning for him. His brothers basked in an adoration they took for granted. Hades would trade anything—anything—for a moment of respect. To be loved the way he loved her. To hold her in his arms without her struggling against him. Of all the indignities Hades suffered—loneliness, the loss of mortal worship, the scorn of his fellow gods—nothing cut deeper than Persephone’s indifference. He was willing to settle for friendship but afraid if offered, she would accept, forcing him to spend the rest of eternity in the friend zone.

			Only when three tongues licked the coconut lotion off his hand did Hades realize he was lost. His three-headed hellhound stared up at him with her six puppy eyes and whined with concern. Cerberus could sense his mercurial moods, crawling into his lap when everyone else fled.

			“Not now.” He was in no mood.

			The stallion-sized dog padded after him as he searched for his bedroom. Yet another night of reality dating shows awaited. Cerberus—his constant companion and primary instrument of torture—he had nursed her since she was a pup into the cutest cold-blooded killer and best friend a god could want.

			He gave each gray muzzle a pat. Both dog and master walked with a limp. Sometimes, one of her heads would catch on a doorway, and she would scream until Hades freed her. Then there were the accidents—brown mountains and yellow rivers. It became hard for the slaves to keep up with the mess. The stench proved so overwhelming his demon warriors would faint while standing guard outside his bedroom. Hades never noticed.

			The last time he unleashed Cerberus to punish a soul, she merely licked the man’s face instead of mauling him. It took Hades shouting “Bite!” while flapping the frightened soul’s arm to get Cerberus to rip him to shreds. Still, Hades could not bring himself to put her down. She had fight in her yet. Besides, it felt good to have someone who cared about him by his side.

			He paused in a gold-tiled room with twelve bidets arranged in an inward-facing circle. A vague memory surfaced—some plan for this room—but that wasn’t important. He was nowhere near where he was going.

			Where was I going?

			He slapped his thigh to signal Cerberus, and she padded after him as he tried to figure out just where in Hell he actually was.

			It worried him, these lapses of memory. Names and faces had become as elusive as Artemis and her virtue. No one dared acknowledge his embarrassing mishaps or the less frequent episodes when his mind descended into an entirely different reality. His slaves would nervously play along—the task essential for their own survival—yet not exactly a recipe for stable leadership. Sometimes, when Hades returned to reality, he would continue the delusion simply to save face. Yet inside he was scared. Deeply, deeply scared.

			After observing this decline for some time, the slaves began to take advantage and flee their bondage. Rooms began to collect dust. Stables were left unmucked. Extravagant feasts became microwaved meals. By the time Hades noticed, it was too late. He raged at his demons to catch the runaways, but even his most trusted soldiers had abandoned him. Then Hades was alone, and his quirks, memory lapses, and physical malfunctions were no longer embarrassing.

			If a drunken god pissed himself when no slave was around to clean it, did it even really happen?

			It took Hades several hours to find a room he recognized: the bowling alley, where he used to spend years obsessively practicing for tournaments. Hades had once been in a league with Aeschylus against the other great poets; their team’s name was The Tragics. He sighed with relief, knowing he could find the rest of the way from here.

			Indeed, he pushed open the great doors to a magnificent banquet room that once hosted the most decadent feasts of any realm. In his prime, Hades had made the Underworld the premier destination to satisfy one’s sordid desires. The parties were legendary. Now it held court to dignitaries of dust and clutter.

			He surveyed his sad collection of jewel-encrusted weapons, designer clothes and shoes, kitchenware, treadmills, and various exercise equipment with faded bows still attached—all his failed romantic gestures. His eyes landed on the skeleton of a unicorn and the marks on the wall where it tried to chew its way out. He probably should have set that gift free.

			Hades suffered from stage-five hoarding disorder. Each gift signified his unyielding efforts to win over Persephone. Throw away one basket of shriveled fruit or one box of moldy chocolate, and he might as well throw away love itself. Half of him fantasized Persephone would one day find his collection and become overwhelmed by his devotion. The other half dreaded the same.

