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      This one is for Edward Bryant—writer, mentor, friend. He left us too soon.
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      “You’re not welcome here,” the manager said, and I didn’t punch him in the mouth because the Norse god Thor stood behind him. The thunder god held his massive club hammer and glared at us.

      Kelly, Esther, and I stood in the alcove before the entrance to Club Eternity. From the unpleasant aroma, I suspect someone had been using the bottom of the stairwell as a urinal. I held the vajra weapon in one hand. It was basically a club with ribbed spherical heads at either end. The ribs could open up and fire energy bolts like lightning, but it was dormant at the moment. It belonged to a god named Indra, but it was mine to use for now. The manager glanced at it, but stood his ground with confidence.

      The manager didn’t worry me. I could have kicked his ass with my eyes closed.

      Thor, on the other hand, could kill me without breaking a sweat.

      “Give me your bracelets and the vajra weapon,” the manager said. “Then get the hell out of here.”

      “You can have the bracelets,” I said. “But I’m not finished with the weapon.” The bracelets were our link to the club. Without them, we couldn’t get here. Club Eternity was essentially a bar for immortals tucked away in a pocket dimension.

      “You promised the weapon to me.”

      “I’m not done with it,” I said raising it up to aim the business end at his face. The ribs opened into spikes that I could drive into him, but it also whirred to life so I could fire a bolt of lightning at him.

      Thor grinned. He slapped his hammer into his palm, ready for a fight.

      The manager considered. He had Thor on his side. Could Thor kill me before I killed the manager? Thor obviously liked the odds, but the weapon wasn’t aimed at him.

      Kelly stepped in front of me. She smiled at the manager as she pushed my arm to the right. Now the vajra was aimed at Thor’s face.

      Thor’s grin faded.

      Kelly spoke to the manager. “If Jonathan fires the weapon, Thor will be blasted into the bar. Before he crashes through the door, though, I will have snapped your neck.”

      “Thor will kill you all.”

      “If he survives, you’re probably right,” Kelly said. “But you’ll be dead before that happens.”

      “I’m already dead,” Esther said.

      Thor reached up and placed his palm over the business end of the vajra. “I shall take this and⁠—“

      He didn’t get another word in because I fired the weapon.

      The energy bolt blasted the living shit out of his hand. The backlash from the blast shot sideways and incinerated the manager. Kelly jumped backward and ducked. The rest of the energy shot right back at me, but as it was magical, it washed over me like a bright light. Esther, being a ghost, didn’t have to worry as everything passed harmlessly through her.

      Thor shook his stump, cussed in three different languages, as he shook his arm about. The hand grew back and he clenched his fist a few times. He glared at me then swung his mighty hammer to smack me in the chest, but Esther darted in front of me and solidified. The hammer stuck her and drove her into me. We crashed against the wall and I slid to the floor, dazed.

      Esther blew a raspberry at Thor. “Is that the best you got, you old palooka? I oughta sock you right in the kisser!”

      Thor swung the hammer, and Esther popped away and reappeared behind him. Thor, clearly expecting to connect, went off balance with the swing, and Esther shoved him. He staggered, but didn’t fall down until Kelly jumped in with a spin kick to his head.

      “Don’t hit my friends,” Kelly said. “I don’t care how hot you are.” She ginned. “And you’re really hot.”

      “You dare to strike me?” Thor said.

      She gave a solid snap kick to his chin, driving him to the floor again. “Does that turn you on?” Kelly asked.

      “What?”

      “Because it’s kinda turning me on,” she said and kicked him again.

      I managed to pick myself up off the floor.

      Thor rolled to his feet, held his hammer aloft and was about to say something when a flash of bright light made us all turn away for a moment. When I looked back, a slender woman in an old Roman gown stood between Kelly and Thor. She had long, dark hair and exquisite cheek bones. Her soft white gown flowed over one shoulder, leaving the other bare. A gold belt encircled her waist.

      “That will be quite enough,” she said. Her voice was calm.