			Hopeless, he thought, as he tossed the mangled bouquet atop all the other bouquets, dried and petrified from age.

			***

			A stack of books collapsed as Persephone slammed her bedroom door shut—an avalanche of worn-out spines and overread pages. Books were piled everywhere. She stormed the room, toppling each successive stack, a pent-up goddess who wanted to rattle her cage. Every year was the same, but without the distractions she could once rely upon, the Underworld had gone from prison to torture chamber.

			She stopped, heaving in the dust.

			Great, now I have a mess to clean too.

			If she were truly being honest with herself, she needed a fucking Kindle.

			Persephone fled her cozy bedroom, designed to resemble a French country cottage, retreating into an attached indoor garden, laid out in neat rows beneath grow lamps. The plants usually calmed her—the smell of soil, the soft fuzz of a new leaf, the tiny flower that promised fruit.

			She turned to a window, expecting soaring mountains, an endless meadow, blue sky with towering clouds. Instead, she found a familiar wall of rock.

			How could a goddess live like this? Like some wretched mortal in a cramped apartment with a view of an elevator shaft.

			Her fingers dug into the wood of the windowsill, and she wanted to cry.

			The sound of a television drifted in from her salon. She didn’t remember turning it on. An overmodulated voice spoke excitedly:

			“…nearly a thousand years since a pope resigned!”

			Curiosity drew her from the window, past her rows of plants, and to the television, stuck on some twenty-four-hour game show that passed for news. A sense of dread rose within her as the reporter broadcast live from a packed and rainy Saint Peter’s Square. Behind him stood a gathering of the poncho-wearing faithful with their cell phone cameras at the ready.

			“The cardinals are now sealing themselves inside for the Conclave, an historic scene. Only hours ago, we witnessed the pope take off in his helicopter, leaving behind so many unanswered questions. Chief among them: Why? Why would Pope Benedict resign?”

			Persephone gasped. No—she shook her head in denial. Popes resigned all the time. No big deal. Perfectly normal.

			The reporter said it happened once…a thousand years ago.

			She approached her blurry TV. The overly groomed reporter comported himself like a reality show host in a war zone.
“Two popes! Unprecedented! Will they talk to each other? What if they disagree? What does that mean for the doctrine of Ex Cathedra?”

			She ran her hands tightly through her hair until they found the back of her neck and squeezed. Suddenly, she felt sick.

			“Damnit, Hermes, what have you done?” she asked the television.

			The reporter tossed it back to the news desk.

			CHAPTER FOUR 

			The sun greeted Rome with striped pink clouds layered like swatches of fabric. The polished stone path leading to the Palatine Hill and the Roman Forum was slick from the rain. Hermes passed beneath the Arch of Titus with its depiction of the sack of Jerusalem and had the ancient city all to himself. In only a few short hours, a tide of tourists would wash over the temples once venerated to Jupiter, Vesta, and the other Greek gods who shamelessly sacrificed their identities on the altar of popularity.

			Atop a hill overlooking the Italian capital, a maze of shattered brick walls marked what was once the Flavian Palace—ruins lording over ruins. He stopped atop the cliff where emperors once strolled a brilliant veranda. Below, a bulldozer traced circles through the empty, trash-littered Circus Maximus, no longer home to the chariot racers spurring on their horses to glory and death. Hermes sat in the cold, wet grass beneath a barren cherry tree. Its branches stretched across his vision. Slowly, the sun caressed the backside of the Palatine Hill, gently waking the city. A warm breeze kissed his cheek, interrupting winter’s chill and shaking the branches around him. A faint pulse rippled beneath his other cheek, the beating heart of a slumbering Earth. All at once, and quite unexpectedly, the cherry tree exploded with pink and white blossoms like kernels of popcorn in a pan of hot oil.

			And the brother of Persephone was suddenly happy. Spring had sprung.

			***

			Spring. Persephone had long since reached the apex of anticipation and slid down the other side into something akin to hibernation. For nearly a week she lay in bed, fingers clasped over her breast, staring past the peels of paint hanging from her ceiling. Her chest rose and fell like a metronome. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. She closed her eyes.

			Inhale.

			Her fingers twitched. The air hummed. Her skin tickled with an electric charge. Exhale.Her eyes opened to a warm stillness. Winter’s grip had relented. It was time.

			***

			Persephone crossed the blood-stained marble, a prisoner meeting the parole board of one. She reached the lower steps and stopped. Hades waited for her on a simple bench atop the dais, as he did every year upon her release. His petulant silence stretched for an eternity. This was their ritual, the one bit of consistency in their marriage, and she hated its intimacy. It was her best and worst moment, her most vulnerable and most strong position. For God’s sake, would he just say something? She wanted to scream, to shake him, slap him, force out his rage to justify hers.

			She was angry at so many things that it was hard for her to pull them apart in her heart. But right now, she was particularly angry at his sadness, and that he thought he could hide that sadness from her. A god should never be pitied. It was unkind.

			Most of all, Persephone was angry at her anger. Because its shadow was compassion. She raged against her empathy. Because how could the goddess of rebirth and renewal deny him? She was the original hypokritēs, the greatest pretender in all the universe.

			She did not love Hades; there was no pretense there. She would never love him. Nor could she forgive his crimes. And yet, after so many centuries, he was all she knew.

			She climbed the steps, placed a hand on his cheek, and softly kissed his forehead.

			Hades remained a block of stone, unmoved despite the warmth of her lips and the sweet scent of jasmine, honeysuckle, and mint lingering in the air. 

			“Go,” he commanded.

			She pulled away, and he closed his eyes, listening as her footsteps receded down the long hall.

			“I DON’T NEED YOU!” she heard him scream.

			***

			Dead pomegranate trees protested her departure, their thorns clawing at her dress. Eyes watched from within the bony thickets. There was always someone watching in Hell. She pressed on, into a forest of stalactites and stalagmites. Torches lit the narrow path, extinguishing as she passed, the Underworld turning its back on her. The black tidal wave swallowed all light, sound, and will. The Underworld had long ceased to scare Persephone with its petty games and theatrics. The last barrier to freedom was a smooth stone door polished into a mirror and rising to unfathomable heights. The rest of the Underworld was ringed by a fortress of razor shale, impassable even to the most powerful Titans, who endlessly plotted in the deepest, darkest depths.

			Persephone married palms with her reflection. A great crack resounded as the tectonic plates ruptured. A fissure climbed from her fingers, a pair of stone lips opening just wide enough. Wide enough. A fresh breeze flirted with her hair, calling her home. She breathed in deeply, renewed, and began to climb. The chamber instantly sealed shut behind her. There was only up.

			Twenty-four hours later, her thighs burned, her lungs screamed, and her tongue tasted of dirt. She regretted the lack of discipline surrounding her winter workout regime. Didn’t Hades buy me a StairMaster once? He had, and she now remembered refusing it, calling the gesture insensitive. Foolish me. She vowed, as she heaved ever upward, to find out what happened to that strange, perfectly appropriate machine next winter. Perhaps she would turn the throne room into Hell’s first Pilates studio.

			Persephone grunted. There she went again: halfway to Earth, yet her mind was still trapped in Hell. No matter what she did, she couldn’t untangle herself from him and that infernal prison.

			Focus on the stairs, Persephone, focus.

			The stairs took two months to climb, each step an affirmation. Round and round. On day twenty-three, the spirits of spring began to stir. She registered the slightest rise in temperature, the faintest hint of daylight. Round and round. The roots stirred. The Earth awakened. Round and round.

			At long last: the sun.