      Thor lowered his hammer and stepped back. “As you wish,” he said.

      “Who are you?” Kelly asked.

      “I’m the owner of Club Eternity,” she said. “You may call me Decima.”

      She held up one hand and the bracelets Kelly and I wore snapped off our wrists and floated over to her.

      “Your membership in the club has been revoked,” she said. “You may take the stairs here,” she motioned to the right. “When you ascend, you will find yourself in Tulsa, Oklahoma. We will wait until you’re on the sidewalk before we shift our dimensional alignment. You won’t find us again.”

      “Just like that?” I asked.

      She smiled. “You should be thanking me for not ending your life, Mr. Shade. You killed my manager.”

      “Hey,” I said. “Thor caused that.”

      “I saw what happened,” she said. “I also made an inquiry about you.”

      “That can’t be good.”

      “It’s worse than you know. The Men of Anubis are coming for you, and they don’t have my sense of fair play when it comes to mutiny and handling enemies.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Surely you’ve heard of me,” she said.

      I didn’t take the bait with the Shirley joke. Instead, I shrugged. See? Old guys can learn new tricks. It just takes a few lifetimes.

      “I am Decima,” she said again.

      “Yeah, I got that the first time,” I said.

      “I am the root source for the word decimate.”

      “So you enjoy destroying everything?”

      She grumbled something in Italian then switched to English and spoke in a clipped tone. “You stupid Americans always get that wrong.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “In my youth, I was the one who came up with the way to handle mutinous legions in Rome.”

      I gave her a blank stare.

      “I would have one out of every ten men slain to teach them a lesson. The remaining ninety percent would be on better behavior after that. So it’s not total destruction. It’s ten percent. Deci means ten. Got it?”

      “Guess you’ve got a bee up your butt about that one. I promise to always use decimate correctly just to make you happy.”

      “You won’t live long enough. As I said, the Men of Anubis are coming. And they are going to destroy you. All of you. There’s no place you can hide. There’s nothing you can do. So you need to get out of here because I don’t want them destroying my club in search of your soon-to-be-dead self.”

      “So they’d destroy the entire club? They wouldn’t just decimate it?”

      “You’re trying my patience, Mr. Shade,” Decima said. “Vacate the premises or I’ll have Thor throw you out.”

      “I don’t work for you,” Thor said. “I was helping the manager for a free drink and the chance to hit someone.”

      Kelly gave Thor a nod and held her hand like a phone. “Call me,” she said.

      Thor raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Perhaps I will.”

      “How many people work at Club Eternity?” I asked. “Ten? Twenty?”

      “Twenty-three.”

      “Damn,” I said. “I killed your manager and I was going to invite Thor to come with us, but it wouldn’t quite decimate your staff, especially since Thor made it clear he doesn’t work for you.”

      “Are you sure you want to get cute with me?” she asked.

      “There aren’t ten people in my legion,” I said. “That means you can’t decimate us.”

      She narrowed her gaze and pointed to the exit. “Go.”

      I nodded to Thor. “You like to fight. Want to come with us? We could use a guy like you.”

      “I could use a guy like you,” Kelly said.

      He looked Kelly up and down and licked his lips. What a perv. “I could stand to be used by you. I like the way you dish out punishment, woman.”

      “Kelly.”

      “Kelly,” he said and raised an eyebrow. “Will you punish me some more?”

      “Definitely,” Kelly said.

      “What do you say, big guy?” I asked.

      “I love women, and I love to fight. Supply me with drink and I’m in.”

      And that’s how we got a thunder god to join the team.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      We stepped from Club Eternity into downtown Tulsa. It was early evening and couples walked arm-in-arm toward trendy restaurants. The air was crisp, but I was warm in my big coat. Thor didn’t notice the cold. He wore a short tunic with furry vest over it. His brown trousers tucked into fur topped boots. His head was crowned with a silver horned helmet.

      “I like Tulsa,” Thor said.

      “You do?” I asked.

      “I spent a month here in 1995. There are amazing thunderstorms here.”

      “And tornadoes,” I said.

      Kelly moved ahead of us. “We should see about getting shelter for the night,” she said.

      “I like tornadoes,” Thor said.

      “I’ll make a note,” I said and started to cross the street toward a hotel.

      Esther took my hand and leaned against me as I walked, but Thor stopped.

      Halfway across the street, I took my hand back and turned toward Thor. “Are you coming?”

      “I’m waiting for you to write down the fact that I like tornadoes,” Thor said. “In fact, I think you should make notes of all the things I like. I shall speak them, and you shall write them down.”

      “I’m not your personal scribe.”

      “Then I hereby dub thee Scribe of Thor.” He stepped into the street, patted me on the shoulder, and continued after Kelly.

      I turned and ran into Esther. I was so used to walking through her that it caught me off guard. She smiled and reached for my hand again, but I moved past her before I realized what she was doing. “Watch out, Esther,” I said.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      Not quite what I was expecting. The walk sign flashed don’t walk, so I trotted the rest of the way across the street.

      “Anyone have any money?” Kelly asked.

      “I’m flat broke,” I said.

      Esther shook her head. “Don’t look at me.” She mumbled something that sounded like, “I’m invisible to you anyway,” but I wasn’t sure I’d heard her correctly. She moved away and Kelly and Thor were talking.

      “How about you, Thor?” Kelly asked. “Can you afford to pay for a few hotel rooms so we can get some sleep? Maybe buy some food or something?”

      “I do not keep earth currency on my person, but the last time I was here, there were boxes called ATMs. I can always get money from one of those machines.”

      “Cool. My account was cleaned out buying access to Club Eternity,” I said. “There should be an ATM around here somewhere.”

      Kelly pulled out her phone. “Closest ATM?”

      “Okay,” the phone said, “here’s what I found for closest ATM.”

      “I want to get one of those,” Thor said.

      “It’s an iPhone,” I said.

      “I haven’t spent time in this realm since the nineties. An iPhone,” he said. “I like it. Write that down.”

      Kelly looked at the screen. “There’s an ATM a block north at a bar called Jacob’s Hoot ’n Holler.” Kelly stared at her phone.

      “Something wrong?”

      “Yes,” she said. “You know I’m not one to run from a fight.”

      “You run toward trouble,” I said. “It’s one of the things I love about you.”

      “I like fighting and killing, but I’m not suicidal.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m with you in this no matter what you decide,” she said.

      “But?”

      She hesitated. “But if the Men of Anubis could find us, they’d have been waiting for us. If not at Club Eternity, then wherever and whenever we left the club.”

      “That proves they’re not all-powerful,” I said. “Means we have a chance.”

      “I don’t know,” Kelly said.

      I got the impression she wanted to say more, but she didn’t get the chance.

      “You know what I know?” Thor asked.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I know that I’m hungry,” he said. “If the lovely wench will get us a table in the restaurant over yonder, Jonathan and I will go get some money from the ATM box. Order me a large steak, and tell them to make it so rare it screams when I cut into it.”

      “One steak, bloody rare,” Kelly said. “And to drink?”

      “Ale.”

      “Jonathan?”

      “A steak and beer sounds good to me. Anything dark and on tap. Okay, big guy, let’s get some cash.”

      “How much would you like?”

      Most banks cap the daily withdrawal at five hundred dollars, but some go to a thousand. “Whatever you can get, I guess.”

      “Very well.”

      Jacob’s Hoot ’n Holler had a neon sign of a cowboy with a large hat twirling a lasso. The sign buzzed softly.

      “I like that sign,” Thor said. “Write that down.” I followed him into the bar.

      Blake Shelton sang “Some Beach” on the jukebox. The patrons in the bar were mostly rough cowboy types. Blue jeans and cowboy boots. They didn’t wear the boots to look fashionable. They wore them because they worked in them. They wore plaid shirts and sat at the bar or at tables drinking beer or they danced with cowgirls on the narrow strip between tables. A couple of big men played pool in the back.