			***

			Dense cumulus clouds parted above a mountain peak, setting its cap of winter ice to sparkling. The stairway from Hell opened into a narrow cave. Light danced through a waterfall shielding the entrance. The roar of the snowmelt sounded like the most joyous laughter. Persephone stepped through the icy shower, washing off the dirt and despair before wading into a clear baptismal lake and an overwhelming smell of pine. Bluebells and poppies crowned the shore. The Earth was so, so verdant. Her heart swelled. The rest of the Northern Hemisphere would take time to thaw, but here, spring had arrived in full bloom. She dipped backward, rinsing away the last of Hell, and finally turned to the forest. There weren’t any woodland creatures poking through the trees. This wasn’t a fucking Disney cartoon, and Persephone didn’t expect any grand welcoming committee.

			Who needs one when you have Hermes?

			She expectantly scanned the shore. Where was Hermes? Hermes, who had nothing to do all winter but wait for her return? Persephone waited and waited, welcomed home only by a broken promise.

			His promise.

			She sighed and waded ashore.

			***

			Life on the run didn’t suit a god like Hermes. The past two weeks had served as proof. Following Eshu’s departure, Hermes took a train from Rome to the port of Ancona, where he slipped onto a ferry across the Adriatic to a picturesque little village on the coast of Croatia. Hermes could fly—sort of. More like hover at top speed, courtesy of the four embarrassingly tiny wings that fluttered off his ankles. For the sake of anonymity, those wings were tucked inside his sneakers. The day he lost his job as messenger, the gods had clipped his wings, a barbaric and mortifying ceremony of demotion. Slumming it like a human was about as embarrassing as it got for a god. With the dishonorable discharge, Hermes was forbidden to travel between realms or deliver messages, even after no one was left to care. Eventually, the feathers grew back, but he kept them covered to avoid any temptation to use them.

			Once in Croatia, Hermes took two buses squished among sweaty, unwashed humans and their annoying offspring, followed by a three-mile haul on the back of a mule-drawn cart with his jangly loot before he made it to a town with a train station. Normally, he’d take a steamer to Tunisia and hop on a cargo ship to Canada, but North Africa wanted none of him these days, nor could he set foot in Greece. He was too hot to travel to Athens or any of the islands he once called home. Gabriel would no doubt have the place swarming with angels, and the Greek Orthodox pantheon would be more than happy to help. The Orthodoxy hated Hermes and longed for an opportunity to rid their country of him and his memory once and for all.

			Bunch of bearded pussies.

			It pained Hermes to bypass his native shores, riding a second-class ticket to Odessa, exhausted and ready for a transatlantic voyage that would put some much-needed distance between him and the Europe-wide god-hunt. He bribed a boatswain named Yuri with a pewter Viking chalice that, if filled with a certain type of Nordic beer, would temporarily give the drinker the strength of ten men (not that the walking steroid needed the boost) and boarded a Ukrainian shipping vessel. To sweeten the deal and assure discretion, Hermes also gave Yuri a strip from the Shroud of Turin. The cloth was a fake. Hermes always kept a few schmattas around for the purpose of bribing humans who couldn’t tell the difference between a magical item and a knockoff—and often didn’t care. They’d believe anything. The cargo ship would make a quick stop in Lebanon to drop off an arms shipment for the conflict du jour before turning west toward good ol’ New North America.

			Yuri, who smuggled him aboard and now coveted the fake Shroud, was a boiled Ukrainian potato spotted with moles and red everywhere else from prolonged sun exposure. He visited Hermes in the cargo hold on their first day at sea. Splotchy, unidentifiable tattoos stained his muscles, courtesy of his stint in jail for selling stolen televisions. He preferred to wear the same ratty “Keep Calm and Chive On” T-shirt, green camo cargo pants, and over-exuberant smile that craved companionship. Without an invitation, he squatted on a crate across from Hermes, who was playing solitaire.

			The one-sided conversation continued for hours. Without prompting, Yuri told Hermes all about his miserable time in the military, his wife and three daughters living in Queens, whom he hadn’t seen in years; his girlfriend in Odessa, whom he was afraid didn’t love him; his girlfriend in Kiev, whom he didn’t love; and his tabby cat, who was supposedly too cute for words.