      Thor bobbed in time with the music. “I like this song,” he said to one of the cowboys.

      “Good for you,” the man said, looking at Thor’s odd clothing. He looked at me in my heavy jacket and snow pants over black boots. I’d just come from the mountains of Tajikistan, so I stood out a bit, too.

      Thor danced around a couple, and I worried he might grab the girl’s ass, but while he looked with admiration, he didn’t touch. I eased around them as well.

      People looked at us and frowned. We were quite the odd pairing.

      The ATM stood next to the hallway leading to the restrooms.

      “Stand back,” Thor said.

      I thought he didn’t want me to see his PIN, but he didn’t pull out a card. He just grabbed the machine, yanked it off the wall, hammered the corner to create a grip, then tore off the back and pulled out a huge handful of twenty dollar bills. Alarms blared. Thor broke a few wires and the alarms went silent.

      “Is this enough?” he asked, holding up thousands of dollars.

      “Oh shit,” I said.

      “Hey!” the bartender yelled. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “I have need of this cash,” Thor said.

      “Billy!” the bartender yelled. He pulled a shotgun from beneath the bar and aimed it at Thor, who shoved twenties into the pockets of his trousers. A few bills fluttered to the floor, but he didn’t notice.

      Billy turned out to be one of the big men at the pool table. He rushed over, pool cue in hand. “Yeah, boss?”

      “Keep that son of a bitch there. I’m calling the cops.”

      Billy lowered the pool cue to block Thor’s path. “That’s far enough, buddy.”

      Thor took the cue from him, snapped it in two and tossed the pieces to the floor.

      “You can’t do that!” the man said stepping in front of Thor.

      “Move or be moved,” Thor said.

      “That’s a cool looking helmet,” Billy said. “Too bad it ain’t Halloween.” He tried to push Thor in the chest.

      Thor didn’t budge.

      He grabbed Billy by the throat, lifted him into the air and tossed him across the room. Billy crashed into a table, knocking over two men, an ashtray, and several beer bottles. The table broke under his weight and he hit the ground hard.

      The bartender rushed out from behind the bar. He aimed the shotgun at Thor and fired.

      The blast caught Thor in the stomach.

      Thor looked down at his now ragged tunic. “Foolish mortal,” Thor said and yanked the shotgun away. He snapped the gun in two. “As you were kind enough to store some money for us, I grant you your life.”

      He shoved the bartender aside.

      Four men started to block him, but Thor walked right through them, knocking them aside.

      “Let’s go eat dead animal flesh,” Thor said with a smile.

      I followed him out of the bar.

      “They’re calling the cops now,” I said.

      “I don’t care what they do,” Thor said. “I’m hungry.”

      “I thought you had a bank account.”

      “Why would I need a bank account when you people are kind enough to put money in those boxes for me? I can’t understand why some people get so upset when I make a withdrawal. Put that in the notebook under things Thor does not like.”
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      Approaching sirens wailed, so I tugged Thor into an alley.

      “Cops,” I said.

      “I don’t care about cops,” Thor said.

      “Better to avoid them right now,” I said. “We have things to do.”

      “They won’t even delay us. I’ll tip over their silly cars, and cast the men aside.” He raised his hammer.

      Without thinking, I took the hammer away from him. “My way is better,” I said.

      Thor stared at me. “Give that back.”

      The hammer was forged by dwarves, and it had a short handle. As I was able to hold it, I assumed it was enchanted, and as magic doesn’t faze me, I could wield it.

      “You didn’t think the hammer would find me worthy?” I asked.

      Thor laughed. “You’ve read too many comic books, boy.”

      The police cars rushed past the alley as Thor snatched the hammer from my hand.

      “So anyone can wield it?”

      “For you it would be a club hammer. For me it’s a powerful weapon.”