			And yet he found the words anyway. Didn’t this guy have a ship to steer?

			Hermes dealt a new hand as Yuri finally fell silent. He was afraid to look up in case it prompted him to keep talking.

			“You’re a god, aren’t you?” Yuri finally said, his thick accent giving birth to each vowel.

			Hermes glanced up. “Kinda.”

			Yuri’s grin swelled into a smile. He wagged a pudgy finger. Sometimes people had the “gift.” Schizophrenics, as Westerners liked to call them. Yuri clearly wasn’t a shaman, but maybe his mother was a seer, or he kept the spark that allowed grown-ups to believe in Santa Claus.

			“Could I pray to you?” he asked, like he was asking to touch a mascot at Disneyland.

			Hermes revealed another card, three of diamonds. No moves. “Wouldn’t do you any good.”

			“Praying don’t do me no good now. At least I can see you, talk to you. And you talk back.”

			“Yeah, I can talk back.” Hermes placed a queen of hearts. “Fuck off.”

			Yuri’s laugh sounded like a lawn mower that wouldn’t start. “You are my kind of god!”

			“I’m no one’s god.” His game hit a dead end and Hermes restacked the cards.

			“No One’s God,” Yuri repeated. “Where you from, No One’s God?”

			“Greece.”

			“Ah. Which one are you? Apollo?”

			Someone knew his mythology. Sorta.

			“No, I’m not Apollo,” Hermes huffed, and began shuffling the deck. “Apollo would never ride steerage.”

			“You’re not Poseidon, or you wouldn’t need me to cross sea.”

			“And on the eighth day, Man discovered logic.”

			Yuri wagged that finger again. “God of Sarcasm.”

			“Bingo.” Hermes threw his feet up on a crate, kicked off his sneakers, and let his four wings unfurl. It felt good to stretch them. Yuri gasped in wonder. Hermes abandoned the cards and began his ritual cleaning of the sneakers. From the awestruck silence, he knew that Yuri had never seen a miracle—though Hermes didn’t count dirty feet as a miracle, either.

			Mortals these days were starved for the divine. All the new religions were so hands-off. Kneeling and pressing palms together doesn’t do much more than create a short boost of dopamine, just enough to keep coming back for the next fix—same as gambling. And as with all routines, these eventually lose their meaning too. Prayer becomes the bathroom rug that’s never been washed. Seeing Hermes pick lint from between his toes was enough to transport Yuri to another realm of consciousness. A blissful tear rolled down his cheek. “I know who you are. You’re Hermès.”

			“Nope. Those are the purses. I’m Hermes,” Hermes said, polishing the yellow and green suede back to mint-condition shine. “My one endorsement deal and I can’t even afford to buy a fucking bag.”

			“Why does Hermès—Hermes—need a purse?”

			“To be fair, they started out selling harnesses for horses and, well, it made sense at the time. Why am I explaining anything to you?”

			Yuri wagged a pudgy finger. “Ahhh, god of messengers. Ferrier of souls,” he recited from his primary school knowledge.

			“A-plus. Gold star.”

			Yuri suddenly beamed. “Wait!” And he scurried off into the darkness of the hold.

			Wait. As if there was anywhere else to go. There was some commotion, the opening of a shipping container and fumbling about. Then, as if by his own powers to perform a miracle, Yuri returned with a golden Birkin bag and held it out for Hermes.

			Hermes was slightly ashamed how quickly he snatched the treasured artifact out of Yuri’s hands, and that he had been honestly more excited by a purse than the Ark of the Covenant. To be fair, one had better resale value. Priorities.

			Yuri sat back down. “Gift. Or should I say offering?”

			Hermes turned the bag over, and the gleam and dreams of Sotheby’s drained from his eyes. The stitching was all wrong and it didn’t feel like alligator skin. “Are these fake?”

			“No…” Yuri said. Then “Yes,” Yuri said.

			“It’s a knockoff.” The word sagged with disappointment.
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