      “I think if you hit someone with a club hammer, they’re going to think it’s a powerful weapon. We can go now.”

      We stepped back onto the sidewalk and walked to the restaurant without further incident.
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        * * *

      

      The restaurant was crowded, but at least it had a casual atmosphere, and while they looked at Thor’s helmet and clothing with hesitance, they admitted us without an argument. Somehow, I doubt many people would ever consider denying service to Thor. The hostess, a lovely redhead, led us to the table where Kelly and Esther waited. Esther remained translucent, and Kelly sipped a glass of wine.

      Many of the people in the restaurant were dressed up, but quite a few wore blue jeans and flannel shirts. The place smelled great with a variety of spices and cooking meats combining to make me want to close my eyes and bask in the aroma. I resisted the temptation and sat across the table from Kelly.

      Thor sat next to her and scooted his chair even closer. He leaned toward her, and she put a palm up to block him.

      “Not so fast, Romeo.”

      “Thor.”

      Esther laughed. “Bank’s closed, pal.”

      “First we feast,” Thor said, undeterred by Kelly’s reaction. He turned and called out, “Bring us a roasted boar and lots of ale!”

      A busboy at a booth turned and said, “I’ll send your waiter over, sir.”

      “Good lad.”

      “I already ordered steak for everyone,” Kelly said.

      “That’s right. And I obtained currency,” Thor said. He handed a stack of twenties to Kelly, and another stack to me. “There’s more where this came from. Well, not that particular ATM, but this city is replete with them.”

      “We’ll make do with what we have,” I said.

      The waiter brought our meals and once he moved on, we talked between bites of delicious steak.

      “Do you have a plan to deal with the Men of Anubis?” Kelly asked.

      “Not exactly,” I said.

      “Why are they after you?” Thor asked.

      “Because I escaped from them, and then I chucked one of them into the void. We’re not attached to time, so they have to find us to get us. We may be the only ones who can stop them.”

      “Very well. I say we challenge them in battle,” Thor said. “I’ll smite them with my hammer.”

      “Not quite that simple,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because they can control time.”

      “So?”

      “So if you swing your hammer, they can freeze time, step out of the way, and restart time. Or they can rewind time and take the hammer away from you.”

      “Hmm.”

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      He smiled. “I’m thinking you’re fucked.”

      “You’re not going to back out on us, are you?”

      “I’m immortal,” Thor said. “They can’t do anything to me.”

      “They could cast you into the void.”

      He opened his mouth to reply, then furrowed his brow for a moment. He nodded and lifted a finger. “I’ll be right back,” Thor said, and left the table.

      He walked toward the restroom, and once he entered the hallway, he disappeared.

      “We may have just lost our only real ally,” I said.

      “He’ll be back,” Kelly said.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “He wants me.”

      I ate, but now I barely tasted the steak. My stomach flipped as I thought about facing the Men of Anubis. The whole thing started to feel real. It was no longer way out there in the distance as something to deal with one of these days. Now it was time to face them, and while I did have a good weapon with the vajra, I wasn’t sure it would do me much good. Odds were that I would die in the battle, which was fine. After all, I’d lived a much longer life than most people can even dream about. But I didn’t want to get anyone else killed. Kelly deserved a good life. Thor deserved, well, I don’t know what he deserved. And what about Esther? I put my knife and fork on the plate and tossed my napkin onto my half-finished meal.

      “You don’t like the food?”

      “We don’t stand a chance against the Men of Anubis,” I said.

      “You’re just now realizing that?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I’m just tired.”

      “I think you’re right about them not being all-powerful. If they could have done so, they’d have gone back to take us out before you cast their brother into the void.”

      “So maybe they can’t track us?” I considered that. “Maybe Indra prevented them from seeing us there.”

      “Maybe Chronos did,” Esther said.

      “You said we were aspects in time,” Kelly said. “As we don’t belong here, they can’t find us.”

      “But if we catch up to them, they should be able to flow backward along our timeline and wipe
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